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This is a book about reframing what it means 
to be a school-based speech-language pa-
thologist (SLP). SLPs are trained to help stu-
dents with disabilities. However, the spirit of 
the multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) 
framework is to think about the educational 
system as a whole. In an MTSS framework, 
SLPs move away from the concept of dif-
ferentiating “our” students from other stu-
dents. Instead, SLPs think about how to use 
our unique skillset to drive positive out-
comes for all students. 

Having worked in public schools as an 
SLP myself for years, I know firsthand about 
the busy daily lives of school-based SLPs. I 
know that the time spent conducting assess-
ments, implementing individualized educa-
tion plans (IEPs), and applying evidence-
based practice hardly leaves school-based 
SLPs with a sense that they have any extra 
time. In fact, meeting the needs of students 
with identified speech-language disabilities 
can feel like more than a full-time job. The 
difficulty of reaching beyond the caseload 
to consider the needs of all students is real. 
However, I am convinced that SLPs can 
make a meaningful difference by embrac-
ing the MTSS framework. In doing so, they 
have the potential to better serve the needs 
of students with and without identified dis-
abilities, and to do so more proactively.

My intention in writing this book was 
to provide SLPs with a useful resource 
rather than an extended theoretical expla-
nation that leaves practitioners to fill in the 
specifics. With this goal in mind, during the 
summer and fall of 2019, I reached out to 

SLPs working in public schools all over the 
country to learn about their experiences 
with MTSS. My conversations included 
SLPs in big cities, suburbs, small towns, and 
rural areas. I spoke with both new and ex-
perienced SLPs. In all, I talked to SLPs from 
19 different school districts. These conver-
sations with SLPs motivated, grounded, and 
challenged me.

Practical Realities 

A major takeaway from my conversations 
is that SLPs have challenging jobs. So many 
SLPs described their huge caseloads (I 
spoke with several SLPs who provide direct 
services to nearly 100 students), the mini-
mal space they were given to work in (some 
SLPs worked in closets and others just had 
rolling carts), and the lack of budget to buy 
resources. I identified with these SLPs. As a 
former school-based SLP, I faced many of 
these same obstacles.

One complaint I often heard was that 
involvement in MTSS just seems unrealis-
tic given the existing workload. I knew that 
framing MTSS as just “one more thing” re-
ally wouldn’t cut it for SLPs given their al-
ready highly demanding workload and the 
logistical difficulties of their jobs. This book 
focuses on practical research-based tools 
and insights into how SLPs can balance the 
demands of working within the special edu-
cation framework with supporting general 
education students. 

Preface
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Collectively, We 
Have Questions!

So many SLPs struggled with how to get in-
volved with MTSS and questioned if they 
were doing things the “right” way. In my 
conversations, many SLPs expressed curios-
ity about how other SLPs were making sense 
of MTSS. So many questions came up about 
MTSS in general, how to address road-
blocks, what kind of data to collect, how 
to collaborate with other educators, how to 
define the SLP role, and what instructional 
approaches to take for students. Based on 
these pressing questions that weigh on our 
minds collectively, I have decided to orga-
nize my book largely as a series of questions 
and answers. This book tackles questions 
about the policy implications of the MTSS 
framework, applicability of the framework 
to SLPs’ roles in schools and how SLPs can 
implement MTSS in their practice. 

Ideas From Research 
and the Field

There is extensive research relevant to MTSS, 
however, it can be challenging for practition
ers to synthesize multiple studies and trans
late the ideas into their practice. On the  
other hand, many SLPs in the field have de-
veloped practical methods for techniques 
that are supported by research but their 
methods aren’t widely known. This book is 
an effort to bring the worlds of research and  
practice together. One thing I’ve heard many 
times is that all SLPs need a few “tricks up 
their sleeves” or “tools in their toolbox.” Jump-
ing off this metaphor, I have designed the 
largest section of this book as an SLP MTSS 
Toolkit. The toolkit features ideas for how 
SLPs can support the Common Core State 

Standards, address speech-specific issues such 
as articulation, as well as help support stu-
dents’ social-emotional skills within an MTSS 
framework. These tools come from the col-
lective wisdom of the community of both 
practitioners and researchers in the field. 
Some of the tools, rubrics, and templates 
come directly from practicing SLPs as noted 
throughout the book. Additionally, I have 
highlighted real-world snapshots of MTSS 
in action based on the experiences of SLPs 
in the field. Throughout, I explain the re-
search that underpins my ideas for tools and 
approaches that SLPs can use within MTSS.

Final Thoughts

In closing this preface, I’d like to offer a final 
reflection of how necessary MTSS will con-
tinue to be for the field of education and es
pecially for SLPs. As this book is moving 
toward the production stage in the spring of 
2020, schools throughout the world are fac-
ing an unprecedented challenge due to the 
COVID-19 public health emergency. With 
students out of physical school buildings, 
educators are being forced to halt face-to-
face instruction and support for students. 
SLPs are scrambling to adopt new ways to 
support students through teletherapy and 
home packets. While the impact of this un-
precedented use of virtual instruction on 
students’ collective academic progress re-
mains unknown at this time, it seems cer-
tain that this situation will negatively impact 
student academic progress across the board. 
Further, it is likely the most vulnerable pop-
ulations of students (i.e., students with dis-
abilities, English language learners, and stu-
dents from historically disadvantaged racial 
and cultural backgrounds) will be impacted 
most intensely. In the upcoming school 
years, educators will need to work harder 
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than ever before to put interventions and 
supports into place to help students catch up 
from the lost learning opportunities during 
this time. 

While I believe the relevancy and impor
tance of the MTSS model was true before this 
crisis, I think the need for this framework 
will be all the more necessary in the times 
following this public health emergency. By 
taking an active role in supporting students 
through an MTSS framework, SLPs can play 

a key part in the essential effort of support-
ing the academic success of all students. By 
reaching beyond our caseload and working 
within an MTSS framework, SLPs can dem-
onstrate their commitment to being part of 
the collective effort in public education to 
support the needs of all students regardless 
of their background, circumstances, or the 
challenges they face. It is my hope this book 
provides SLPs with tools, ideas, and inspira-
tion to be impactful within this framework.
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3

Purpose of Chapter 1

The purpose of this chapter is to provide 
an overview of the MTSS framework, in­
cluding a review of the support for MTSS 
from research and policy, as well as the  
logistics of MTSS implementation as an 
SLP. This section will clarify the terminol­
ogy associated with MTSS and the rela­
tionship between MTSS and other impor­
tant educational frameworks. Additionally, 
this section will explore how to best un­
derstand the tiers associated with MTSS 
and the role of SLPs specifically within the 
MTSS framework. In order to help clarify 
questions and allow readers to find the 
information most relevant to their needs, 
this section is written in a Question and 
Answer (Q&A) format. This Q&A is 
meant both to provide information and to 
model how SLPs might respond to ques­
tions from other educators. 

The Q&A is divided into three differ­
ent categories:

What Do SLPs Need to 
Know and Explain About 
Their Role in MTSS?  
A Q & A Overview With 
Key Talking Points

1

	 1.	 Basic Concepts of MTSS: definition, 
historical perspective, the relation­
ship between MTSS and other 
educational frameworks

	 2.	 All Things Tiers: understanding the 
tiers, applying the concept of tiers to 
students and interventions

	 3.	 MTSS and the SLP: roles, challenges, 
collaboration, and communication

Part 1: Basic Concepts 
of MTSS

What Is MTSS?

MTSS stands for multi-tiered systems of 
support. This framework is used within 
the educational system in an effort to meet 
the educational and behavioral needs of 
all students. A central element of MTSS 
is providing students with increasingly in­
tensive levels of support to be successful. 
The underlying philosophy of MTSS is 
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4   MULTI-TIERED SYSTEMS OF SUPPORT: TOOLS FOR SLPs IN EDUCATION

that all students can succeed academically, 
but the intensity and focus of instruction 
should be adjusted to provide interven­
tions and supports to students who do not 
readily make adequate progress. There are 
several key elements of MTSS:

n	 MTSS is a tiered system that involves 
multiple levels of instruction and 
support aimed at meeting students’ 
needs and preventing academic 
failure.

n	 MTSS emphasizes collaboration and 
problem-solving within the school 
system and at each tier.

n	 MTSS involves data-based decision-
making related to instructional 
choices, movement within the 
multilevel system, and disability 
identification.

n	 MTSS involves the use of evidence-
based practices to support student 
progress.

In one sentence, MTSS can be defined as a 
tiered education system, involving collabo­
ration within teams of educators, to make 
data-driven decisions and implement  
evidence-based practice to ensure students 
make adequate academic progress.

What Is the History of 
the MTSS Framework 
in Education?

The MTSS framework evolved out of a 
need for new and improved practices for 
the instruction of students school-wide, 
and identification of students who were 
struggling academically or behaviorally. 
The original impetus behind a tiered 

model of support for students was the 
need for a more valid manner to identify 
students as having disabilities beyond the 
IQ-achievement discrepancy model. The 
idea of a tiered model originated from a 
1982 National Research Council Report 
that offered revised criteria for special 
education eligibility with a greater focus 
on the quality of general education in­
struction and the effectiveness of assess­
ment (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003). Another 
key player in the history of multi-tiered 
systems of support is Dr. Hill Walker, who 
is well known for reframing the medical 
approach in the field of community health 
from a focus on remediation to a focus 
on prevention (Swenson et al., 2017). The 
driving principle of MTSS is to enable all 
students who are struggling academically 
or behaviorally to receive the necessary 
instruction and support regardless of 
whether or not they are identified as hav­
ing a disability.

What Is the Discrepancy Model 
of Disability Identification 
and Why It Is No Longer 
Considered a Valid Way 
to Identify Disabilities?

All states at some point relied on an IQ-
achievement discrepancy model to iden­
tify students with disabilities. Under this 
model, students are tested for their in­
telligence or cognitive capacity (i.e., IQ 
scores), which is then compared to their 
achievement in varying academic areas 
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2007). The difference 
between a student’s capacity and achieve­
ment was used to identify disabilities. The 
reasoning was that if a student’s achieve­
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ment matched their cognitive capacity,  
they did not have a disability; they were 
simply performing at a level matching 
their capabilities. One major flaw of this 
approach was that it failed to serve the 
needs of students who had academic 
difficulties but did not satisfy the discrep­
ancy as such students were generally de­
nied special education services. It also did 
not address the needs of “slow learners” 
caught in between general education and 
special education. Oftentimes, this lack of 
intervention and support would eventu­
ally result in students falling even further 
behind in school until eventually, the gap 
between their capacity and achievement 
was significant enough for them to be 
identified for support. Given this, the 

discrepancy model was often dubbed the 
“wait-to-fail” model. 

With the 2004 reauthorization of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA), the federal policy governing 
special education, Congress agreed “there 
is no evidence that the IQ-achievement 
discrepancy formula can be applied in a 
consistent and educationally meaningful 
(i.e., reliable and valid) manner” (United 
States Congressional Serial Set, No. 14816, 
Senate Reports Nos. 163–191, 2004, p. 26). 
Given this acknowledgment, schools were 
encouraged to use an alternative process 
to determine disabilities. Specifically, they 
were encouraged to determine students’ 
response to research-validated interven­
tions as part of the evaluation process. This 

Box 1–1.  Real-World Snapshot: Embracing MTSS to Move Away From the  Dis­
crepancy Model of Disability Identification 

Erica Smith is the only SLP in Clinton County R-III School District in Missouri. As 
a state, Missouri has recently changed the eligibility rules that SLPs need to follow 
to qualify a student as speech-language impaired (SLI) under IDEA. Under the new 
state policy, it is now necessary to document a student’s lack of progress with evidence-
based interventions that are designed to support general curriculum prior to deter-
mining their eligibility for special education. Given this, SLPs are now required to do 
informal interventions prior to formal evaluations. This new requirement replaces 
the older eligibility determination process, which relied on cognitive referencing. 

As Erica was thinking through this new requirement, she had ongoing conversa-
tions with the district’s special education director and school principals to figure out 
how she could make a valuable contribution within a tiered model and how she could 
use data from her work with students to inform the eligibility determination process. 
After trying her new approach of implementing informal interventions prior to evalu-
ations for a few months, she has found the intervention period very beneficial. She 
feels that she is able to gather strong data in that time period that indicates which 
areas to focus on with a student. Also, she is able to more readily identify which stu-
dents do not need formal interventions or referrals to special education.
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model, initially referred to as Response 
to Intervention (RTI), was designed as a 
way to provide immediate and focused 
interventions for struggling students, and 
used data to inform ongoing decisions 
regarding eligibility for special education  
services.

So Are RTI and MTSS 
Essentially the Same Thing?

Although RTI and MTSS are often used 
as synonyms, they are actually related, 
but distinct concepts. The RTI framework 
was developed before the MTSS frame­
work as a way to identify disabilities in 
a valid manner and proactively support 
student needs. The focus in RTI is on the 

interventions and raising the achieve­
ment of the lowest-performing students 
through research-based interventions in 
order to prevent academic failure. In con­
trast, MTSS is a newer framework and is 
a system-wide approach to education 
where the focus is on improving core in­
struction as a means to prevent academic  
difficulties from occurring. MTSS is con­
sidered a larger framework that encom­
passes, but is not limited to, RTI. Fig­
ure 1–1 illustrates the relationship between  
RTI and MTSS.

Is MTSS Supported By Reseach? 

Substantial research demonstrates posi­
tive student outcomes associated with 

Figure 1–1.  The relationship between RTI and MTSS.
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1.  A Q & A OVERVIEW WITH KEY TALKING POINTS   7

the MTSS framework (e.g., Cabell et al., 
2008; Spencer et al., 2015). Although the 
literature in this area is vast, a close look 
at a few notable studies demonstrates the 
efficacy and impact of the MTSS frame­
work on student achievement:

n	 MTSS has potential for prevention: 
Multiple studies of MTSS models 
highlight that students who are strug­
gling readers respond well to short- 
term supplementary support. Around 
18% of students experience early 
reading difficulties (Hehir, 2005), 
however, not all of these students 
require intensive long-term support 
(such as that provided as part of 
special education) to make progress. 
In fact, research shows that most stu­
dents (95% to 98%) respond positively 
to short-term reading interventions 
such as what might be provided 
within MTSS (Berninger et al., 2003; 
Mathes et al., 2005; McMaster et al., 
2005; Torgesen, 2000).

n	 MTSS adds value to students with and 
without disabilities: Research on four 
large districts that have implemented 
multi-tiered support systems found 
that the tiered process led to positive 
outcomes for students both with 
and without disabilities (Burns & 
Ysseldyke, 2005). Their success was 
dependent on a well-trained multi­
disciplinary team and instructional 
adaptations based on data.

n	 MTSS improves collective efficacy of 
educators: In 2007, a group of re­
searchers collaborated with an urban 
elementary school to plan and imple­
ment a multi-tiered problem-solving 
model for reading intervention over 

the course of three years (Rinaldi  
et al., 2011). They found that the use 
of this model resulted in increased 
shared responsibility for students’ 
outcomes as well as greater use of 
collaborative planning time to ensure 
that students’ academic needs were 
identified and addressed. Further, 
general educators showed higher 
levels of active engagement with the 
special education process, resulting in 
higher levels of collective efficacy.

How Does MTSS Relate 
to Other Educational 
Frameworks Like Common 
Core State Standards (CCSS) 
and Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL)?

Although the purpose of public schools in 
society has evolved over time, the emphasis 
of U.S. education since the 1980s has largely 
been driven by the setting of academic 
standards known as standards-based edu­
cation. The emphasis of standards-based 
education is setting clear and measurable 
standards for all students and assessments 
that measure each student against these 
standards. The federal policy No Child Left 
Behind (the federal education policy from 
2001–2010) evolved from the standards-
based movement. The successor to the No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, the Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015, is 
similar to NCLB in that it also places a 
strong emphasis on standards and testing. 

Given the strong emphasis on stan­
dards in education policy, there was a 
growing concern that standards could 
vary across states, with some states holding  
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students to higher standards than others. 
Out of this concern grew the state-led 
effort to develop the CCSS, which was 
launched by state leaders in 2009 and has 
been adopted by 41 states. CCSS has been 
called “one of the most ambitious attempts 
to overhaul education policy in the coun­
try’s history” (Cavanagh, 2012, p. 14). The 
CCSS identifies a common set of standards 
that are accepted across states. These stan­
dards do not set the curriculum but rather 
identify what students should know and be 
able to do at the end of each grade in the 
areas of reading, writing, speaking and lis­
tening, language, and mathematics. 

Within the CCSS, anchor standards 
that apply to Grades K–12 define cross-
literacy expectations for all students to be 
ready for college and careers. Each anchor 
standard has corresponding standards 
for every grade (except for high school 
grades, which are presented in two-year 
bands) that align the anchor standards 
with appropriate grade-level expectations. 
The anchors and grade-specific standards  

are complementary to one another; the an­
chor provides the broad standard and the 
grade-specific standard provides specificity. 
Table 1–1 is one example of an anchor stan­
dard along with some examples of grade-
specific standards. Figure  1–2 provides 
a full overview of the organization of the 
CCSS with more detail on the English Lan­
guage Arts (ELA) standards within CCSS.

Understanding the goals of the standards- 
based education movement helps ex­
plain why an educational framework like 
MTSS is helpful. An important compo­
nent of CCSS is that all students are held 
to the same standards regardless of social-
economic factors, race, cultural or ethnic 
background, or disability. It has become 
increasingly clear that simply putting a set 
of standards in place is only the first step 
(Au, 2007; Booher-Jennings, 2005) and 
that schools need to have well-supported 
systems in place to aid educators in their  
goal of helping students reach standards. 

MTSS frameworks endeavor to pro­
vide diverse student bodies with differ­

Table 1–1.  Example Anchor Standard and Grade-Specific Standards

Anchor 
Standard

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.4
Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning 
words and phrases by using context clues, analyzing meaningful word 
parts, and consulting general and specialized reference materials, as 
appropriate.

Grade-Specific 
Standards

Kindergarten: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and 
multiple-meaning words and phrases based on kindergarten reading 
and content.

Grade 2: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-
meaning words and phrases based on Grade 2 reading and content, 
choosing flexibly from an array of strategies.

Grade 4: Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-
meaning words and phrases based on Grade 4 reading and content, 
choosing flexibly from a range of strategies.
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entiated support so that all students can 
reach the same high standards. In order to 
implement instruction within MTSS, the 
principles of Universal Design for Learn­
ing (UDL) can be integrated into learning 
approaches (O’Brien et al., 2016). Central 
to UDL is the idea that designing educa­
tion for students with specialized needs 
(i.e., students at the margins) ultimately 
benefits all learners and that students 
should be provided multiple means to 
engage in the learning process (Rose & 
Meyer, 2002). Accessibility, differentiation, 
and inclusion are key principles in UDL 
that inform tiered supports within an 
MTSS framework as described through­
out this book. Further, UDL and MTSS are 
aligned in their focus on proactive plans 
focused on prevention of failure.

To make sense of how MTSS fits with 
other educational frameworks, it is useful 

to view CCSS as setting the destination 
for students, to view MTSS as the path or 
infrastructure that students need to reach 
that destination, and UDL as the guiding 
signposts to inform instruction on the 
students’ path toward academic progress 
(see Figure 1–3).

Is MTSS Part of the Prereferral 
Process for Eligibility for 
Special Education?

Whereas supports and interventions through  
MTSS can be implemented prior to a for­
mal evaluation, it is not correct to view 
MTSS as an extended prereferral process. 
It is possible that students who are not re­
sponsive to tiered interventions may be 
considered for special education at some 
point. However, MTSS is not intended as a  

Figure 1–2.  The organization of the CCSS.
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prereferral process but rather as a prevention- 
oriented process. According to Ehren et al. 
(2009), “referring students to special edu­
cation is the last thing on anyone’s mind 
in initially addressing students’ learning 
needs (unless there is a good reason to do 
so)” (p. 79). 

The MTSS framework and special ed­
ucation have different goals. MTSS is a  
prevention-oriented process meant to 
support student success by providing 
tiered support as needed for students to 
achieve the standards set out by the CCSS. 
The goals of special education are to iden­
tify, through appropriate evaluations, 
which students have disabilities and how 
best to design and implement educational 
programs to meet their unique needs. 
These customized programs are formally 

documented as Individualized Education 
Plans (IEPs). MTSS is a general education 
framework that works in parallel with the 
special education system and not as a 
feeder. The use of data gathered through 
the MTSS process can be useful in consid­
ering eligibility for special education ser­
vices. The types of data that SLPs might 
consider in making this determination are 
covered in detail in Chapter 2.

Do Students Have to “Do MTSS”  
Before They Can Be Identified 
as Having a Disability?

A concern that often arises in any con­
versation about MTSS is the tension that 
exists between early intervention within 

Figure 1–3.  A visualization of the relationship between UDL, CCSS, and MTSS.
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a school context (i.e., providing services 
to struggling students in a proactive man­
ner) and formal evaluation for disability 
identification. Some parents and others in 
the education field have voiced concerns 
that implementing MTSS could be viewed 
as or used in a manner to delay a student’s 
appropriate evaluation and placement in 
special education (Heasley, 2016; Wright, 
2011). 

The truth is that there is no policy stat­
ing that a student has to “do MTSS” prior to 
being evaluated for special education or  
that a student in the process of an evalu­
ation cannot simultaneously be receiv­
ing tiered support through MTSS. In fact, 
there is a strong consensus that a multi-
tiered system should never be used to 
delay evaluation. The U.S. Department 
of Education issued an Office of Special 
Education and Rehabilitative Services 
(OSEP) memo stipulating that although 
OSEP is supportive of implementation of 
tiered strategies, it “would be inconsis­
tent with the [federally regulated] evalua­
tion provisions . . . to reject a referral and 
delay provision of an initial evaluation on 
the basis that a child has not participated 
in an RTI framework” (Musgrove, 2011,  
p. 3). Further, the memo states that if a 
parent refers their child for special edu­
cation evaluation and the local education 
agency (LEA) representative believes the 
student may be eligible for special educa­
tion services, an evaluation must be pro­
vided regardless of how the tiered process 
is unfolding. Although the OSEP memo 
references RTI, it is important to remem­
ber that the RTI terminology predates 
the common use of MTSS terminology, 
and the implications of the memo apply  
to MTSS.

Once a Student Has an IEP, 
Are They “Done” With MTSS?

In a similar way that students do not 
have to “do” MTSS before they are evalu­
ated for suspected disabilities, they are 
not “done” with MTSS if they have an 
IEP or a disability. With few exceptions,  
students with disabilities should be re­
garded as general education students 
first, which means they are part of MTSS. 
A central framework of special education 
services is the inclusion and education of 
students in the least restrictive environ­
ment (LRE). This translates into the fact 
that students with disabilities should re­
ceive education alongside general educa­
tion peers to the extent that is feasible. The 
President’s Commission on Excellence in 
Special Education report, A New Era: Re-
vitalizing Special Education for Children 
and Their Families, includes a directive 
to, “Consider children with disabilities as 
general education children first . . . In in­
struction, the systems must work together 
to provide effective teaching” (2002, p. 9). 

Do Parents Need to 
Give Formal Permission 
for Their Children to 
Participate in MTSS?

Given that all students in public schools 
receive the core curriculum, which is 
equivalent to Tier 1 in MTSS, there is no 
need for parents to provide formal per­
mission for their children to participate 
in MTSS. However, if students are con­
sidered at risk and are receiving more in­
tensive support (i.e., Tier 2 or Tier 3) in 
any given area, it would be advisable to 
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keep parents informed. Unlike the process 
for IEPs, there is not a formal process for 
communicating with parents. It is possible 
this communication could happen during 
a routine parent-teacher conference or if 
parents are contacted to discuss specific 
concerns. If a student is later referred for 
a special education evaluation and the 
use of data collected via tiered interven­
tions is used to build a case for eligibility, 
it would certainly be preferable not to take 
parents by surprise with this informa­
tion. A sample letter to parents about the 
SLP’s role in the school and describing the 
MTSS framework generally is included in  
Appendix B–1. 

Certain schools and districts may have 
specific procedures for communicating 
with parents and those should be followed 
with respect to MTSS as well. If SLPs or 
others are going to remove students from 
the general education classroom (such  
as small-group work) or to conduct a for­
mal screening, it is prudent to inform par­
ents and request permission. Two exam­
ples of such permission forms, one which 
asks permission for screening and sup­
port and the other focused only on seek­
ing permission to provide student sup­
port, are included in Appendix B–2 and  
Appendix B–3. 

Part 2: All Things Tiers

What Is the Best Way 
to Make Sense of the 
Tiers Within MTSS?

A key feature of MTSS is multiple tiers of 
support for students that increase in in­

tensity and are additive in nature. The 
first tier, Tier 1, involves instructional 
support in the core education classroom. 
The nature of this instruction should be 
research-based, proactive, and aimed at 
supporting student success and prevent­
ing future difficulties. In Tier 1, the focus 
is on the prevention of deficits before 
using interventions. In an MTSS model, 
all students receive Tier 1 support. At  
Tier 2, students retain the support pro­
vided by Tier 1 but receive extra supports 
in deficient areas, often in small groups or 
with additional focus and attention paid 
by educators. Tier 3 services are more in­
tensive and build on the support provided 
by the core curriculum in Tier 1 and the 
additional support provided by Tier 2. At 
least some aspects of Tier 3 support typi­
cally take place in a 1-on-1 or small-group 
setting.

What Is the Best Way 
to Visualize These 
Different Tiers?

The most common visual representation of 
MTSS is a pyramid model with Tier 1 ser­
vices on the bottom (targeting all students) 
and Tier 3 services on the top (most indi­
vidualized). See Figure 1–4.

Are the Tiers a Linear Process 
Where Students Start at Tier 1  
and Move Up as Needed?

Some local education agencies and dis­
tricts have clearly defined processes re­
lated to MTSS whereas others are less 
prescriptive (Foster, 2018). In general, the 
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MTSS process is meant to be flexible and 
adaptable. Unlike the process typically as­
sociated with developing IEPs, which is 
highly structured and procedure-oriented, 
students do not have to formally “qualify 
for” or “exit from” specific tiers so the pro­
cess can be more adaptable and less linear. 
The idea is that the MTSS system should 
be flexible enough for students to receive 
the level of support needed at the moment 
and responsive enough to fade or change 
support as needed. Over the course of 
their schooling careers, students may re­
quire services at different tiers to support 
different skill areas at different times.

Are Students Classified as Tier 1,  
Tier 2, or Tier 3 Students? 
What Percentage of Students 
Should Be in Each Category?

When it comes to classifying students 
by tiers, it is important to keep in mind 

that every student has a unique profile 
of strengths and weaknesses. Therefore, 
there is no such thing as a “Tier 2 student” 
or a “Tier 3 student.” Although it may be 
possible to classify students with regard to 
a tier corresponding to their level of need 
for discrete skills (e.g., decoding), it is 
unlikely that students will need the same 
level of support for all skill areas. In fact, it 
is not unexpected that a student may need 
Tier 3 support in one skill area whereas 
Tier 1 support is adequate for other skill 
areas. For example, a student might be 
making adequate progress at Tier 1 for 
vocabulary development but may need 
a Tier 3 level of support for articulation 
development.

While recognizing that students have 
strengths and weaknesses, research on 
school-age tiered systems (Mellard et al.,  
2010) estimates that 80% of students 
will respond satisfactorily to general in­
struction (Tier 1), approximately 15% of 
school-age students can be adequately 

Figure 1–4.  The pyramid/triangle visualization of the tiers within MTSS.
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served through more intense intervention 
(Tier 2), and the remaining 5% will require 
the most concentrated and intensive level 
of intervention (Tier 3). Whereas this 
80%, 15%, and 5% expectation is a gen­
eral idea, the exact percentage of students 
who need more intensive instruction 
for a given skill area is largely depen­
dent on the population of students the 
school serves and the measures used to 
allocate interventions within a school dis­
trict or state. The bottom line is that, for  
any given skill area, the vast majority of 
students should be addressed with Tier 1  
instruction.

Are Students With IEPs 
Automatically Tier 3 Students? 
Are Special Education Services 
Considered Tier 3 Services?

It is important to be aware of and in­
formed about local norms at the school, 
district, and state levels when considering 
this question as different places take dif­
ferent approaches. Research on districts 
and their approach to MTSS shows that 
some districts view special education sup­
port as Tier 3, whereas others view special 
education as additional support beyond 
Tier 3. Mellard et al. (2010) explain that 
how school districts frame the purpose 
of their multi-tiered systems often drives 
their stance on this question. Districts 
that view multi-tiered systems as early 
intervention to prevent school failures 
typically exclude special education from 
their Tier 3 structures. Schools that view 
the purpose of their multi-tiered sup­
port systems as including the disability 
identification process will often include 

special education as the highest intensity 
tier, Tier 3. Adding to the mix of possible 
approaches, some school districts do not 
treat special education as a stand-alone 
tier at all but rather place students with 
identified disabilities in the tiers that best 
meet their individual needs. Given the 
variety of approaches, it is clear that it is 
critical for SLPs to understand the norms 
and expectations in a given setting.

Are Instruction Approaches or 
Interventions Classified as Tier 1,  
Tier 2, or Tier 3 Approaches? 
Can the Same Basic Approach 
to Skill Development Be 
Used at Multiple Tiers?

Just as one cannot look at a student and 
describe them as a “Tier 2” or “Tier 1” 
student, it is not possible to look at any 
instructional approach or intervention in 
isolation and classify it as a Tier 1 versus 
a Tier 2 or Tier 3 level approach. Rather, 
it is necessary to look at the approach in 
relation to the needs and grades of the stu­
dents. What might be considered a Tier 1 
approach in kindergarten may be consid­
ered a Tier 3 approach in second grade 
when most of the students have already 
mastered the targeted skills. For example, 
the marketing materials for the “Heggerty 
Phonemic Awareness Curriculum” state 
that this program can be used as a Tier 1 
core program for phonemic awareness in 
the younger grades (K–2), but that it can 
also be used as a Tier 2 and Tier 3 support 
for students in upper elementary school 
(Literacy Resources LLC, 2020). 

Generally speaking, if all or most stu­
dents need support in a given area, those 
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skills should be addressed as a Tier 1 sup­
port. It never makes sense for an entire 
class or an entire grade to be receiving 
Tier 2 or Tier 3 level support in a given 
area. When interventions are used to tar­
get skills below a student’s current grade 
level or at a greater level of intensity than 
needed by students at the same grade 
level, they are generally considered to be 
at the Tier 2 or Tier 3 level. 

In general, most instructional ap­
proaches for a target skill area can be 
used flexibly depending on the needs of 
the students. Chapters 3 to 9 describe 
specific tools that are largely appropriate 
for use at multiple tiers as long as there 
are appropriate adjustments in the level 
of support provided, as well as necessary 
adjustments to the frequency and inten­
sity of instruction. 

Part 3: MTSS and the SLP

Why Should SLPs Be 
Involved in MTSS?

There is a general consensus that SLPs 
should play a key role in the education of 
K–12 students due to their high level of 
expertise in language and communication 
(e.g., Ehren et al., 2012; Power-deFur, 2016; 
Rudebusch, 2012). SLPs’ involvement in 
MTSS can serve four related purposes: 

n	 Purpose 1: To collaborate with other 
educators (i.e., classroom teachers, 
special education teachers, school 
psychologists, counselors, and others) 
to improve the quality of instructional 
practices related to language and 

literacy, ideally preventing some stu­
dents from requiring more specialized 
services moving forward.

n	 Purpose 2: To proactively support 
students who are at risk for failure 
and meet their needs in an impactful 
manner without relying solely on 
special education services. 

n	 Purpose 3: To meet the needs of stu­
dents with disabilities in a more effi­
cient and inclusive manner by integrat­
ing speech-language services into 
general education and collaborating 
with educators to meet student needs.

n	 Purpose 4: To provide relevant data to 
inform decision-making, to facilitate 
the accurate identification of students 
with disabilities, and to make appro­
priate eligibility decisions.

How Do SLPs Provide Services 
Under an MTSS Framework? 

SLPs’ involvement with MTSS can take on 
many forms. SLPs can select from a vari­
ety of service delivery models for students 
with IEPs and the same concept applies 
to SLPs involved with MTSS. The specific 
location of SLPs’ direct involvement with 
MTSS may also vary and include the gen­
eral education classroom, special educa­
tion classroom, or a separate location out­
side the classroom setting. Possible roles 
that SLPs may take on within an MTSS 
framework include:

n	 Professional development: SLPs can 
model strategies and other ideas through 
professional development sessions to 
guide educators in supporting stu­
dents’ progress (Powell, 2018).
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n	 Consultation: SLPs can provide  
guidance on how best to meet the 
needs of students through direct dis­
cussions with other educators. As  
part of consultation, SLPs can col­
laborate on selecting, developing, 
and adapting academic material to 
support students. Academic success 
is largely dependent on students’ 
communication competence and 

language, an area where SLPs can  
serve as valuable resources (Ehren  
et al., 2012). 

n	 Whole-class teaching: SLPs may  
“take over” the classroom for a 
whole-class lesson. This lesson may 
either be regularly scheduled or on 
an as-needed basis for modeling an 
approach. This provides teachers 
with a model for techniques to “elicit, 

Box 1–2.  Real-World Snapshot: SLP Involvement With a School-Wide MTSS 
Team 

Katie Marciniak, a school-based SLP in a small school district in northern Minnesota, 
had been involved in working with a district-wide team to support the development 
and implementation of the MTSS framework. She notes there have been many chal-
lenges that her school district has faced regarding implementing an MTSS framework 
and that implementation is an iterative process that requires ongoing engagement and 
problem-solving. Early in trying to implement an MTSS framework, an observation 
was made that students were not making the progress the district wanted to see. As a 
group, district professionals involved with MTSS came to the realization that having 
students leave the classroom to get extra instruction during literacy time was likely 
counterproductive because students ended up missing important instructional time. 
The realization resulted in an effort to reframe the way the district thought about 
service delivery through a tiered approach. Katie explained how the district staff 
realized the importance of considering all students as Tier 1 students first and think-
ing of tiered support as additive to, rather than replacing, the core instruction. She 
explained how they are in the process of trying to change the schedule so all students 
have protected curriculum time for core instruction and then have a block of time 
when students get the additional support they need for specific skills. The district is 
thinking of using the concept of “WIN” time (“What I Need” time; Enriching Stu-
dents, n.d.) as a model for this way of scheduling services and instruction.

As the district has gone through this process, there have been a lot of insights 
gained about how to support the needs of all students in the district. Reflecting on this 
process, Katie described how crucial it is to consider the best ways to use the skills of 
all the professionals in the district. She explained, “We don’t have more bodies and 
we can’t get more money,” so it is important to consider how to utilize everyone in 
the building to best support students.
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modify, and reinforce speech and 
language skills” (Blosser & Means, 
2020, p. 218).

n	 Collaborative team teaching: The SLP 
and the classroom teacher implement 
a lesson planned collaboratively. In 
this model, both the SLP and teacher 
can teach simultaneously or the one 
teach/one float model can be imple­

mented (Dixon, 2014). In this model, 
one professional provides instruction  
to the whole class, while the other 
floats around the room to provide sup­
port and extra help to individual stu­
dents as needed. This has the added 
benefit of giving the SLP exposure  
to classroom materials (Blosser & 
Means, 2020).

Box 1–3.  Real-World Snapshot: SLPs Involved With Professional Development 

Given that MTSS is a general education initiative, Heather Eisenberg, a school-based 
SLP in San Diego Unified School District (SDUSD) in California, feels that SLPs 
play an important role in professional development for teachers and consultation 
with teachers within this framework. She explains that teams of SLPs in her district 
have held several professional development sessions for staff at varying school sites on 
specific strategies to support academic language. These sessions highlight ideas and 
strategies that are relevant for all students, not only those with IEPs or considered 
at risk. 

Heather explains that these professional development sessions also highlight for 
teachers what signs indicate that students may need additional support beyond core 
instruction. This becomes an opportunity to explain the MTSS process and how it 
interfaces with special education. SLPs explain to fellow educators that when teach-
ers see signs that students may need more support in the area of language, the SLPs 
will implement 6 to 8 weeks of intervention through the MTSS framework in col-
laboration with teachers. The SLPs then use the data collected through this process 
to make decisions about the next steps needed. If it has been determined that the 
student has made adequate progress through short-term interventions, then support 
will be faded. It is also possible at that point to try a different approach, increase the 
intensity of the support, or move forward with a special education referral if appropri-
ate. Heather describes how the data points collected through this process, which she 
refers to as “performance-based measures,” are useful in building a case for special 
education eligibility. Given that most students in her district come from culturally 
and linguistically diverse backgrounds, there are limitations to the usefulness of the 
data obtained from standardized testing. Data collection within the MTSS frame-
work about how students respond to intervention is useful and relevant for SLPs in 
their task of differentiating language-intrinsic disorders from lack of instruction or 
other areas.
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n	 Direct work with students in small 
groups or individually: SLPs may 
work with small groups of students or 
they may run centers for instruction 
that students can rotate through. 
This station teaching model may be 
particularly useful in classrooms that 
have students moving through differ­
ent activities (Dixon, 2014). SLPs may 
also work with students individually.

Even if SLPs Want to 
Support Students Within 
an MTSS Framework, Can 
SLPs Justify Being Involved 
in MTSS From a Funding 
and Policy Perspective?

This is a common question that SLPs ask. 
There has long been a history of SLPs fo­
cusing only on students with identified 

Box 1–4.  Real-World Snapshot: Consultation as a Way to Work at “The Top of 
the License”

Dustin Juusola works in a large public high school in SDUSD with a large English 
language learners (ELL) population. He highlights the importance of having many 
service delivery models, including consultation models, in order to meet the needs of 
students and support teachers. He highlights that the ratio of SLPs to students and to 
teachers is usually much lower at the secondary level when compared to elementary 
schools. In elementary schools, there might be one SLP for every 20 or so teachers. In 
the high school where he works, there is one SLP per over 100 teachers. In discussing 
how he provides tiered support at the secondary level, he reports that the teachers are 
very interested in providing support to students, so consultation is a key element of 
his work. He works with teachers, school counselors, and teacher aides to brainstorm 
strategies that might support the needs of certain classes and particular students. A 
large focus of Dustin’s collaborative work is training classroom aides because they 
often work with students with language impairment for a large part of their days. He 
teaches the teacher aides when to model a response and when to give a student more 
processing time when they encounter language-related challenges.

While consultation is key, it is not the only support Dustin provides. He also 
models strategies in classrooms, provides training to teachers, and works with stu-
dents in small groups and individually. The service delivery model may vary by the 
receptiveness of the teacher (some are more willing to “open” up their classroom 
than others) and by the preferences of the students. He feels mixing up the models 
of service delivery is important for students as it allows all stakeholders involved to 
see the connections between his interventions and academic work. After all, the goal 
of his work with students is ultimately to support them academically, so time spent 
working within a consultative model allows him to use his expertise to support the 
school and practice “at the top” of his license.
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disabilities in public schools. However, 
education policy at the federal level in­
cludes language that justifies SLPs’ in­
volvement in MTSS. Specifics on how 
key elements of ESSA and IDEA justify 
SLPs’ involvement in MTSS are included 
in Table 1–2.

Is a Large Caseload Prohibitive 
to MTSS Involvement?

Not necessarily. There are many ways 
that SLPs can embed MTSS in the work 
they are already doing in schools by put­
ting a greater emphasis, as appropriate, on  
collaborative-classroom or co-teaching 
models to serve students on their case­
loads. Spending more time in the class­
room may allow SLPs to meet the needs 
of the students on their caseload more 
efficiently and effectively, while at the 
same time addressing the needs of non­
disabled students through an MTSS 
framework. An added benefit of having 
SLPs interact with students with and with­
out disabilities is that it is a way to actively 
avoid stigmatizing the target students who 
are on the SLPs’ caseload and provides 
inclusive services that facilitate oppor­
tunities for typically developing peers to 
model behaviors and goals. 

That being said, it is unsurprising there 
is research showing that the size of a given 
SLP’s caseload may influence whether or 
not they select a multi-tiered system as a 
method of speech and language interven­
tion and that demanding caseloads are 
viewed as obstacles for SLPs to implement 
a multi-tiered framework (Sanger et al., 
2012). These findings suggest that SLPs 
should present an appropriate approach 

to workload analysis (American Speech-
Language-Hearing Association [ASHA], 
2017, 2020) to administrators in their dis­
tricts, as needed, in order to successfully 
advocate for their involvement in MTSS. 

What Challenges Might 
SLPs Face in Forming 
Close Collaborations With 
Educators and How Can These 
Challenges Be Addressed?

One important challenge SLPs face is 
teacher buy-in. In order to be effective 
in an MTSS framework, SLPs need to 
develop an atmosphere where they have 
strong, collaborative relationships with 
teachers. However, some SLPs report not 
feeling “welcome” in classrooms. The issue 
of “staying in one’s lane” is a struggle in 
educational settings that can be hard to 
overcome. It is useful to consider that 
this struggle is not unique to SLPs and 
MTSS. In fact, the difficulties of creating a 
transparent and collaborative atmosphere 
within schools have long been recognized 
and explored (Elmore, 1996). 

There are a number of ways that SLPs 
can work toward nurturing good partner­
ships with educators. Some ways to facili­
tate this include:

n	 Be visible and explain the SLP role: 
Survey research shows teachers often 
have limited knowledge about special 
education generally, and around 90% 
of teachers reported they had received 
no information about the field of 
speech-language pathology during 
their education (Sadler, 2005). To build 
strong collaborations, SLPs can strive 
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Table 1–2.  How ESSA and IDEA Relate to MTSS and the SLP

Key Areas Related to MTSS Implications for SLPs

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA): The federal policy governing general education

Highlights MTSS as a means by which schools can 
flexibly use both Title I and IDEA funds to provide 
services to students who are considered at risk but 
not disabled [Sec. 2224 [20 U.S.C. 6312; (3)(4)].

There is flexibility in funding 
sources to support students 
who are considered at risk. This 
funding could be used for SLPs’ 
involvement in MTSS.

Supports the provision of services to students 
who are not currently identified as needing special 
education but who need additional academic 
and behavioral support to succeed in a general 
education environment [Sec. 2103 [20 U.S.C. 
6312; (b) (3) (F)].

It is justifiable for SLPs to provide 
services to students outside of 
special education through an 
MTSS framework.

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA): Federal spending clause ensuring 
students with disabilities are provided with appropriate education tailored to their needs

Students without disabilities may also benefit from 
SLPs in the classroom as an “incidental benefit” 
[IDEA 2004, 34 C.F.R. 300 (208) (a)].

As SLPs engage in work with 
students with identified disabilities 
and IEPs in a general education 
setting (i.e., “push-in” services or 
using a collaborative classroom 
service delivery model), it is 
justifiable to provide support to 
other students at the same time.

Funds provided to a Local Education Agency (LEA) 
under Part B of the Act may be used for “services 
and aids that also benefit nondisabled children” 
[IDEA 2004, 34 C.F.R § 1413(a)].

IDEA funding can benefit students 
without disabilities, so SLPs funded 
by IDEA are justified in working 
with these students.

IDEA (2004) allows LEAs to use up to 15% of its 
IDEA Part B funds to be allocated “to develop 
and implement coordinated, early intervening 
services, which may include interagency financing 
structures, for students . . . who are not currently 
identified as needing special education or related 
services, but who need additional academic 
and behavioral support to succeed in a general 
education environment” [IDEA 2004, 34 C.F.R.  
§ 300 (226)]. 

IDEA funding can specifically be 
used to proactively provide support 
for students who need support 
to succeed in general education 
even if they are not identified as 
disabled.

IDEA allows that data regarding how students 
respond to research-based intervention be used in 
the eligibility determination process (IDEA 2004, 34 
C.F.R. § 300.309(a) (2) (i)). To support this point, 
Congress commented that “there is no evidence 
that the IQ-achievement discrepancy formulas can  
be applied in a consistent and meaningful manner” 
and encourages alternatives (United States  
Congressional Serial Set, No. 14816, Senate 
Reports Nos. 163–191, 2004, p. 26).

SLPs can provide research-
validated interventions as part 
of the evaluation and eligibility 
determination process.
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to generate greater awareness regard­
ing their area of expertise. An example 
of a letter that explains the SLP’s role 
generally, and in MTSS specifically, is 
included in Appendix B–4. 

n	 Use inclusive language to build col­
lective efficacy: SLPs and classroom 
teachers can assume shared respon­
sibility for the functional outcomes 
related to student success. Using “we” 
versus “I” to discuss interventions 
and goals helps promote the idea of 
collective efficacy (Murza, 2019). 
Research suggests that perceived col­
lective efficacy is strongly related to 
student achievement in schools (e.g., 
Bandura, 1993; Goddard et al., 2000). 

n	 Start small and build from there: Given 
the challenges in building close collab­
orations, it is useful to start small. SLPs 
can start by finding one colleague or 
teacher to collaborate with and build 
from there. Success breeds success 
and other colleagues may be intrigued 
when they observe SLPs and teachers 
successfully collaborating (Clapsaddle 
& Palafox, 2013). 

n	 Mutual recognition of expertise: SLPs 
have a lot to share and model for 

other educators but the reverse is true 
as well. Although SLPs have a lot of 
unique skills to share with teachers, 
acknowledging and learning about 
the teachers’ unique areas of expertise 
is a way to build strong partnerships 
(Speech Pathology Australia, 2017). 

How Do SLPs Know if They 
Are Doing MTSS “Right”?

This book includes a guide for decision-
making in MTSS (Chapter 2) as well as 
22 tools that SLPs can implement as part 
of MTSS (introduced in Chapter 3 and 
described in Chapters 4 to 9). Multiple 
possible approaches are emphasized in 
the book with the recognition that not 
every possible approach is feasible in any 
given setting. It is important to empha­
size that individual SLPs will need to be 
aware of the culture, expectations, poli­
cies, and practices in their specific set­
tings when making decisions about their 
involvement with MTSS. There is no “one 
size fits all” approach to MTSS, which is 
part of the challenge and the beauty of the 
framework. 
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2
Purpose of Chapter 2

The purpose of this section is to delin-
eate what kinds of decisions SLPs need to 
make in the MTSS framework, to iden-
tify the types of data SLPs need to inform 
these decisions, and to guide SLPs on how 
to make key decisions using varying data 
sources.

What Are the Key 
Decision Points for 
SLPs Within MTSS?

Once SLPs are on board for getting in-
volved in MTSS, there are lots of decisions 
to be made. Some of these decisions have 
to do with programmatic choices and 
others concern the needs of individual 
students. Although there are undoubt-
edly countless decision points that come 
up with respect to SLPs’ involvement in 
MTSS, it makes sense to group these de-
cisions into four broad categories, which 
are summarized in Table 2–1. This table 

also highlights the particular unit of focus 
for each decision and why data is needed 
to inform this decision. These four deci-
sions are discussed in more detail after  
the sources of possible data to inform  
decision-making are explained. It is im-
portant to note that these decisions are not 
necessarily made in a linear order, with 
one decision following the next. Rather, 
these are key issues SLPs need to continue 
to consider and revisit within the MTSS  
framework.

What “Kinds” of Data 
Should SLPs Consider 
in the MTSS Process?

In their work in public schools, SLPs are 
used to gathering, analyzing, and apply-
ing different kinds of data from various 
sources. The data sources used by SLPs 
more generally in schools are also use-
ful for informing decisions associated 
with the MTSS process. Some of the key 
data sources for making these determina-
tions, as well as their possible strengths 

What Decisions Do SLPs  
Need to Make? Key Decisions 
and Data Collection
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and limitations in relation to the MTSS 
process, are listed in Table 2–2. The pur-
pose of this list is to highlight the various 
sources of information that can inform 
decisions made by SLPs in the MTSS pro-
cess, as well as to underscore that not all 
data used to inform such decision-making  
needs to be gathered directly by SLPs. 
Further, just as no one piece of informa-
tion or data should be used to make clini-
cal decisions generally, no single source of 
data can fully inform decisions within an 
MTSS framework. Many different kinds 
and sources of data are needed.

Table 2–1.  Types of Decisions SLPs Need to Make in MTSS

Decision Point Unit of Focus  Need for Data

Decision #1 

How can SLPs make a 
unique contribution to the 
core curriculum (Tier 1) in a 
specific setting?

Core curriculum, 
instructional program, 
needs of groups of students

To determine the focus for 
SLP Tier 1 services 

Decision #2

How do SLPs determine 
which students need help 
beyond Tier 1?

Identifying students from a 
larger group 

To determine which 
students need support 
beyond Tier 1

Decision #3

How are students 
responding to interventions 
or services?

Individual student To determine if the level of 
support is appropriate or if 
changes need to be made

Decision #4

Based on information 
gained in the MTSS 
process, which students 
may be considered eligible 
for special education 
services?

Individual student To determine (a) if it 
is appropriate to refer 
a student for a special 
education evaluation and 
(b) if a student is eligible for 
special education services

What Data Is Useful for 
Each Decision Point?

Different kinds of data discussed in this 
chapter can inform each major decision 
in the MTSS process. Table 2–3 illustrates 
that there is overlap between the “kinds” 
of data that need to be considered for dif-
ferent decision points, as well as some 
similarities. Following this summary table 
is a list of FAQs that delve into more detail 
for each decision point.
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Table 2–2.  Data Sources Organized by Who Generally Generates the Data

Data Generated by the District for All Students

Standardized achievement tests related to academic standards 

Description Standardized achievement assessments provide data about students’ 
mastery in academic content areas related to the Common Core 
State Standards (CCSS) or other sets of standards (e.g., state-
level standards). These assessments can provide information about 
differences between students in terms of standard scores and 
percentiles. 

Examples Standardized tests associated with CCSS for Grades 3 to 12

• � Partnership For Assessment of Reading for College and Career 
(PARCC)/ New Meridian (2019)

•  Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC; 2020)

Examples of other achievement tests

• � Iowa Test of Basic Skills: This is a nationally-administered set of 
exams designed to assess the abilities of students in academic 
subject areas  (FunEducation, Inc., 2020)

• � Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System: Massachusetts’s 
statewide standards-based assessment program (Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2020)

Strengths These tests can identify areas where students have met grade-level 
expectations in a subject area and provide insights to educators about 
how their instructional approach supports students’ ability to meet grade-
level standards.

Limitations There are many criticisms of the use of these tests, including concerns 
that these assessments may be culturally-biased. They can also be a 
source of stress and anxiety for students and teachers. There are also 
concerns that teachers may be “teaching to the test,” which undermines 
the value of these tests. 

Data Generated in the Classroom by Educators and Students

Summative assessments in classroom

Description Students routinely receive final summative assessments for their 
performance in varying subject areas, including end-of-unit chapter 
tests, midterm or semester exams, as well as final or end-of-course 
examinations.

Examples Unit tests, grades on projects

Strengths Summative assessment grades are authentic sources of information that 
have a clear relationship to a student’s actual performance in schools. 
They also provide direct information about a teacher’s expectations for 
students in a given area. 

Limitations Student performance on classroom summative assessment or on 
projects may be influenced by many factors such as stress, anxiety, 
family circumstances, and so forth.

continues
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Table 2–2.  continued

Data collected in classroom during “business as usual” teaching and learning

Description  Educators collect a variety of data through “business as usual” teaching 
and learning as part of classroom routines and teaching practices. 

Examples Percentage of homework completed, percentage of answers correct on 
assignments and quizzes, quality and quantity of class participation, 
student attendance and tardiness. 

Strengths  This data reflects the day-to-day reality and expectations of the 
classroom experience for students.

Limitations Different teachers may use varying kinds of data collection methods and 
may vary in how accurately and consistently they collect such data. 

Portfolio and work sample review

Description Physical or digital portfolios can be put together by or for students and 
feature work products (i.e., writing samples, class products, problem-
solving examples, photos, or audio recordings) over a period of time 
(i.e., for a semester). Portfolios can also contain student reflections on 
their own work or on their progress and goals. 

Examples  Tools like checklists and rubrics can be used to evaluate products 
included in a student’s portfolio. Checklists can be especially appropriate 
to evaluate work products where multiple chronological steps are 
performed, such as writing samples. An example of a published checklist 
used to evaluate student writing is the “Writing Process and Product 
Worksheet” available from Brookes Publishing (Nelson et al., 2001). 
States, districts, and individual teachers may also have rubrics or 
checklists in use that SLPs can consider using. 

Strengths Portfolios can contain drafts of work products over time, which allow 
students’ growth to be visible. Portfolios provide a natural context for 
students to be reflective on their progress and their own strengths and 
weaknesses.

Limitations Students may need supervision to assemble meaningful portfolios and 
this process can be time-consuming. Some students receive more 
guidance (e.g., help from parents) on their portfolios than others.

Data Collected Purposefully by SLPs

Classroom observations

Description Classroom observation can be used to gather data about instructional 
programs, groups of students, and individual students. Observations 
can take place during teacher-led instruction, small group work, or as 
individual students actively complete assignments.

Examples The focus of observations can vary. Observations can be unstructured, 
such as an SLP spending time observing the classroom without a set 
protocol, or structured. A form for logging both classroom observations, 
as well as discussions with teachers and administrators, is included in 
Appendix A–1. 
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Table 2–2.  continued

Some examples of structured observation forms are as follows:

General classroom environment and instruction 

• � Classroom Environment Checklist (CEC): This checklist focuses on 
the presence and quality level of instructional planning tools (e.g., 
lesson plans, progress-monitoring tools), meaningful literacy, print 
centers and materials (e.g., letter wall, availability of books), and 
the overall design and management of the classroom and individual 
centers (University of Texas Health Center at Houston, 2016).

Structured literacy-oriented observations

• � Classroom Literacy Environmental Profile (CLEP): This is a tool meant 
to evaluate the “print richness” (Wolfersberger et al., 2004, p. 239) of 
K-6 classrooms through a scorable evaluation to help direct classroom 
modifications and enhancements for better overall language.

• � TEX–IN3: This observational system focuses on the quantity and 
quality of texts in class, as well as student engagement during 
literacy instruction (Hoffman et al., 2004).

Classroom discussions:

• � Low Inference Discussion Observation (LIDO) instrument: This 
instrument is used to provide information on the quantity and nature 
of discussion occurring during normal classroom practice (Institute of 
Education Sciences, n.d.).

Strengths Observations provide authentic information about the classroom or school 
environment and focus on the daily experiences of key stakeholders.

Limitations The data gathered through observations may be context-dependent 
(e.g., an observation carried out after lunch may yield a different 
impression than an observation first thing in the morning), so caution 
must be applied.

Discussions with teachers and administrators

Description Conversations and discussions with teachers and administrators can 
focus on the instructional program, groups of students, and individual 
students. The focus on discussions can vary based on purpose. 

Examples Discussions can be casual (i.e., quick chat in the hall) or more 
structured, such as conversations within professional learning 
communities (PLCs).

Strengths Discussions allow SLPs to benefit from the insights of other educators and 
can serve as a foundation for a good relationship based on the ideas of 
trust and mutual respect. Research (e.g., Harris, 2010; Schussler, 2009) 
shows that teachers have a good sense of the strengths and weaknesses 
of their students as well as their instructional programs.

Limitations Scheduling time to meet and talk with other educators can be 
challenging and many logistical issues may need to be discussed (i.e., 
bell schedules, transportation issues, discipline), which may distract from 
a focus on issues of student instructional achievement, progress, and 
learning strategies.

continues
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Table 2–2.  continued

School surveys

Description Surveys, focused on students or educators, can provide insight into the 
school climate and instruction practices. 

Examples School-wide surveys can provide observational insights into varying 
aspects of the school environment. SLPs may design their own surveys 
to get information on areas of key interest or they can use published 
tools. Examples of published tools related to bullying are as follows.

School environment and bullying surveys:

• � Bully Survey: This is an anonymous survey to bring visibility to the 
characteristics of bullying being experienced and provide valuable 
data as a baseline for actions. There are four different surveys  
for different audiences: elementary (Grades 3–5), secondary  
(Grades 6–12), teachers and school staff, and parents (Swearer, 
2019).

• � Olweus Bullying Questionnaire: This questionnaire is part of the 
larger Olweus Bullying Prevention Program. The questionnaire is 
given to students in Grades 3 to 12 and is compared to a national 
database (Statistics Solutions, 2019). 

Strengths Surveys can provide a large base of opinions that are helpful in 
understanding the larger environment on a day-to-day basis. They may 
facilitate gaining the perspectives of many people in a time-efficient and 
anonymous manner.

Limitations The usefulness of surveys may be limited by low completion rates or 
rushed responses. Surveys may not provide nuanced information and 
may highlight the experiences of the majority over unique perspectives.

Language sample analysis (LSA) 

Description  There is a broad consensus in the field that language sampling should 
play a major role in assessment because it is considered a “strong 
evidence-based method of assessing children’s natural language” 
(Heilmann, 2010, p. 7). 

Example Various measures can be used to analyze language in the context of 
LSA, including language productivity measures such as mean length of 
utterance (MLU), words per sentence (WPS), and clauses per sentence 
(CPS). LSA can also be useful to see the micro and macro elements 
of varying discourse types (e.g., conversation, narrative, expository, 
persuasive).

Computerized programs for language analysis (e.g., Systematic 
Analysis of Language Transcripts [SALT], Miller & Iglesias, 2017) allow 
clinicians to compare a student’s language sample to the performance of 
transcripts from a database. 

Strengths LSA can provide authentic information about students’ language use in 
a manner that avoids the decontextualization of standardized measures. 
Further, SLPs can collect language samples multiple times to monitor 
progress over time (Rojas & Iglesias, 2009). Another strength of LSA is 
that it is an appropriate tool for evaluating multilingual speakers as it can 
provide a context for the comparison of skills in multiple languages.
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Table 2–2.  continued

Limitations Although many resources exist guiding SLPs about the benefits of LSA 
and providing information about the most efficient procedures to use 
(e.g., Hadley, 1998; Pavelko & Owens, 2019), SLPs report finding LSA 
time-consuming and challenging (Heilmann, 2010).

Standardized tests of speech or language skills

Description Diagnostic assessment tools are designed to measure students’ speech 
and language skills. These tests allow the test administrator to compare 
the scores of the individual being assessed with a normative sample. 

Examples  Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals (CELF-5; Wiig et al., 
2013b), Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals - Spanish 
(CELF-4 Spanish; Wiig et al., 2006), Goldman-Fristoe Test of Articulation  
(GFTA-3; Goldman & Fristoe, 2015), The Test of Written Language–
Fourth Edition (TOWL-4; Hammill & Larsen, 2009), Test of Narrative 
Language-Second Edition (TNL-2; Gillam & Pearson, 2017), Test de 
Vocabulario en Imagenes Peabody (TVIP; Dunn et al., 1986)

Strengths Standardized tests allow a direct comparison of a student’s performance 
to a normed sample. Such tests are designed to highlight their strengths 
and weaknesses from a developmental perspective. 

Limitations Standardized tests are static measures designed to provide information 
about a student’s skills at a given point in time and cannot capture 
incremental change over short periods of time. Further, diagnostic 
accuracy testing (i.e., specificity and sensitivity) information is not 
always provided and may vary. Issues related to reliability and 
validity, especially with respect to students from culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds, must be taken into account. In 
general, standardized tests have limited utility in planning functional, 
educationally-relevant services (Foster, 2018).

Screening tools related to speech and language

Description Screening tools are designed to be relatively brief ways to identify 
students who may be below age-level expectations for speech-language 
skills. The purpose of these tools is not to provide diagnostic information 
but to identify students who may require more support in particular 
areas.

Examples Different screening tools may focus on varying areas. Given that SLPs 
are most likely to administer screening tools in relation to decision #2 
(How do SLPs determine which students need help beyond Tier 1?), 
a more detailed list of screening tools is included in the discussion of 
decision #2.

Strengths These tests can generally be administered quickly, which may allow 
SLPs to identify students who may be at risk in a consistent and time-
efficient manner.

Limitations  Screenings are not designed to be diagnostic and may not be culturally-
sensitive. Further, few tools are considered efficient for mass screenings 
of language when issues related to specificity and sensitivity are taken 
into account.

continues
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Table 2–2.  continued

Data collected during tiered support provided by SLP

Description SLPs or other educators should collect data on students’ performance 
during tiered support. This data may be similar to the type of clinical 
data that SLPs collect as a general practice in their direct work with 
students with IEPs. Such data may include frequency counts of specific 
targets (e.g., sound production, definitions, etc.) and the use of cues and 
prompts. 

Examples  SLPs have a strong background in data collection as they generally 
collect data as a regular part of client interaction. Each chapter of the 
toolkit of this book has suggestions for how to collect data for target 
areas and a general accuracy collection form that can be flexibly used in 
various areas is included in Appendix A–1. 

Strengths Authentic data about how students respond to interventions and 
instruction is aligned with the concept of dynamic assessment, which 
is considered a culturally-valid way to identify the skills and learning 
potential of students (Gutiérrez-Clellen & Peña, 2001; Lidz & Peña, 
2009). An impetus for the development of MTSS was that data on how 
students respond to research-validated interventions is considered to be 
a more valid source of data than standardized tests. 

Limitations It is challenging to consistently gather data during instruction and 
intervention, especially when working with groups of students. It can be 
difficult to balance teaching and data collection simultaneously. 

Data Source That May be Generated at the District Level, by Teachers  
in the Classroom, or by SLPs

Periodic benchmarking 

Description Periodic benchmarking allows educators to look at students’ 
performance and compare it to established benchmarks. These periodic 
benchmarking measurements can be classified as either general 
outcome measures or curriculum-based measures, as explained below:

•  General outcome measures (GOMs) are designed to be reflective of 
student development over time in academic areas.

• � Curriculum-based measures (CBMs) are a type of prescriptive and 
standardized GOM that allow educators to monitor students’ skills in 
certain areas of the curriculum such as reading or spelling across the 
entire school year (Deno, 1985; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2011).

Periodic benchmarking measures are standardized with respect to 
administration and scoring, and generally involve frequent, brief, and 
repeated sampling on a specific task. 

Examples • � Fountas & Pinnell Benchmark Assessment Systems: This is used to 
determine a student’s independent and instructional reading levels 
(Fountas & Pinnell, 2020).
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Table 2–2.  continued

•	 Computerized Screening Tools: Many districts use computerized 
programs for progress monitoring. For example, FastBridge Learning 
(Illuminate Education, 2020) has brief CBMs related to reading, math, 
and behavior, and i-Ready (Curriculum Associates, 2020) growth 
monitoring provides periodic adaptive assessment in reading/English 
language arts (ELA), including phonological awareness and phonics.

A list of resources for periodic benchmarking that may be administered 
by SLPs and that are related to the tools featured in this book is included 
in the discussion of decision #3. This is because these methods are 
especially useful as SLPs monitor progress to determine the level of 
support that students need.

Strengths  GOMs and CBMs allow for repeated sampling of student performance via 
standardized procedures so a student’s performance at multiple points 
in time can be compared (Fuchs et al., 1989; Hall-Mills, 2018). Further, 
GOMs and CBMs can be used flexibly in that they can be administered to 
all students for benchmarking purposes and to certain groups of students 
when more frequent progress monitoring is needed. Such tools should be 
readily available as the Every Student Succeeds Act specifies that all state 
and local education agencies must have processes designated to “monitor 
students’ progress in meeting the challenging State academic standards” 
[Sec. 1112 [20 U.S.C. 6312; (b) (1)]].

Limitations In order to provide useful data, GOMs and CMBs need to be administered 
repeatedly, which may be time-consuming. Further, certain tools may 
require specific training to gather and interpret data. Some of these tools 
may be expensive or require a subscription. Additionally, the validity of 
any progress monitoring tool depends, to a certain degree, on the contexts 
in which progress was assessed (Gillam & Justice, 2010).

Box 2–1.  Real-World Snapshot: Observations as an Important Source of Data 
for SLPs 

Carlee Lewis of SDUSD feels that observations are a very important source of data 
for supporting students in the elementary school where she works. She explains that 
observation in the classroom is not only meant to identify students who may be 
considered at risk in the area of language but also to identify students with strong 
language skills. Carlee describes how important it is for students with strong language 
skills (who she refers to as “expert language users”) to be in close proximity to students 
who face more challenges with language because of the great importance of strong 
language models. She explains that strong language models from peers are key to the 
development of language skills of students with IEPs or who are considered at risk. 
Carlee shares her observations about the language abilities of specific students with 
teachers to encourage the teachers to take these skill levels into consideration with 
respect to seating and partner work. She explains that she has seen students grow 
more confident with their thinking and speaking in class when they are matched with 
peers considered to be strong language users.
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FAQs Related to Decision 
Point #1: How Can SLPs 
Make a Unique Contribution 
to the Core Curriculum/Tier 1  
in a Specific Setting?

Why Is this Decision 
so Important?

High-quality Tier 1 core instruction is the 
“base” of the MTSS triangle. It is the foun-
dation upon which all other elements rest. 
Given the central importance of the core 
curriculum and that the needs of most 
(about 80%) students should be fulfilled 
at Tier 1, SLPs who are concerned with 
making the largest difference in terms of 
language and literacy for students should 
focus their efforts on ensuring and sup-
porting the Tier 1/core instruction learn-
ing environment.

What Challenges Might 
Educators Face Related to 
Tier 1 and How Might SLPs’ 
Contribution Be Dependent 
on the Challenge Faced?

High-quality core instruction necessitates 
educators providing research-based in-
structional practices around language and 
literacy, as well as differentiated instruc-
tion to accommodate diverse learners. 
This is a tall order and there are many rea-
sons that it may be challenging for teach-
ers across grade levels and content areas to 
provide this type of instruction. For SLPs 
to support the Tier 1 curriculum, it is nec-
essary that they understand the challenges 
faced by educators in order to determine 

how they can make a unique and valuable 
contribution. This step is critical because 
the issues faced by educators at the Tier 1  
level vary by district, school, or even by 
class. Table 2–4 identifies categories of 
challenges educators may face, associated 
questions to consider, and hypothetical pos
sible actions that might be taken by an SLP  
in response.

It is important to highlight that the 
process of identifying Tier 1 challenges 
and ways the SLP can address them is by 
no means a process designed to “evalu-
ate” or “criticize” classroom teachers. The 
challenges faced at the school, classroom, 
or student level are not the “teacher’s 
problem” but something that all educators 
in the school, including the SLP, can take 
responsibility for identifying and address-
ing within MTSS.

What Data Sources Are 
Most Likely To Be Useful 
for Informing the Decision 
About How to Make a 
Unique Contribution to 
Tier 1 as an SLP?

n	 Classroom observations and school 
surveys, discussions with teachers 
and administrators: A thoughtful and 
reflective examination of the Tier 1 
learning environment and student 
population is the preliminary step for 
SLPs to take in order to determine 
which interventions, supports, or 
ideas will be most helpful to provide 
at the Tier 1 level. In “Classroom-
Based Services in an Urban Middle 
School: Strategies for Becoming Part 
of the Solution,” Laura Epstein and 
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Table 2–4.  Three Types of Challenges Educators Face With Respect to Tier 1 and 
Examples of How SLPs Might Respond to These Challenges to Add Value at the Tier 1 
Level

Structural Challenges

Area of Challenge Educators may face challenges related to the tangible aspects of 
instruction, including materials and classroom organization.

Questions to 
Consider

Are all content and skill areas covered in enough detail or with 
sufficient depth for all students to make adequate progress? 

Example of 
Challenge Identified

Through classroom observations and discussions with teachers, 
an SLP discovers there is minimal coverage of phonological 
awareness skills in the kindergarten classroom. The SLP 
suspects students’ lack of knowledge related to phonological 
awareness may be impeding student progress with reading, which 
is an area of difficulty for most students in this classroom. 

Possible Action The SLP decides to come into the classroom twice a week to 
deliver phonological awareness lessons for the whole class as 
well as for students in centers. For examples of possible activities 
to include, see Chapter 5, Tool 2.

Process-Related Challenges

Area of Challenge Educators may face challenges related to the process of 
delivering instruction to students, such as providing appropriately 
differentiated instruction and incorporating elements of Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) in their classroom materials and 
routines. Instructional differentiation is an important element of 
classroom instruction (Kyriakides et al., 2009).

Questions to 
Consider

Is differentiated instruction adequately delivered in the classroom 
to meet the needs of diverse learners? Are elements of UDL 
present in the classroom?

Example of 
Challenge Identified

An SLP reviews students’ written essays on a recent assignment 
in a ninth grade ELA class after discussing with the teacher that 
many students seem to struggle with writing. The SLP observes 
a writing lesson and sees limited direct instruction on the writing 
process. The SLP noticed a lack of visual aids, like graphic 
organizers, to help guide students. The SLP suspects that a lack 
of differentiation around teaching the writing process and the 
dearth of scaffolds in place may be impeding student progress. 

Possible Action The SLP sets up a time to introduce a variety of explicit writing 
strategies to the class. She also generates visual aids like graphic 
organizers, writing checklists, and lists of transition words to be 
shared with students to support their writing. The SLP also sets 
up time to provide support for these new tools.
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Prutha Shah state that, “After defining 
one’s mission, vision, and role in the 
school community . . . the next step 
in delivering services via a classroom-
based service delivery model may not 
be to deliver services at all. Rather, 
the next step may be to observe the 
classroom routines to determine how 
students are motivated and engaged” 
(2019, p. 398).

n	 Standardized achievement tests 
related to academic standards: Data 
from standardized tests may be useful 
to provide insight into the skills and 
struggles faced by a group of students 
in a particular class or grade level. 
Looking at this data for groups of 
students may shed light on areas of 
academics where most students may 
need extra support.

Table 2–4.  continued

Student-Level Factors

Area of Challenge Some local education agencies, districts, or individual schools 
may serve challenging populations for any number of reasons. 
A strong body of research shows that students from lower 
socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds tend to struggle more 
academically than students from more affluent circumstances, 
with students living in poverty or experiencing food or home 
insecurity showing the greatest need (Sirin, 2005; White, 1982). 
Students who are learning English as a second language also 
may need a higher level of support to make academic progress. 

Questions to 
Consider

Does the classroom have a high percentage of students at risk 
for learning challenges, including students in poverty and ELL 
students? Is there a high percentage of students performing well 
below grade level?

Example of 
Challenge Identified

An SLP reviews the results of standardized academic 
achievement scores in a fourth grade classroom and notices 
over half the class started off the academic year reading at the 
first grade level. She is also aware that the school as a whole 
is designated as a Title 1 school and that over half of the class 
are designated as ELLs. In her discussion with the classroom 
teacher, the teacher points out many students seem to have 
a poor vocabulary that may negatively impact their reading 
comprehension.

Possible Action The SLP sets up a time to model vocabulary development 
tools, including instruction on morphological awareness (see 
Chapter 7, Tool 2 for some examples of activities), in order to 
support vocabulary growth for all students in the class. The SLP 
also introduces the teacher to additional resources to support 
vocabulary development (also see Chapter 7, Tool 3 for more 
information).
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n	 Data collected in the classroom 
during “business as usual” teaching 
and learning: A close examination 
of data collected by teachers in their 
daily work will provide insight into 
how students are performing on 
assessments that closely match with 
teacher expectations.

n	 Portfolio and work sample review: 
Examination of students’ work prod-
ucts such as journal entries or written 
notes may guide SLPs in identifying 
areas where most students can use 
additional support.

n	 Periodic benchmarking: Looking at 
how a grade level or classroom of 
students is progressing on key skills 
monitored by periodic benchmark-
ing may highlight areas where the 
progress for the class as a whole is less 
than expected.

FAQs Related to Decision 
Point #2: How Do SLPs 
Determine Which Students 
Need Help Beyond Tier 1?

Why Is This Decision 
so Important?

Although high-quality Tier 1 instruction 
is the foundation of MTSS and great effort 
should be made to ensure the curriculum 
is accessible, it is both expected and pre-
dictable that some students will struggle 
to keep up with peers and need additional 
support beyond Tier 1 (Foster, 2018). As 
discussed in Chapter 1, the percentage of 
students needing support beyond the Tier 1  
level should be around 20%. However, 

research shows that in classrooms and 
schools with a large percentage of high-risk 
students, the percentage may be greater 
(Justice & Dunaway, 2005). The main goal 
for SLPs at this decision point is determin-
ing which students are not succeeding, de-
spite high-quality Tier 1 instruction, and 
may need additional support. 

Should All Students Be 
Screened to Determine 
Who Needs a Tier 2 or 
3 Level of Support?

This is a complex decision and different 
districts and different SLPs approach this 
choice in different ways. Screening stu-
dents may be time-consuming and there 
are validity issues to consider when ad-
ministering screening instruments. That 
being said, there are a number of pub-
lished tools designed for this purpose, 
several of which are listed in Table 2–5, 
along with the skill area they specifically 
screen and the student age ranges for 
which the tool can be used.

Besides Mass Screening, 
What Other Data Sources 
Are Most Likely To Be Useful 
for Informing the Decision 
About Which Students Need 
Support Beyond Tier 1?

n	 Discussions with teachers and ad-
ministrators: Conversations may be 
helpful in identifying students who 
are struggling with grade-level work.

n	 Classroom observations: Students 
who are struggling academically, or 

Plural_Sylvan_Ch02.indd   36 9/12/2020   12:01:21 AM



37

Table 2–5.  Examples of Screening Tools That Can Be Used by SLPs in Different Areas

Test Age Range Skill Areas

Screeners that cover multiple areas of language, literacy, articulation, and voice

Boehm Test of Basic Concepts— 
Third Edition (Boehm, 2001)

Grade: K–2 50 basic concepts most 
frequently used by teachers in 
K–2 related to language and 
cognitive development

Preschool Language Scales— 
5 Screening Test (Zimmerman et al., 
2011)

Age: 0–7;11 Language, articulation, 
stuttering, voice, connected 
speech, social and interpersonal  
communication

Preschool Language Scales— 
5 Spanish Screening Test 
(Zimmerman et al., 2012)

Age: 0–7;11 Spanish version of the test 
covers the same skills

Fluharty Preschool Speech and 
Language Screening Test—Second 
Edition (Fluharty, 2001)

Age: 3;0–6;11 Articulation, receptive language,  
expressive language, composite  
language

Expressive and receptive language

Kindergarten Language Screening 
Test—Second Edition (Gauthier & 
Madison, 1998)

Age: 4;0–6;11 Expressive and receptive 
language competencies 

CELF-5 Screening Test (Wiig et al., 
2013a)

Age: 5;0–21;11 Morphology, syntax, semantics, 
pragmatics

Quick Interactive Language Screener 
(QUILS; Golinkoff et al., 2017)

Quick Interactive Language 
Screener: English-Spanish (Iglesias 
et al., n.d.)

Age: 3;0–5;11

Age: 3;0–5;11

Vocabulary, syntax, process of 
learning new language items

Same skills as above for 
bilingual English and Spanish 
speakers

Diagnostic Evaluation of Language 
Variation—Screening Test (DELV— 
Screening Test; Seymour et al., 
2018)

Age: 4;0–12;11 Distinguishes language delays 
and disorders from variations 
in language skills that can be 
attributed to regional or cultural 
language patterns

Literacy

Phonological Awareness and 
Literacy Screening (PALS, 
University of Virginia Curry School of 
Education, 2020)

Grade: Pre-K–3 Foundational literacy skills

Student Language Scale (SLS) 
Screener for Language & Literacy 
Disorders (Nelson et al., 2018)

Age: 6–18 Language and literacy 

Predictive Early Assessment of 
Reading and Language (PEARL; 
Peterson & Spencer, 2014)

Grade: 
Kindergarten

Literacy

continues
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who need more support in compari-
son with their peers, often stand out 
during classroom observations.

n	 Standardized achievement tests 
related to academic standards: These 
tests provide numerical information 
that compares an individual student’s 
performance to that of their peers. 

n	 Summative assessments: Students 
failing to meet teacher expectations 
on summative classroom assessments 
may be appropriate candidates for 
extra support.

n	 Periodic benchmarking: It is also im-
portant to note that a robust progress-
monitoring system for all students 

Table 2–5.  continued

Shaywitz DyslexiaScreen (Shaywitz, 
2018)

Grade: K–3 Literacy

Articulation

Diagnostic Screen subtest of the 
Diagnostic Evaluation of Articulation 
and Phonology (Dodd et al., 2006)

Age: 3;0–8;11 Articulation and phonology

Voice

Quick Screen for Voice (Lee et al., 
2004)

Age: Preschool- 
Adult

Voice

Box 2–2.  Real-World Snapshot: Alternatives to Using Mass Screenings to Identify 
Students for Support in MTSS 

Meagan Jones, an SLP in SDUSD, explains that her district made the decision not to 
conduct screenings to decide which students may be considered at risk or in need of 
extra support. Instead, these determinations are made based on classroom observa-
tions and discussions with teachers. Meagan mentions that she spends quite a bit of 
time working with teachers and students in the general education classroom at the 
Tier 1 level. She explained that the students who are mentioned time and again in 
her discussions with teachers, as well as students she ends up noticing while working 
in the classroom, are the students who are included in Tier 2 or Tier 3 services. In 
addition to discussing these students with their teachers, Meagan also attends student 
support team meetings, where groups of teachers and specialists discuss students 
facing academic challenges or who struggle socially or emotionally. She may identify 
which students need Tier 2 or Tier 3 services as a result of those meetings. Although 
these are not expected practices across the district, Meagan has found them beneficial 
within her school community.

Plural_Sylvan_Ch02.indd   38 9/12/2020   12:01:21 AM



2.  KEY DECISIONS AND DATA COLLECTION   39

(where all students’ progress is being 
monitored over time) can function in 
place of a separate screening system. Pe-
riodic benchmarks and other progress-
monitoring tools can highlight which 
students are not keeping pace with 
others, or making expected progress.

n	 Data collected in classroom during 
“business as usual” teaching and 
learning: Students struggling with 
daily learning tasks or unusual (below 
expectations) patterns of participation 
or behavior may be good candidates 
for extra support.

FAQs Related to Decision 
Point #3: How Are 
Students Responding to 
Interventions or Services?

Why Is This Decision 
so Important?

Arguably, one of the most important 
decision points in MTSS is deciding if 
students are benefitting from the level 
of support that they are receiving, if ad-
ditional support is needed, or if support 
provided within the tiered framework can 
be phased out. Progress monitoring is at 
the heart of MTSS, which is designed to 
be a flexible framework in which students 
can move between tiers in an adaptable 
way that meets their needs. 

How Is This Decision 
Challenging?

Making decisions about how students are 
responding to interventions or services is 

challenging because SLPs need to focus on 
data that is responsive enough to document 
growth over time. Dependable progress-
monitoring tools are sensitive enough to 
detect growth due to intervention, as well 
as reliably capture growth over time (Deno, 
2003; Hall-Mills, 2018). The key challenge 
is to make sure the data collected directly 
relates to the skill of interest for which prog-
ress is being monitored.

Why Are Periodic Benchmarking 
Tools Ideal for Monitoring 
Student Progress? 

The overall purpose of progress-monitoring  
measures is to identify students whose rate 
of progress in instruction is insufficient 
and may, therefore, be in need of addi-
tional support (Fuchs, 2003). Periodic 
benchmarks (i.e., CMBs and GOMs) are 
critical for monitoring student progress be-
cause they are designed to be administered 
frequently and reflect incremental change 
over time in response to instruction. Ac-
cording to Gillam and Justice (2010), prog-
ress-monitoring tools should be easy to 
administer, score, and analyze, and should 
permit rapid analysis. Although exactly 
how often data must be taken is a subject 
of debate, generally the idea is that obtain-
ing more data points lowers the chance 
that measurement errors impact how a 
student’s progress is perceived. 

Table 2–6 provides some examples of 
quantitative GOMs and CBMs that SLPs 
or other educators can use to periodically 
benchmark student progress in a way that 
is useful for SLPs. This list is not meant to 
be comprehensive but rather a list of some 
key examples. 
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Table 2–6.  Examples of GOMs and CBMs That SLPS May Use for Progress Monitoring

General Area Examples of Skills Included Age Range

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS)

 This tool monitors the acquisition of empirically-measured skills related to reading 
(University of Oregon Center on Teaching & Learning, 2020).

Literacy Identifying letters, phonological awareness, 
alphabetic principles, phonics, reading 
comprehension

Grades: K–6

CUBED

This assessment utilizes the ‘test-teach-retest’ dynamic assessment process to monitor a 
range of language skills (Language Dynamics Group, 2018).

Language and 
literacy

Narrative comprehension, language 
production skills, reading rate and 
accuracy, reading comprehension, writing, 
phonemic awareness, decoding

Designed for 
preschool through 
third grade but can 
also be used with 
older students

Tracking Narrative Language Progress

This tool measures story grammar elements during narrative production tasks (Gillam & 
Gillam, 2010).

Narratives Macrostructure (story elements)  
Microstructure (adverbs, noun phrase 
elaboration, conjunctions, mental state, 
and linguistic verbs) 

School-age

The Developmental Spelling Assessment

This assessment goes beyond the traditional correct/incorrect spelling scoring procedure 
to assess the sources of linguistic knowledge students demonstrate in their spelling. 
Analyzing spelling errors through a developmental assessment, like the Computerized 
Spelling Sensitivity System (CSSS), can provide insights into what type of linguistic 
knowledge students are using to inform their spelling (Masterson & Apel, 2010, 2013).

Linguistic 
knowledge

Ability to apply phonemic awareness skills 
to spelling, knowledge and application 
of orthographic patterns, knowledge and 
application morphological constructions, 
semantic knowledge

Grades: K–12 

On-Demand Writing Prompts 

These prompts involve having students respond to a written prompt that ends 
midsentence (e.g., It was a bright and sunny summer day and . . .) for a short period of 
time (3 to 7 minutes), then measuring key aspects of their writing performance over time 
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2011).
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Beyond Periodic 
Benchmarking, What Other 
Data Sources Are Most Likely 
to Be Useful for Informing the 
Decision Point About How 
Students Are Responding to 
Support or Interventions?

n	 Discussions with teachers and admin-
istrators: Educators within the school 
are also likely to have a sense of how 
students are responding to a given 
level of support. Ongoing discussions 

with teachers and administrators are 
informative in making judgments 
about whether the level of support is 
appropriate for students or if students 
need more support.

n	 Portfolio and work sample review, 
summative assessments in the class-
room, data collected during “business 
as usual” teaching and learning: The 
ultimate goal of support is to make 
an impact on student progress in aca-
demics. Looking directly at authentic 
student work products, student  

Table 2–6.  continued

Writing  Total words written, words spelled 
correctly, number of correct word 
sequences

Grades: 1–12

Scaffolding Scale of Stimulability (SSS) 

This is a hierarchical scale of cues and linguistic environments that can be used to monitor 
change in a student’s phonological system. The SSS analyzes change on the basis of the 
student’s response to cues needed over time. Evidence suggests that the SSS is more 
sensitive to change across time than other measures (Glaspey & Stoel-Gammon, 2005).

Phonology and 
Articulation

Stimulability testing

Target elicitation in seven environments: 
isolation, word, carrier phrase, novel 
phrase, embedded in sentence, two-target 
sentence, picture sentence

Various levels of cueing: prolongation, 
segmentation, simultaneous production, 
tactile cues

Age: As young as 3

Informal Reading Inventories (IRI)

These are ongoing assessments delivered multiple times throughout the school year to 
continually measure student reading progress. After reading a grade-level appropriate 
passage, a student responds to questions to assess comprehension and recall. Several 
published IRIs, with various question schemes, are available (International Reading 
Association, n.d.).

Reading Grade-level reading, fluency, 
comprehension, vocabulary, oral reading 
accuracy

Grades: K–12
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performance on assessments and tasks 
in the classroom will also provide 
useful data on how students are pro-
gressing at a given level of support.

n	 Data collected during tiered support 
provided by SLP: SLPs involved in 
providing support or instruction for 
students will take data during this 
time to see how students are respond-
ing to interventions. This data can 
inform judgments regarding whether 
a student is benefitting from their 
current level of support or needs more 
intensive support.

n	 Language sample analysis (LSA): 
SLPs can monitor student progress 
in an authentic, contextually-relevant 
scenario by gathering and analyzing 
language samples over time. 

FAQs Related to Decision 
Point #4: Based on 
Information Gained in the 
MTSS Process, Which 
Students May Be Considered 
Eligible for Special 
Education Services?

Why Should Data Collected 
Within MTSS Inform the Special 
Education Eligibility Process?

To be eligible for special education under 
federal policy ([IDEA 2004, § 602(3)(A)]), 
students must meet three key criteria: they 
must have a disability, the disability must 
adversely impact their academics, and 
specialized services must be needed for 
a student to access the curriculum. Many 

resources exist on how to make data-
driven decisions regarding eligibility for 
special education services (e.g., Ireland & 
Conrad, 2016), but a key point across all 
of these resources is that multiple sources 
of information need to be taken into ac-
count. These sources of data include, but 
are not limited to:

n	 Standardized tests of speech or 
language skills: These are often con-
sidered the “bread and butter”  
of making eligibility decisions. These 
assessments provide normative data 
on how students are performing  
in key areas related to speech and  
language.

n	 Standardized achievement tests 
related to academic standards: These 
sources provide concrete data com-
paring individual students to their 
peers in academic areas.

n	 Classroom observations, discussions 
with teachers and administrators: 
Observations and discussions are rec-
ognized as best practices for eligibility 
decisions related to SPED.

n	 LSA: Analysis of authentic language 
samples can inform eligibility 
decisions.

n	 Summative assessments in the class-
room, data collected in classroom 
during “business as usual” teaching 
and learning, and portfolio and work 
sample review: Student’s performance 
on both formative and summative 
assessments, as well as an examina-
tion of student work products, can 
inform how and if a student’s dis-
ability adversely impacts academic 
performance.
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Box 2–3.  Real-World Snapshot: Using Data Gathered Within the MTSS Frame-
work to Inform Special Education Eligibility Decision 

Jeffrey Meeks has been an SLP for 15 years, a SPED director for five years, and a 
related service administrator for seven of those years. He has served as the President 
of the Arizona Speech-Language-Hearing Association and has served on the school 
finance committee within ASHA. He is currently an assistant clinical professor at 
Northern Arizona University. 

Jeffrey explains that his work early in his career as an SLP serving the Native 
American reservations in Arizona was formative and influenced his thinking about 
MTSS. His work with this population helped him realize the limitations of standard-
ized tests for differentiating language disorders from language differences and the 
need for a more valid way to identify students for special education services in the 
areas of speech and language. In his view, providing intervention is extremely helpful 
for students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds when determining 
whether a student has a difference or a disorder. He pointed out the importance of the 
concept of dynamic assessment and explained how, in his opinion, MTSS provides a 
framework to gather useful and authentic data to make sure student eligibility deci-
sions are well informed. The usefulness of this framework in providing data to inform 
eligibility decisions is an important part of SLPs’ involved with MTSS. 

Jeffrey pointed out how his views on this are reflected in the “Speech-Language 
Services in Arizona’s Schools: Guidelines for Best Practice” created by the Exceptional 
Student Services Arizona Technical Assistance System (2019). This best practice 
manual states, “Dynamic assessment is particularly useful for students from cultur-
ally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. After guided practice, students who do 
not have speech and/or language impairments often show marked improvement in 
performance” (p. 36). These guidelines also explain that:

Responsive instruction and Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) are 
instructional approaches that also utilize intervention data to inform deci-
sion making. Students who have speech and/or language skills that are readily 
modifiable in a dynamic assessment or MTSS process are less likely to have 
true impairments. (p. 36)

 This key idea about the parallels between dynamic assessment and tiered frame-
works is also explored in the article “Response to intervention and dynamic assess-
ment: Do we just appear to be speaking the same language?” by Lidz and Peña 
(2009).
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Beyond the Data Sources 
Listed Above, What Data 
Collected Specifically 
Within an MTSS Framework 
Are Most Likely to Inform 
Decisions Related to Special 
Education Eligibility?

While keeping in mind that MTSS should 
not be thought of as an “extended pre- 
referral” process for an IEP, the data that 
is gathered through a tiered approach can 
be useful in informing the eligibility de-
termination process. In fact, many states 
specifically require students’ responses to 
interventions as a data source for eligibil-
ity. The idea is that students who respond 
adequately and make progress with sup-
port provided within an MTSS framework 
may not qualify for special education. On 

the other hand, students who continue 
to fail to make the expected progress 
given the support provided in MTSS are 
likely strong candidates for direct support 
from an IEP. Given this, the following 
two sources of data generated within an 
MTSS framework should inform eligibil-
ity decisions:

n	 Data collected during tiered support 
provided by SLP: Student response 
to tiered interventions should be a 
key piece of information informing 
special education eligibility. 

n	 Periodic benchmarking: These tools 
demonstrate how students respond 
to interventions over time and 
provide insight into how students are 
responding or failing to respond to 
interventions. 

Plural_Sylvan_Ch02.indd   44 9/12/2020   12:01:21 AM



Part II
What Tools Can SLPs 
Implement, Model, or  

Teach Within an MTSS 
Framework for Students 

in Grades K–12? Toolkit of 
Research-Based Approaches

Plural_Sylvan_Ch03.indd   45 9/12/2020   12:02:16 AM



Plural_Sylvan_Ch03.indd   46 9/12/2020   12:02:16 AM



47

Purpose of Chapter 3

The purpose of Chapter 3 is to introduce 
the multi-tiered SLP toolkit, which offers 
22 concrete and practical ways that SLPs 
can play an active role within an MTSS 
framework. Whereas it is one thing to 
buy into the idea that SLPs can have an 
active role in MTSS, it is another to know 
what to do “on Monday morning” to get 
started. To this end, the toolkit introduced 
in this chapter is focused on practical and 
implementable strategies for SLPs. 

How Is the Toolkit 
Organized?

The toolkit covers three main areas: tools 
related to supporting the Common Core 
State Standards for English Language Arts 
(CCSS for ELA), tools related to support-
ing speech-related issues such as articula-
tion, voice, and fluency, and tools to sup-
port the social and emotional aspects of 
language use, as shown in Figure 3–1. The 
first area, CCSS for ELA, is divided into 
multiple chapters (Chapters 4 to 7), and 
the other areas are covered in one chapter 
each (Chapter 8 for Speech Sound Disor-

ders, Stuttering, and Fluency, and Chap-
ter 9 for Social-Emotional Skills).

Area #1: CCSS for ELA Toolkit

SLPs play a major role in supporting stu-
dent progress within academics and the 
CCSS. In her book titled Common Core 
Standards and the Speech-Language Pa-
thologist: Standards-Based Intervention for 
Special Populations, Lissa A. Power-deFur 
(2016) argues:

The CCSS provide an opportunity for 
speech-language pathologists to change 
the common perception of their role  
from that of speech therapy ancillary 
to the curriculum to speech-language  
services that are a vital part of the school 
teams’ striving to ensure mastery by all 
students. (p. 11)

This underscores the idea that focus-
ing on the CCSS is an opportunity to 
contribute to education in a concrete and 
meaningful manner. These tools are de-
signed to provide concrete ideas to sup-
port this initiative.

This area of the toolkit is divided into 
four main sections: speaking and listen-
ing, reading, writing, and language. These 
sections correspond to the four main 

Introduction to the 
MTSS Toolkit3
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strands within the CCSS for ELA across 
Grades K–12. There are five tools in the 
speaking and listening chapter, six tools 
in the reading chapter, three tools in the 
writing chapter, and three tools in the lan-
guage chapter. Many of the tools include 
several activities that SLPs can implement 
right away.

Knowing that SLPs work with mul-
tiple grade levels, the toolkit does not 
focus on grade-specific standards but 
rather on College and Career Readiness 
(CCR) anchor standards that apply across 
all grades. The only exception to this are 
tools focused on reading foundational 
skills, which do not have anchor stan-
dards but only grade-specific standards 
for K–5. Because struggling students may 
not be performing at the expected grade 
level, focusing on strands and anchor 
standards allows SLPs to identify students’ 
zones of proximal development and pro-
vide necessary scaffolding to support stu-
dent progress.

Area #2: Speech Toolkit

SLPs can also address speech-specific is-
sues within an MTSS framework. Within 
public schools, SLPs are considered the 
experts in speech-specific issues like artic-
ulation, fluency, and voice so this area is a 
natural fit (Ukrainetz & Fresquez, 2003). 
The speech toolkit is divided into three 
areas: speech sound disorders, stuttering, 
and voice. There is one tool for each area.

Area #3: Social-Emotional 
Skills Toolkit

SLPs have a role within MTSS for support-
ing students’ social and emotional skills 
and the use of language for social purposes. 
These efforts can involve close collabora-
tion with other school personnel with ex-
pertise in this area, such as counselors and 
school psychologists. Work in this area can 
contribute to school-wide programs as well 
as support the needs of specific students. 
There are two tools in this area.

Figure 3–1.  Organization of the multi-tiered SLP toolkit.

Plural_Sylvan_Ch03.indd   48 9/12/2020   12:02:16 AM



3.  INTRODUCTION TO THE MTSS TOOLKIT   49

Are These Ideas an 
Exhaustive List?

The toolkit is by no means meant to be rep-
resentative of all the possible ways that SLPs 
can be involved in MTSS. In fact, such a 
task would be impossible as there are end-
less potential approaches. Further, each 
SLP is going to face unique circumstances 
regarding their particular workload, the 
needs of the school(s) they serve, the cul-
ture of the district, state policies, and other 
issues. As discussed in Chapter 2, decision-
making is a necessary first step in the pro-
cess of being involved with MTSS as an SLP.

How Were Tools Selected 
for Inclusion in the Toolkit?

Four key criteria guided the selection of the 
tools for the toolkit. These ideas are sum-
marized in Figure 3–2 and explained below:

n	 Tools that are flexible and adaptable: 
The tools can be used to meet the 
needs of students at different tiers by 
modifying the level of scaffolding and 
intensity. Most tools can be used at 
all grade levels and can be applied in 
a variety of settings and formats. For 
example, most tools can be imple-
mented directly in a 1:1, small-group, 
or whole-class setting. For the tools 
related to the CCSS, the toolkit was 
designed to be flexible and adaptable 
by generally aligning the tools with 
the CCR anchor standards that span 
all grade levels.

n	 Tools with a strong research basis: 
Every tool is grounded in research. 
The research supporting certain 
tools is drawn from literature about 
serving students with disabilities. In 
other cases, research is drawn from 
the field of education more generally. 
Looking at both bodies of literature is 
consistent with the idea of Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL), which 

Figure 3–2.  Criteria for selecting tools in the toolkit.
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highlights how designing learning 
environments with accessibility as a 
guiding framework benefits a diverse 
group of learners. Additionally, one 
key finding from research is the 
strong relationship between oral and 
written language (Kamhi & Catts, 
2014). Given this, whenever possible, 

tools were selected that utilized both 
oral and written modalities. Many 
tools included examples of relevant 
texts to use when implementing the 
tool to highlight the importance 
of incorporating written material, 
especially children’s and young adult 
literature, into SLPs’ practices.

Box 3–1.  Real-World Snapshot: SLPs Modeling and Consulting for Other Educa-
tors Using Varying Tools and Strategies 

Pam Waterhouse has over 30 years of experience as a school-based SLP and works 
in many schools in British Columbia. Pam spends a large part of her time as a 
school-based SLP, not on providing services to individual students, but rather on 
understanding the curriculum and collaborating with teachers to ensure all students 
can access the curriculum and make progress academically. She explains her mind-
set with teachers as, “I am here to help you. What can I do to help you? What are 
your concerns? I want to be there as a resource. Let me bring you something, let me 
show you something, let me do a sample lesson for you or make you a visual.”  Pam 
explains, “As a school SLP, the school is our client. The question needs to be what can 
I do for the school, not what can I do for 48 different clients.” 

Because Pam spends so much time consulting with teachers, she feels she is able to 
contribute to the ideal of having excellent programming in place for her students five 
days a week. She also feels that the emphasis on professional development (PD) and 
in-classroom modeling sends a nonverbal message to teachers that they are competent 
professionals in supporting language learning. In her view, when school SLPs fill up 
their schedules with back-to-back students, they become far too busy to communicate 
with teachers. This sends a nonverbal message to teachers that remediation of com-
munication disorders is only the SLP’s job and that teachers have only a small role 
to play. Pam has received feedback from both teachers and administrators that they 
appreciate her approach because it focuses on building capacity within the school staff.

In addition to working with individual teachers, Pam runs workshops for teachers 
in her province on strategies for working with diverse learners. Some of the topics she 
has covered include Practicing Articulation in the Classroom, Universal Design for 
Learning and Integration, Literacy for Struggling Readers, and Narrative Language. 
For each topic, she highlights the evidence of how the skills being taught pertain to 
better outcomes, demonstrates strategies and approaches for practicing skills (by using 
video models of herself or teachers in their classrooms), and provides some materials 
to try immediately.
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n	 Tools with straightforward implemen-
tation procedures: The tools included 
in the toolkit mostly require basic 
supplies available in schools. The 
tools deliberately emphasize making 
use of curricular materials and 
children’s literature where applicable. 
Although some relevant commercially 
available programs are mentioned, 
tool selection focuses on noncommer-
cial approaches to skill development 
that use basic materials readily avail-
able to school-based SLPs.

n	 Tools that can be modeled for and 
then implemented by other educators: 
Within an MTSS framework, SLPs 
may provide professional develop-
ment, consult with teachers, model 
strategies for other educators, as 
well as provide direct intervention 
to whole classes, small groups, or 
individual students. Given these many 
possibilities, the vast majority of tools 
in the toolkit can be implemented by 
a variety of educators and not exclu-
sively by SLPs. To highlight this, the 
descriptions of many tools refer to an 
instructor, which could be an SLP, as 
the one leading implementation. 

Are the Tools Really 
Appropriate Across All the 
Tiers? How Is It Possible to 
Alter the Intensity of Each 
Tool So That It Is Appropriate 
at Different Tiers?

Altering the levels of scaffolding, dos-
age, and group size of instructional ap-
proaches allows tools to be modified to 
be appropriate for different tiers. There 
are multiple ways to increase the intensity 
of support, including dosage (minutes, 
frequency, and duration of instruction), 
group size, and support provided during a 
lesson (Mellard et al., 2010). Tools can be 
used across Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3 given 
appropriate adjustments. Possible adjust-
ments are described below and summa-
rized in Figure 3–3.

n	 Scaffolding: Some students need 
more support to learn new strategies, 
content, and skills because of learning 
differences, styles, processing time, 
or processing issues. Therefore, the 
same general approach within Tier 1 
might apply to students with greater 

Figure 3–3.  Ways to modify the tools to be appropriate for different tiers.
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needs (i.e., Tier 2 or Tier 3) if these 
students are provided with additional 
scaffolding. The concepts of UDL are 
important to keep in mind as related 
to scaffolding. For example, some 
students may need different repre-
sentations (e.g., visuals), extra time 
for processing, and multiple ways to 
engage with the material. 

n	 Dosage: Some students need instruc-
tion or interventions to be provided 
at a greater intensity than others in 
order to fully benefit from the ap-
proach. Although some approaches 
might adequately meet the needs 
of students at the Tier 1 level when 
presented at a certain dosage (e.g., 
once a week for 30 minutes), other 
students may require more repetitions 
or greater exposure to key concepts. 
SLPs may provide students a greater 
dosage, as needed, by implement-
ing the lesson with a higher level 
of intensity (e.g., twice a week for 
45 minutes). In this way, SLPs can 
change the dosage to accommodate 
students at various tiers rather than 
changing the key components of  
the tool.

n	 Group size: Group size plays a par-
ticularly strong role in intensity level, 
with a smaller group size increasing 
both the amount of personalized cor-
rective feedback each student receives 
and the number of opportunities 
for students to actively respond to 
lessons. With a smaller group, an in-
structor or SLP can also exercise more 
flexibility in how much time to devote 
to each subject, building from focused 
to broader goals, and limiting transi-

tions between subjects. Therefore, a 
way to take an approach from the Tier 1 
to the Tier 2 or 3 levels is by altering 
the instructional group size.

Can the Tools Be Used for 
Students With Identified 
Disabilities or Are These 
Tools Only Appropriate 
for Students Outside of 
Special Education?

Given that a key feature in selecting the 
tools in the toolkit was their flexibility and 
appropriateness for use with a wide vari-
ety of students, many of these tools can be 
used to support both the speech and lan-
guage development of students with dis-
abilities as well those without identified 
disabilities. The MTSS framework en-
courages SLPs and other educators to 
move away from the idea that special ed-
ucation and general education are binary 
concepts and, instead, follow the princi-
ples of UDL that emphasize that instruc-
tional approaches designed for students at  
the margins may benefit all students.

For example, the speaking and listen-
ing toolkit includes a number of tools that 
support narrative development and collab-
orative conversations. These two areas are 
emphasized in the anchor standards of the 
CCSS. Additionally, these are both areas 
in which many students with language 
disabilities show delays and therefore 
may have IEP goals related to these areas. 
SLPs may be able to schedule their time 
in a way that meets the needs of students 
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with IEPs by addressing these skills in  
the classroom setting through a “push-in”  
or “collaborative teaching” session. In 
doing so, SLPs may use tools for multi-
ple purposes, to meet the needs of both 
students with disabilities and their peers. 
In fact, a benefit of this approach is that 
students with language challenges may 
benefit from peer models and embedding 
support in the classroom may promote 
generalization and provide an opportu-
nity to model strategies that other educa-
tors can use to support students across the  
school day.

How Is Data Collected 
as These Tools Are 
Implemented?

As explained in Chapter 2, there are mul-
tiple sources of data that can be consid-
ered within the MTSS framework. One of 
these sources of data is the data collected 
by SLPs working directly with students 
while using approaches such as those 
described in the toolkit. Given that this 
type of data is just one among many pos-
sible sources of data informing decisions 
within MTSS, some SLPs may choose 
not to continuously collect data on stu-
dent progress while these tools are imple-
mented. Rather, they may choose to rely 
on other sources of data (e.g., periodic 
benchmarking, summative assessments) 
to determine how students are responding 
to the instructional approaches featured 
in the varying tools. This is an important 
consideration to keep in mind as data 

collection for individual students may be 
challenging, especially if these tools are 
implemented at a whole-class level or with 
large groups of students.

That being said, it is important for 
SLPs and others to have a mechanism in 
place for collecting data “on the spot” as 
these tools are implemented. To help guide 
this process, each tool includes a discus-
sion of data collection. Some tools include 
specific forms for collecting data. Blank 
copies of these forms, which include sev-
eral rubrics, are either included within the 
chapter or in Appendix A. In some cases, 
examples of how to use such forms (filled 
out based on hypothetical students) are 
included as each tool is described as ap-
plicable and helpful. Instructions for use 
of the forms are provided as well.

For a number of tools, the general accu-
racy collection form, included in Appen-
dix A–2, may be appropriate for tracking 
data during tiered support. The form can 
be used flexibly to track multiple skills tar-
geted for individual students or for groups 
of students, as seen in Figures 3–4 and 
3–5. The variety of scales on the form al-
lows SLPs to track skills in multiple ways, 
including percentage accuracy and level 
of support provided. It is important to 
specify in the notes section how the vary-
ing levels of support are defined (e.g., high 
level of support means direct repetition 
of an answer, moderate support means 
a forced choice question or restating the 
question, independent means no support) 
if that is the scale selected to track student 
performance. There is also a scale option 
to designate answers as fully or partially 
correct responses, as well as an option to 
design a customized scale.
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Figure 3–4.  General accuracy collection form example for an individual student.
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Figure 3–5.  General accuracy collection form example for a group of students.
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What Information Is 
Included for Each Area 
and Each Tool?

Each chapter of the toolkit begins by de-
scribing why it is important for SLPs to be 
involved in addressing that toolkit’s area 
through an MTSS framework.

Each tool begins with a table that in-
cludes the following:

n	 Key skills: Each tool specifies which 
specific skills are targeted.

n	 Relationship to specific anchor stan-
dards from the CCSS (if applicable): 
Each tool identifies which core anchor 
standards are targeted. 

n	 Materials needed: The toolkit focuses 
on approaches that require limited 
materials or materials that are 
easily accessible in a school setting. 
However, as appropriate, any neces-
sary materials needed to implement 
the tool are listed.

Following the table, each tool includes:

n	 Explanation: This section provides a 
general overview of the approach, in-
cluding the research basis behind the 
approach. As applicable, for tools that 
involve teaching varying strategies, 
multiple strategies are introduced 
and explained in this section. This is 
applicable to the “active listening and 
strategic note-taking skills” tool in 

Chapter 4 (Tool 4) and “the reading 
strategy instruction” tool in Chapter 5 
(Tool 5).

n	 General procedures: These are meant 
to be general guidelines, not scripts or 
recipes. Given the scope of this book, 
limited space is available for each 
tool so the step-by-step procedures 
are presented in a simple manner 
that may not capture all the nuances 
reflected in the referenced evidence 
base behind each approach. In many 
cases, visuals or templates for com-
pleting activities are included.

n	 Data collection: Given the importance 
of data in informing decision-making 
in MTSS, each tool includes a discus-
sion of data collection that is useful 
for collecting information about the 
implementation of that tool. SLPs are 
encouraged to carefully consider the 
purposes of data collection for any 
given student when making decisions 
about how to collect data related to 
the implementation of a tool.

The toolkits provide easily-implementable 
techniques for SLPs to employ using their 
expertise in communication and language 
as a part of the MTSS framework in close 
collaboration with other educators. The 
goal of this toolkit is to provide SLPs with 
some concrete ideas of how to make an 
authentic contribution within the MTSS 
framework and extend their expertise and 
knowledge base to make a difference for 
all students.
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4
Why Is “Speaking and 
Listening” an Important 
Area of Focus for SLPs 
Within MTSS?

School-Based SLPs Are the 
Experts on Oral Language 
in the School Setting

Given an SLP’s expertise in oral language 
development, addressing the speaking 
and listening standards within the Com-
mon Core State Standards (CCSS) as part 
of their involvement in MTSS is a natural 
fit. Oral language tends to be an area where 
SLPs have strong training and a good com-
fort level (Ukrainetz & Fresquez, 2003). 
Oral language lays the foundation for lit-
eracy development, so speaking and listen-
ing skills are critical for students’ academic 
success.

Oral Language Skills 
Are Predictors of 
Academic Success

Speaking and listening opportunities have 
the potential to significantly impact stu-

dents’ content understanding, academic 
language use, engagement in class, and 
motivation. Academic conversations im-
pact the learning outcomes for all students 
as they provide critical thinking opportu-
nities and build content connections, but 
are especially important for students who 
are at risk for learning challenges (Spies & 
Xu, 2018). In fact, narrative ability, a key 
skill within the domain of speaking and 
listening, is one of the best predictors of 
school success for students with learning 
or language difficulties (Bishop & Ed-
mundson, 1987).

How Are Speaking  
and Listening Included 
in the CCSS?

The Speaking and Listening CCSS stan-
dards highlight the communication skills 
students need for the purposes of lan-
guage comprehension, production, col-
laboration, and literacy. These standards 
focus on the type of speaking and listen-
ing skills students require for purpose-
ful and academic talk (in one-on-one, 
small-group, and large-group settings), 

Tools Related to Speaking 
and Listening Common 
Core State Standards
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the presentation of knowledge and ideas,  
the formal sharing of information and 
concepts, as well as the use of technol-
ogy for communication. There are six 
anchor standards for speaking and lis-
tening across two major category areas,  
(1) comprehension and collaboration and 
(2) presentation of knowledge and ideas, 
as outlined in Figure 4–1.

What Tools Can SLPs 
Use to Support Speaking 
and Listening in MTSS?

There are five tools in this chapter that 
provide different methods for support-
ing speaking and listening skills. The 
first tool focuses on oral narratives and 
story retells. The second tool discusses 
an instructional strategy for descriptive 
personal narratives using academic vo-
cabulary. The focus of the third tool is 

collaborative conversations and critical 
thinking. The fourth tool discusses tech-
niques for engaging students in active 
listening and developing accompanying 
note-taking skills. The fifth tool provides 
techniques for teaching public speaking 
skills to students. These tools are summa-
rized in Tables 4–1, 4–5, 4–8, 4–10, and 
4–13 throughout the chapter.

Tool #1: Structured Oral 
Narratives and Story 
Retells (Story Grammar)

Explanation

Oral narratives are also considered a 
“bridge to literacy” as they are closely 
related to students’ literacy development 
and school achievement (Hedberg & 
Westby, 1993; Westby, 1991). The focus 
of this specific tool is teaching students 

Figure 4–1.  CCSS categories of anchor standards 
within speaking and listening.
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to produce organized narratives based 
on the elements of story grammar. Story  
grammar elements provide students with a 
framework to help them understand nar-
rative texts. There is extensive research 
(e.g., Boulineau et al., 2004; Dymock, 
2007) supporting the idea that direct teach-
ing of story grammar elements results in 
improved oral narratives for school-aged 
children.

For example, multiple studies have 
demonstrated that direct instruction on  
story grammar components results in im-
provements in the developmental story 
level (e.g., narrative complexity) of stu-
dents’ orally-presented stories (e.g., Di-
mino et al., 1995; Green & Klecan-Aker, 
2012; van Kleeck et al., 2006). Further in-
struction in story grammar elements has 
also been shown to have a positive impact 
on student’s writing outcomes (Spencer & 
Petersen, 2018). 

The focus of this tool is teaching stu
dents relevant story grammar components 
and guiding them to use these components 
to structure their oral narratives. “Story 
grammar” consists of rules that build a 
story hierarchy and form the predictable 
structure of narratives. Nancy Stein and 

Christien Glenn (1979) are recognized for 
defining the major features of story gram-
mar. Stein and Glenn (1979) identified two 
overarching categories of story grammar, 
setting and episode. They also defined a 
number of subcategories of the episode in-
cluding initiating event, internal response, 
internal plan, attempt, consequence, and 
reaction. See Table 4–2 for an explanation 
of story grammar elements.

General Procedures

	 1.	 Teach the underlying concepts of 
the story grammar components (see 
Table 4–2).
n	Depending on the age and cur

rent skills of students, a limited 
number of story grammar ele-
ments can be introduced at a  
time. For example, one lesson may  
focus only on setting and initiat-
ing events. If this selection is 
made, all of these procedures may 
be repeated multiple times until 
all (or a targeted number) of story 
grammar elements have been 
addressed.

Table 4–1.  Tool 1 Summary

Key skills Narratives, story retells

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.4

Present information, findings, and supporting evidence 
such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the 
organization, development, and style are appropriate to task, 
purpose, and audience.

Materials needed Sequencing cards, wordless picture books, age-appropriate 
fiction books
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n	Introduce visual support, in the 
form of a graphic organizer or 
other visual representation, to 
explain story grammar elements. 
Visual supports may vary in com-
plexity depending on the needs of 
students. Two examples are shown 
in Figures 4–2 and 4–3.

n	Read narratives aloud and high-
light the story grammar elements. 
Modeling self-talk about identify-
ing story grammar components 
can facilitate learning. During 
modeled narrative, educators can 
point to visual elements intro-
duced in previous steps to further 
explain the underlying concepts.

	 2.	 Provide students with opportuni-
ties to identify story grammar 
components.
n	After modeling the identification 

of story grammar elements in the  
previous step, explain that stu-
dents are going to identify story 
grammar elements with support. 

Continue to use the visual ele
ments introduced in step 1 as 
prompts for students.

n	As students begin to identify story 
grammar elements, it is important 
to consider complexity. For some 
students, it is helpful to begin with 
simple narratives before moving 
to more complex narratives. 
Simple picture books, like word-
less picture books, or sequencing 
cards can be useful for prompt-
ing students to identify story 
grammar elements before advanc-
ing to grade- or age-appropriate 
reading material (Serafini, 2014).

	 3.	 Once students have been able to 
successfully identify story grammar 
elements, prompt students to retell  
their own stories using story gram
mar components as a structure. 
n	Continue to use the visual of story 

grammar elements that have been 
modeled to students as a support 
to be faded over time.

Table 4–2.  Story Grammar Elements

Categories Subcategories

Setting  Description of where and when the story takes place

Episode Initiating Event: The situation or problem that character(s) must respond to 
that begins the story

Internal Response: Emotional reaction of character(s) to the initiating event

Internal Plan: Characters’ plan to respond to the initiating event

Attempt(s): Characters’ efforts to reach their goal and respond to initiating 
event

Consequence: Outcome(s) of the attempt

Reaction: How the characters feel, think about, or react to the outcome

Source:  Stein & Glenn, 1979.
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n	Direct teaching and modeling of 
a variety of transition words and 
sentence starters can help support 
students’ productions of their own 
narratives. These transition words 
and sentence starters can be posted 
visually. As students gain skills, 
the reliance on these structures 
can be faded. Some examples of 
such transition words and sentence 
starters are outlined in Table 4–3.

n	Given the research suggesting 
story grammar elements may 
positively impact not only stu

dents’ oral narratives but also 
their written narratives, prompt 
students to provide narratives both 
orally as well as in written format. 
The same visuals and transi-
tion word sentence starters can 
apply as students practice written 
narratives.

Data Collection

For this tool, it is possible to document 
students’ accuracy with identifying story 

Figure  4–2.  Simple structured narrative graphic organizer 
example.
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grammar elements as well as to classify 
the narratives that students produce orally 
or in written form. 

n	 The general accuracy collection form 
(included in Appendix A–2) can 

be used to track students’ ability to 
identify story grammar elements or 
to track the number of story grammar 
elements used in a story.

n	 For tracking progress with types of 
narratives produced, Hedberg and  

Figure 4–3.  Complex story grammar graphic organizer example.

Table 4–3.  Transition Words and Sentence Starters to Prompt Story Retell With Use of 
Grammar Components

Transition Words and Sentence Starters

First . . . Then . . . After . . . Finally . . .

The first thing that happened was . . . In the middle . . . At the end . . .

There was a problem. The problem was . . . The characters tried . . . and then tried . . .  
In the end, the problem was solved when . . .
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Stoel-Gammon (1986) propose 
classifying narratives using stages 
ranging from loose descriptions of 
events (Stage 1) to true narratives 
with a theme and plot (Stage 5). The 
record form in Figure 4–4 describes 
these stages and can be used to track 
progress over time for students.

Commercially Available 
and Packaged Programs

There are a variety of published tools  
related to story grammar instruction 
as well. These can be helpful in supple-
menting or complementing this area, but 
it is important for each SLP to make an  

Figure 4–4.  Data collection for story grammar. Source for Story Grammar Elements: Stein and 
Glenn (1979). Source for Stages: Hedberg and Stoel-Gammon (1986).

Plural_Sylvan_Ch04.indd   63 9/12/2020   12:07:46 AM



64   MULTI-TIERED SYSTEMS OF SUPPORT: TOOLS FOR SLPs IN EDUCATION

informed decision about using such tools 
or recommending published tools to col-
leagues or parents. These published tools 
are summarized in Table 4–4.

Tool #2: Story Talk

Explanation

Story Talk is an instructional strategy de-
signed by Claudia Dunaway that has been 
implemented and further developed by 
the SLPs involved in the Language and 
Literacy Support Team within the San 
Diego Unified School District (SDUSD). 
This group includes Olivia Chin, Sarah 
Darr, Katie Dempsey, Jena McWaters, 
Heather Eisenberg, Eileen Ferrey, Sarah 
Hershkowitz, Meagan Jones, Dustin Juu-
sola, and Carlee Lewis. This approach in-
volves a structured lesson during which 
the facilitator (such as an SLP) develops a 
rich personal narrative with appropriate 
detail through the process of a question-
answer (Q&A) session with students. 
After the facilitator models the story and 

Q&A session, a student goes through this 
same process with appropriate scaffolds 
as needed. This tool focuses on several 
targeted skills simultaneously: narra-
tives, vocabulary (particularly mental 
state verbs), and inferential thinking as 
explained in Table 4–6.

General Procedures

Story Talk is a structured lesson that takes 
place for about 30 minutes. In general, 
this lesson is presented once a week over 
a set time frame (i.e., 6 to 8 weeks). The 
lesson has three key components:

	 1.	 The facilitator models collaborative 
story construction (15 minutes). 
An adult models story construction 
with collaboration from students.
n	The facilitator tells a “bare bone” 

story (focusing on the what, 
where, and who of the story) that 
outlines the basic sequence of 
events without detail.

n	The facilitator prompts students 
to ask questions about the story in 

Table 4–4.  Published Tools Related to Structured Oral Narratives and Story Retells  
(Story Grammar)

Published Tool Description of Approach

Story Champs  
(Spencer & Petersen, 2016)

This program was specifically designed to be tailored to all 
three tiers of MTSS support for large-group, small-group, 
or individual student implementation. It includes materials 
like a storybook, illustrations, story starter cards, and 
story games to teach basic story structure through story 
grammar elements. This program is designed for both 
preschool and school-age children. 

Story Grammar Marker 
(Moreau & Fidrych, 2007)

The Story Grammar Marker is a visual and kinesthetic 
manipulable tool that incorporates the elements of story 
grammar. This is designed for students in Grades 2–6.

Plural_Sylvan_Ch04.indd   64 9/12/2020   12:07:46 AM



4.  TOOLS RELATED TO SPEAKING AND LISTENING CCSS   65

order for the facilitator to develop 
the story. The facilitator instructs  
the students to refrain from asking 
closed-ended questions (e.g., “What 
color was the dog?”) and instead 

encourages students to ask open- 
ended inferential questions 
focused on emotion and motiva-
tion (e.g., “How were you feeling 
at the moment?”). 

Table 4–5.  Tool 2 Summary

Key skills Vocabulary (mental state verbs, emotion words), 
narratives and discourse, inferential thinking

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from the 
CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.1

Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of 
conversations and collaborations with diverse partners, 
building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly 
and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.3

Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of 
evidence and rhetoric.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.4

Present information, findings, and supporting evidence 
such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the 
organization, development, and style are appropriate to 
task, purpose, and audience.

Materials needed No specific materials needed

Table 4–6.  Targeted Skills in Story Talk and How They Are Addressed

Target Area How Tool Addresses Target Area

Narratives The goal of using this tool is to move students beyond simple recall of 
events focused on surface actions (as might be produced in a retell 
focused on story grammar elements) and guide students to develop 
complex narratives focused on highlighting character motivations and 
psychological reactions, making thought processes visible.

Vocabulary A major focus is on student use of acquiring academic vocabulary with an 
emphasis on the precise use of mental state verbs and emotion words. 
These words may be considered Tier II vocabulary, a concept that is 
explored further in the Language toolkit of this book (Chapter 7, Tool 1). 

Inferential 
thinking

This tool involves students building ideas, making inferential comments, 
and using higher-level language. Additionally, answering and asking 
strategic questions that get to the heart of the story is a key focus of 
this intervention. Focusing on these skill areas facilitates inferential and 
critical-thinking skills.
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n	The facilitator then retells the 
story in an expressive way that 
incorporates the answers to the 
students’ questions about the 
story.

	 2.	 Students tell their stories to the 
rest of the class (10 minutes). Each 
time the lesson is implemented, one 
student has a turn to tell his or her 
story. Ideally, the lesson takes place 
over multiple weeks to allow every 
student in a group or a classroom to 
get a turn telling the story.
n	In preparation for the lesson,  

give the students a global prompt 
(suggested language: “Think  
of something important that  
happened that you want to share 
with your friends.”).

n	During the Story Talk lesson, 
engage students in a back-and-
forth conversation to find the 
“heart” of their story. First, ask 
students about the topic of their 
story (suggested language: “In 
just a couple words, tell us about 
your story.”). Once the student 
establishes the topic, encourage 
the student to expand on that 
topic (suggested language: “Scan 
your mind. Think about what 
to share about that event.”). 
Continue discussing the story, 
reminding the student to think 
of the story from the “inside,” 
meaning how they were thinking 
and feeling during the experi-
ence, rather than the outside, 
which is more limited.

n	Prompt peers to ask the  
presenting student questions. 
Remind students to focus on 

questions that get to the heart of 
the story.

n	After the Q&A session, the 
facilitator presents the “student 
perspective” rehearsal, where he 
or she tells the story using the 
student’s point of view and the 
student’s language.

n	The student presents the elabo-
rated story with adult facilitation 
(examples of prompts and scaf-
folds are provided in Table 4–7).

n	If age-appropriate, the facilitator 
has the storyteller commit to 
writing up the story before the 
next lesson.

	 3.	 As an optional step, the student 
storyteller from the previous lesson 
reads his or her written version of 
the story.
n	When this tool is implemented 

over the course of several weeks, 
an optional extension is to have 
the student who presented the 
previous week write their story 
and read the written version  
of their story to the class the 
following week. This extension 
makes the connection between 
oral and written narratives 
more explicit for students and 
provides students a sense of 
accomplishment. 

Data Collection

In SDUSD, SLPs use three different forms  
to collect data around when they use 
the Story Talk tool. The first rubric, the 
Classroom Story Talk rubric, focuses on 
tracking the progress of the class as a unit 
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related to key elements of Story Talk. The 
second rubric, the Individual Story Talk 
student rubric, focuses on how the stu-
dent acting as the “storyteller” performs 
when telling his or her story. The data 
collection form titled “Individual or class 
questioning record for Story Talk” can be 
used to collect data on the kinds of ques-
tions that students ask during the Story 
Talk lessons. These rubrics and forms are 
included in Figures 4–5, 4–6, and 4–7 (see 
pp. 69–71).

Table 4–7.  Prompts and Scaffolds to Guide Student Thinking

During Question and Answer Session

Focus Area Suggested Facilitator Language

Thinking references Let’s talk about what we think and feel.

Inside/outside Is that a question that is “inside” or “outside” the story?

Heart of story Is that important for our story?

Important note: sometimes closed-ended questions may be 
used as a scaffold but it is important to follow up with an open-
ended question.

One idea Let’s develop this idea before we move on. What else do we 
need to know?

Connect ideas So this is what we know so far . . . What might be next?

Precise words, lifting 
language

What is another way of saying that?

The focus should be on enhancing students’ use of mental 
stage verbs like “know,” “consider,” “examine,” and “understand” 
and precise emotion words like “horrified” or “overjoyed.”

Story Retell/Rehearsal

Focus Area Suggested Facilitator Language

Redirect to what matters Where are you in the story?

Anchoring Here’s what you said so far . . . What’s next?

Lift the language That sounds like a bad situation. What is another word for 
that? How were you feeling? (i.e., amazing, unbelievable)

Expanding Add the part about . . .

Modeling Let me try it for you. Is that what you want to say? Okay, your turn.

Tool #3: Collaborative 
Conversations

Explanation

Collaborative Conversations is an instruc-
tional strategy designed collaboratively by 
the SLPs comprising the Language and Lit-
eracy Support Team within the San Diego 
Unified School district. This approach 
is applicable for students in pre-K to  
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Box 4–1.  Real-World Snapshot: Story Talk From a First-Grade Student 

Claudia Dunaway developed the Story Talk approach and leads the Language and 
Literacy Support Team in SDUSD. She uses this strategy with K–12 students. Ex-
amples of an initial story, the questions asked to develop the story, and the final story 
from a first-grade student using the Story Talk approach are provided below.

Initial story:
“When I went to the park with my dad and brother, these two great big dogs started 
running at us. The owner didn’t even look. It just started like it didn’t even care.”

Elaborated story:
“One day I went to the park with my dad and my brother. Then these two great big 
dogs started running toward us. I was feeling really terrified because I was always 
scared of dogs. My dad stayed with my brother and went to the owner. He was argu-
ing with the owner and then my brother started arguing too. I was running away 
and the dogs were chasing me and barking at me. I was afraid that I would get hurt 
or bitten. So now the owner called back the big dogs and I was relieved that I didn’t 
get hurt or bitten.”

Examples of questions asked by students:
n	 How were you feeling when the dogs started chasing you?
n	 Why were the dogs chasing you?
n	 Why were you terrified?
n	 What were you thinking when the dogs were chasing you?
n	 How did you get away?
n	 How did you feel after the dogs stopped chasing you?

Table 4–8.  Tool 3 Summary

Key skills Text comprehension, inferential thinking, collaborative conversations

Relationship to 
specific anchor 
standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.3

Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence 
and rhetoric.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.4

Present information, findings, and supporting evidence such that 
listeners can follow the line of reasoning and the organization, 
development, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

Materials needed Books and narratives to read and discuss
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12th grade as the type of text and topics 
of discussion can be modified for student 
needs. For this tool, the SLP acts as the fa-
cilitator of a student-centered discussion 
around repeated readings of a shared text 
“worth talking about.” Although a text 
“worth talking about” may vary by age 
group, the key idea is selecting a text for 
this activity that allows for discussion of 
psychological and emotional motivations 
and states. In this approach, the SLP fa-
cilitates students as they build ideas col-
laboratively around joint text reading.

The goal is for students to come to a 
deeper appreciation of the meaning in-
herent in the text and to gather insights 
into how to use learning strategies to 
strengthen reading comprehension. This 
tool is designed to move students beyond 

answering simple “wh” questions based on 
recall and teach them to ask open-ended 
questions and make inferential comments. 
In doing so, the goal is to improve both 
the quantity of student talk (i.e., amount 
of talk, number of exchanges) as well as 
the quality of student talk (i.e., academic 
vocabulary, complex syntax, inferential 
thinking) as well as facilitate the develop-
ment of critical thinking skills. Although 
literal comprehension is important, focus-
ing on inferential and critical thinking is 
equally important for academic success 
(Alexander, 2014). Equally important, a 
key goal that results from this approach 
is that students learn how to tie academic 
language to their insights because com-
prehension and academic language are 
interconnected. Further, discussion is a 

Figure 4–7.  Individual or class questioning record for Story Talk. Created by Claudia Dunaway. 
Used with permission.
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valuable tool for creating a classroom at-
mosphere supportive of inferential think-
ing and meaning-making (Applebee et al., 
2003; Reznitskaya et al., 2009).

This tool is flexible and designed to 
be presented in a group setting where 
mutually established conversational rules 
(i.e., taking turns, listening to everyone, 
respecting all ideas) are followed in order 
to ensure that everyone is included in the 
exchange of ideas. This tool allows SLPs to 
simultaneously address the needs of stu-
dents at varying levels. The lesson can be 
delivered in the general education class-
room, a self-contained classroom, or in 
a small group. In either context, students 
with strong language skills can act as peer 
models for students who face greater 
challenges (i.e., students considered at 
risk with IEPs). In some cases, students 
that need the most intensive support and 
scaffolding may discuss texts in a smaller 
setting before or after the larger class dis-
cussion to support their meaning-making 
around the text and practice the collab-
orative conversation. If even more inten-
sive support is needed for an individual 
student, a 1:1 session prior to the larger 
class discussion can also be completed.

General Procedures

	 1.	 Select a text worth talking about. 
It is important to consider the 
relevance of the topic, the level of 
student interest, accessibility of the 
language, and the appropriateness 
of the length for the allocated time 
period. The most important element 
of text selection is that the text 
contains interesting ideas that will 

generate a meaningful discussion. 
Texts that are appropriate generally 
have characters that go through 
important changes or contain an 
emotional element. Several examples 
are listed in Table 4–9.

	 2.	 Plan to read the text repeated times 
(i.e., once a week over a 3-week 
period). The idea of reading texts 
together multiple times is that 
repeated readings are required  
to reach a deeper level of under-
standing (Morrow, 1985). Rehearsals 
and revisiting texts allow students 
to build coherent and complex 
language. The expectation is that 
students enlarge their understand-
ing of the text meaning with each 
subsequent reading, and that they 
demonstrate their thinking through 
the language they use. While this 
tool is flexible, the following focuses 
are recommended for the first and 
subsequent lessons on a given text:
n	First Read: Comprehension is 

the key focus of the first read. 
Rather than asking simple “wh” 
recall-oriented questions, facilita-
tors encourage students to read 
“between the lines” to interpret text 
meaning and generate plausible 
inferences based on text evidence. 
Comprehension is demonstrated 
by talking meaningfully about text 
rather than repeating facts.

n	Possibilities for Subsequent 
Readings:
FF Examine how the author uses 
specific language (i.e., figurative 
language, imagery, vocabulary, 
sentence structures) to enrich 
the story.
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FF Connect the important themes 
of the text to students’ lives, 
other texts, or current events. 
This is typically used when 
there are more than two reads.

	 3.	 Plan the lesson by identifying key 
ideas throughout the story to discuss 
and big ideas from the story as a 
whole. Plan to discuss key ideas 
throughout the story at designated 
“stop and talk” points. A “stop and 
talk” point occurs when readers 
arrive at a key idea, an emotion  

tied to an idea, or an important 
theme. For each of these points,  
plan possible open-ended questions 
to facilitate the conversation and 
identify emotion-related vocabulary 
words.

	 4.	 Read the shared text aloud. Stop at 
the designated “stop and talk” points 
for discussion. At each “stop and 
talk” point, provide think-aloud 
language models. In Figures 4–8 and 
4–9, see the examples of lesson plans 
around the The Rainbow Fish by 

Table 4–9.  Examples of “Texts Worth Talking About”

Grade Level Texts

K–2nd Farmer Duck by Martin Waddell

The Meanies Came to School by Joy Cowley

The Rainbow Fish by Marcus Pfister 

Those Darn Squirrels by Adam Rubin

3rd–5th Thank You, Mr. Falker by Patricia Polacco

The Other Side by Jacqueline Woodson

Davy D’s Dog by Jill Eggleton

Slower Than the Rest by Cynthia Rylant

The Very Best of Friends by Margaret Wild

6th–8th Bud, Not Buddy by Christopher Paul Curtis

The Widow’s Broom by Chris Van Allsburg

Wonder by R.J. Palacio

“Seventh Grade” by Gary Soto

“Thirteen and a Half” by Rachel Vail

9th–12th  The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas

“The Lady or the Tiger” by Frank Stockton

“Lamb to the Slaughter” by Roald Dahl

“The Monkey’s Paw” by W.W. Jacobs

“On the Sidewalk Bleeding” by Evan Hunter
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Figure 4–8.  Elementary level sample lesson plan (Grades K–2). Created by Sarah Hershkowitz. 
Used with permission.
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Figure 4–8.  continued

Marcus Pfister developed by SDUSD 
SLP Sarah Hershkowitz and “The 
Monkey’s Paw” by W.W. Jacobs, 
developed by SDUSD SLP Sarah 
Darr. These lesson plans identify 
key ideas throughout the books with 
associated open-ended questions 
and vocabulary. The lesson plans 
designate “stop and talk” points to 
discuss these ideas, as well as overall 
concepts to discuss at the end of the 
book reading. 

	 5.	 Facilitate the generation and discus-
sion of open-ended questions about 
key ideas in order to focus on the 
deeper psychological and emotional 
meaning tied to the surface actions 
of the characters. Through the dis
cussion, students are encouraged to 
wonder, notice, interpret, connect, 
suggest, critique, and question as they 
examine ideas. Collaborative conver-
sations can involve discussion with 
a whole class or conversation with a 
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Figure 4–9.  Secondary level sample lesson plan (Grades 7–12). Created by Sarah Darr. Used 
with permission.
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Figure 4–9.  continued
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partner. As mentioned, there should 
be a plan to read the text multiple 
times in order to deepen understand-
ing and craft complex language.

	 6.	 As an option, use a writing extension. 
After a text has been read several times,  
the group can engage in writing a col
laborative piece that extends on a key 
idea in the text that is related to the  

inside of the story. The idea of this  
activity is to model how academic 
thinking and language translates into 
writing, and to provide a model of 
academic writing. The SLP will fa-
cilitate the class in generating a short 
written piece about the text together. 
See examples of writing extensions 
from an early elementary classroom, 

Figure 4–9.  continued

Figure 4–10.  Writing extension at elementary level. Created by Eileen 
Ferrey. Used with permission.
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provided Eileen Ferrey, SDUSD, as well  
as a writing extension at the second
ary level provided by Dustin Juusola, 
SDUSD, in Figures 4–10 and 4–11.

See Box 4–2 on p. 82 for Real-World Snap-
shot related to collaborative conversations.

Data Collection

In SDUSD, SLPs use rubrics to monitor 
student progress, as well as collect numeric 
data on the quality and quantity of ques-
tions and comments made by individual 
students. Meagan Jones, an SDUSD SLP, 

Figure 4–11.  Writing extension at secondary level. Created by Dustin Juusola. Used with 
permission.
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has developed rubrics for each grade in el-
ementary school related to this tool. The 
first-grade rubric is included in Figure 4–12 
and is meant to be filled out as a group with 
the SLP in the lead. Claudia Dunaway, the 
leader of the Language and Literacy Sup-
port Team in SDUSD, created the second-
ary rubric for collaborative conversations 
that is included in Figure  4–13. SLPs in 
SDUSD explain that they often share these 
rubrics with students to create transpar-
ency about goals and areas of focus.

Tool #4: Active Listening and 
Strategic Note-Taking Skills

Explanation

To be successful in academic settings, the 
ability to take notes is an important skill.  

The focus of this tool is the development of 
note-taking skills. Although teachers gener-
ally use a variety of teaching methods be-
yond lecturing, research shows that the note-
taking process constitutes a major portion of 
the time students spend in academic classes 
(Hudson et al., 2002). Good note-taking 
skills are important as students benefit both 
from the process of taking notes, which has 
been shown to improve information reten-
tion and learning, as well as the ability to 
refer to these notes at a later appropriate 
time, like when the students are studying 
for tests or completing written assignments  
(Kobayashi, 2006; Ukrainetz, 2019). 

A key element of good note-taking is 
understanding the amount of informa-
tion to record, which includes identifying 
main ideas, so that the notes will be use-
ful. Research shows that students across 
varying grades face difficulties related to 
note-taking and may generate notes that 

Figure 4–12.  Collaborative Conversation rubric for first grade. Created by Meagan Jones.  
Used with permission.
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are incomplete, fail to highlight the main 
ideas, or overly rely on writing down 
lectures verbatim (Bretzing & Kulhavy, 
1979). Note-taking can be a challenge for 
all students but it is especially difficult for 
students with impaired language skills 
(Boyle & Forchelli, 2014; Boyle & Rivera, 

2012; Kobayashi, 2006). Multiple stud-
ies have shown that direct instruction on 
note-taking benefits both typically devel-
oping students and students with learning 
challenges (e.g., Chang & Ku, 2015). 

This tool provides guidance on tar-
geted instruction to develop students’ 

Box 4–2.  Real-World Snapshot: Collaborative Conversations Implementation 
While Working With Students Across the Tiers and Collaborating With Teachers 

Eileen Ferrey has developed a system with the kindergarten teachers in the elemen-
tary school where she works five days a week. She spends eight weeks working in each 
kindergarten classroom, facilitating lessons collaboratively. At the onset of the 8-week 
period, she works with the teacher to set goals for individual students considered at 
risk, as well as goals for the classroom as a whole. During the 8-week time frame, 
Eileen facilitates lessons centered around the collaborative conversations approach 
while the teachers take data. At times, they switch roles so that the teachers facilitate 
and Eileen takes data. By being in all four kindergarten classrooms for 8-week periods 
over the course of the year, Eileen feels she is able to build a close relationship with 
each teacher and really focus on identifying strategies that will work well for each 
teacher and every class.

Eileen explains that this system allows her to simultaneously meet the needs of 
students at different tiers and students on IEPs while also contributing to the core 
instruction. She finds this practice not only time-efficient, but also helpful to students 
with disabilities and students considered at risk because their language development 
benefits from peer models. For students with IEPs, these sessions are counted as IEP 
services in the classroom, which may also be reinforced in other small group ses-
sions during which the students may read the story and make meaning of it before 
participating in a collaborative conversation with the whole class. For students with 
IEPs, providing support in the classroom allows Eileen to focus on the transfer of skills 
and generalizations. At times, students with IEPs may “travel” with Eileen to other 
kindergarten classrooms (other than their own) as a way of increasing the intensity 
of the intervention. For example, some students may join Eileen in two kindergarten 
classrooms so they receive 16 weeks of collaborative conversations in the classroom, 
in contrast to their peers who receive eight weeks of the lesson.

For students considered at risk, she uses the data collected in the program to 
inform decision-making regarding possible special education eligibility. For some 
students, it is clear that the supports in the classroom are allowing them to make 
adequate progress, and for others, it becomes clear that more support is needed.
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note-taking skills, which involve both 
careful and targeted listening. Some of 
these strategies are also relevant to tak-
ing notes when reading, but the focus of 
this tool is learning to take effective notes 
while listening to information presented 
orally, such as within a lecture. There 
are five note-taking strategies detailed in 
Table 4–11, along with the basic instruc-
tions for each approach and the research 
that supports how each approach is useful. 
These strategies are meant to be examples 
and not an exhaustive list. It is important 
to select the strategies that make the most 

sense in the context of the note-taking, 
as well as the skills and grade level of the 
students.

Strategy #1: Cues-Based  
Note-Taking

This strategy involves guiding students 
to identify the key cues teachers use to 
indicate important information (Boyle, 
2010). Cues have been found to increase 
the number of notes students take, which 
enhances their recall and comprehension 
(Titsworth, 2001; Titsworth & Kiewra, 
2004). Relying on cues to guide note-
taking has been shown to help students 
“chunk” information, thus reducing the 
load on their working memory (e.g., Ar-
chibald, 2018; Boyle & Forchelli, 2014). 
Table 4–12 contains information that ex-
plains different types of cues and how to 
guide students to use these cues to orga-
nize written notes.

Strategy #2: Strategic Note-Taking

Strategic note-taking involves deliber-
ate activation of prior knowledge before 

Table 4–10.  Tool 4 Summary

Key skills Note-taking, identifying main ideas, generating study material

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.2

Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media 
and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and orally.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.SL.3

Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of 
evidence and rhetoric.

Materials needed None

Table 4–11.  Note-Taking Strategies and 
References for Guides and Visuals

Strategy Name Guides and Visuals

Cues-based 
note-taking

Table 4–12

Strategic 
note-taking

Figure 4–14

Pictography Figure 4–15

Cornell notes Figure 4–16

Mind maps Figure 4–17
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note-taking commences, and then tak-
ing structured notes that involve students 
listing several salient points and new 
vocabulary for each topic introduced, as 
well as a quick summary of how ideas are 
related. Boyle (2010) found that students 
using this method captured almost twice 
as many lecture points, more than double 
the total word count, and had better recall 
and comprehension than students using 
standard note-taking formats. To use this 
approach, students can use the worksheet 

in Figure 4–14 as a guide for how to set up 
their notebook pages to capture all of this 
information in an organized way.

Strategy #3: Pictography

This method involves instructing stu-
dents to take notes using pictography, 
known as “picture writing” (Ukrainetz, 
1998). Pictography involves sketching 
simple schematic notes to represent and 
organize ideas. Students can use visual 

Table 4–12.  Cues for Cue-Based Note-Taking

Type of Cue Example What to Do

Structural cues introduce 
the topic and what the main 
subtopics will be throughout 
the lesson.

“I’m going to talk about . . .”

“There are four areas I want 
to look at . . .”

At the top of the page, write 
key indicators like “Topic” 
and “Subtopic” and fill 
them in with a summarized 
version of the words 
following structural cues.

Importance cues indicate 
the most salient points from 
the instructor’s perspective.

“This is really important to 
remember . . .”

Put a star next to these 
points indicating their 
importance.

Organizational cues reveal 
the structure to the lesson. 

“In addition . . .” or “On the 
other hand . . .” to build 
on or contrast with the 
instructor’s last thought.

Add information into the 
current notes section (not 
starting a new section). 
Use symbols + or – to 
indicate additional detail or 
contrasting details

Number and list cues 
indicate lists. 

“There are three kinds of 
volcanoes . . .”

“The first characteristic . . .”

Make a list with that 
number of items.

Transition cues indicate 
when a speaker is moving 
between subtopics.

“Let’s move on . . .”  Start new line or section.

Concluding cues indicate 
the end of each section.

“So, to sum up . . .” End the section.

Source:  Boyle, 2010; EAP Foundation, 2019.
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elements like arrows, speech balloons, 
thought bubbles, stick figures, and other 
visual icons to take notes. Pictography as a 
note-taking strategy has been investigated 
and found to have positive results for stu-
dents in several studies (e.g., Ukrainetz, 
1998, 2019). Recently, Ukrainetz (2019) 
identified that training fourth- through 
sixth-grade students to record the ideas 
both through pictographic and conven-
tional notes resulted in higher quality 

features on the written notes. Figure 4–15 
shows an example of pictographic note-
taking. A blank template is available in 
Appendix A–3.

Strategy #4: Cornell Notes

The Cornell note-taking system involves 
students organizing their paper into mul-
tiple sections. As shown in the example 
in Figure 4–16, the bulk of the paper is 

Figure 4–14.  Strategic note-taking worksheet.
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divided into two major columns, a thin 
column on the left, and a larger column 
on the right that students actively use 
during the lecture (Quintus et al., 2012). 
Underneath the notes, there is a space for 
a short summary to be written after the 
lesson is complete. Students fill in the thin 
left-hand column with questions or com-
ments that are related to the notes taken 
in the right-hand column, which is meant 
to help students “clarify meanings, reveal 
relationships, establish continuity, and 

strengthen memory” (Cornell University 
Learning Strategies Center, n.d., para. 2). 

The positive impact of Cornell notes 
on student learning has been docu-
mented. Several studies of early high 
school students showed that students who 
used the Cornell note-taking system per-
formed better on exams (Donohoo, 2010; 
Faber et al., 2000). A blank template that 
can be used as a guide for the Cornell 
note-taking system is included in Appen-
dix A–4.

Topic: ______________________________________     Date: _____________Topic: ______________________________________     Date: _____________The Very Hungry Caterpillar

Figure 4– 15. Pictography note-taking example.
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Strategy #5: Mind Maps

Mind maps are diagrammatic note-taking 
tools that show connections and organi-
zation of concepts in a visual manner. 

Figure 4– 16. Cornell note-taking example.

To create a mind map, students start by 
drawing a large circle or box in the middle 
of the page and writing the main topic. 
They draw lines from this central shape to 
represent subtopics and continue drawing 
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lines and circles or boxes for additional 
subtopics. To make a mind map easy to 
read, students may use single words or 
even pictures. Additionally, visual dis-
tinguishers like different colors or shapes 
of different sizes may optionally be used 
to develop a hierarchy within the notes 
(Buran & Filyukov, 2015). Figure  4–17 
provides an example of a mind map. 
There are many mind-mapping computer 
programs that can aid in developing visu-
als (Andre, 2019).

General Procedures

	 1.	 Explain to students the goals and 
importance of strategic note-taking.

	 2.	 Brainstorm and activate prior knowl
edge. Ask students to describe the 

kinds of problems they have encoun-
tered if and when they have tried 
taking notes on verbally presented 
information. Possible problems 
could include (a) writing and listen-
ing to the teacher at the same time, 
(b) determining what is important to 
write down, (c) writing fast enough, 
and (d) paying attention in a long 
class. Discuss how strong note-
taking skills can help address these 
problems.

	 3.	 Introduce a note-taking strategy 
and style using one of the strate-
gies listed in the introduction to 
this tool, and explain the steps of 
the approach in an explicit and 
detailed manner (i.e., “First, you 
listen for . . . then, you write/draw 
the note . . .”). 

Figure 4–17.  Mind map note-taking example.
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	 4.	 Model the use of the strategy. Listen 
to a lecture or presentation as a 
group (videos or podcasts might be 
good for this activity) and model for 
students how to take notes. In the  
process, “pause” the listening activ
ity at certain points and “think 
aloud” or explain why certain in
formation is important to show 
the reasoning behind why certain 
information is included or excluded 
in notes.

	 5.	 Have students take notes as a small 
group or in pairs to share ideas 
while generating notes. As in the 
previous step, it will be useful to 
“pause” orally presented information 
periodically so students can practice 
their note-taking skills.

	 6.	 The last step is independent prac-
tice. As students gain skills, they can 
practice note-taking in more authen-
tic contexts and receive feedback 
and reflect on the usefulness of their 
notes. 

Data Collection

Although it is possible to examine im-
provement in the quality of a student’s 

notes, note-taking is a means to an end, 
not a goal in itself. Given this, it makes 
sense to look at data on how well stu-
dents perform on tasks requiring their 
notes rather than judging students’ skill 
and improvement based on the quality of 
the notes themselves. Following from this, 
one way to assess students’ progress as a 
result of using this tool is to look at stu-
dents’ performance on tasks that require 
notes, such as assessments or assignments 
in the classroom.

Tool #5: Public Speaking

Explanation

Students in schools are expected to make 
oral presentations in front of their class-
mates for a variety of different tasks, such 
as book reports, poster presentations, and 
science fairs. For students to be successful 
in these tasks, they must exhibit compe-
tent and strong oral presentation skills. 
Even though public speaking is frequently 
required for assignments among school-
aged children, direct support to help de-
velop students’ oral presentation skills is 
infrequently provided in a formal manner. 

Table 4–13.  Tool 5 Summary

Key skills Presentation skills, public speaking

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.6

Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and communicative tasks, 
demonstrating command of formal English when indicated or 
appropriate.

Materials needed None
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The focus of this tool is providing instruc-
tion and focused practice around public 
speaking to support students in this area.

Research shows public speaking can 
frequently evoke anxiety among many 
individuals (e.g., Niles & Craske, 2019; 
Shi et al., 2015). This is because, in part, 
individuals feel more conspicuous during 
speeches and conspicuousness can lead 
to increased self-attention and self-focus 
(Daly et al., 1989). Some level of anxiety 
is anticipated for most students in public 
speaking situations but the level of anxiety 
may be higher among students with learn-
ing challenges (Heidari-Soureshjani et al., 
2018). Given this, focused attention on 
public speaking skills, especially in antici-
pation of an assignment involving speak-
ing, can be beneficial for all students but 
may be particularly beneficial to students 
with learning disorders. As explained in 
the procedures section, this tool involves 

the SLP teaching a whole class about 
public speaking strategies, small-group 
work focused on improving this skill, and 
reflection on how to apply skills to oral 
presentations. 

General Procedures

	 1.	 When planning, coordinate with 
teachers to find the appropriate 
time to deliver the lesson. An ideal 
time for this lesson is during the 
days preceding an important oral 
presentation.

	 2.	 The SLP presents a whole group 
lesson that reviews key concepts 
associated with public speaking, 
as well as three key elements (rate, 
intensity, prosody) that students  
can alter and focus on during 
speaking.

Box 4–3.  Real-World Snapshot: Presenting Skills for Effective Public Speaking to 
Help Students With Classroom Presentations 

Dr. Robyn Becker, a school-based SLP in Hillsborough Township Public Schools, 
generally visits every classroom in the school right before their first oral presentation 
of the year and presents a lesson she calls “Let ‘em RIP.” RIP is an acronym that high-
lights the elements of speaking on which students should focus (R = Rate, I = Intensity, 
P = Prosody). As part of this lesson, Robyn shows videos of other peers within the 
school involved in public speaking. Some key points she makes in her presentation 
are summarized in Table 4–14. After the presentation, Robyn provides structured 
opportunities for students to practice their speaking skills.

Robyn feels this approach gives her a structured opportunity to visit each class-
room at least once a year, which is a nice way to maintain open connections with all 
the teachers in the school and get to know more students. She also states that these 
lessons help both students and teachers understand her role in the school and see her 
as a resource.
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	 3.	 Practice in small groups. Prepare 
short, written paragraphs or topic area 
students can select (these can be in 
grab bags for fun). Prompt students to 
either read the paragraph or talk about 
the topic while deliberately modifying 
the key elements reviewed related to 
speech. Students should intentionally 
practice saying each paragraph too 
quickly, too slowly, or just right (alter-
ing rate); too loudly, too quietly, or 
just right (altering intensity); and too 
monotone, too animated, or just right 
(altering prosody). 

n	Students can be provided with 
varying levels of support as they 
work in small groups. This can 
be supported by SLPs as well as 
teachers. 

n	For students who need extra 
support with volume or inten-
sity, a simple sound level meter  
app can be used to provide  
feedback.

	 4.	 To wrap up and reflect on the lesson, 
some students can be invited to role-
play. The whole class can review the 
skills learned and identify how they 

Table 4–14.  Key Talking Points for a Public Speaking Lesson 

Key Talking Point Explanation

Elements for a 
successful oral 
presentation

Know your material, know your audience

Practice, practice, practice

Relax and visualize success

Realize that people want you to succeed

Don’t apologize

Concentrate on what you are saying

Biggest mistakes Failing to prepare

Not making eye contact with the audience 

Speaking too softly or too quickly

Inserting filler words

Speaking without passion

When things go 
wrong

Don’t lose your cool

Do your best

Keep your sense of humor!

Key elements of 
effective public 
speaking

Explain the concepts of rate, intensity and prosody/tone and model 
(or show videos) or extreme versions of each element

•	 Rate: too fast, too slow, just right 

•	 Intensity: too loud, too soft, and just right volumes

•	 Prosody/Tone: monotone versus reading with expression

Created by Robyn Becker. Used with permission.
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Figure 4–18.  Oral speaking rubric.

will apply these skills to upcoming 
class presentations. 

Data Collection

As teachers grade and provide feedback 
on student presentations, they can also 

collect data about the students’ presen
tation skills. It is possible to add presen-
tation skills to an evaluative rubric as 
shown in Figure 4–18. This rubric can be 
filled out by teachers, students, or SLPs. 
This rubric is also valuable for the Read-
ers Theater tool, discussed in Chapter 5, 
Tool 4. 
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5
Why Is “Reading” an 
Important Area of Focus 
for SLPs Within an 
MTSS Framework?

There Are Widespread 
Struggles With Reading 
in American Schools

Poor reading skills are prevalent in Amer-
ican schools. According to the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), as of 2019, only 35% of public 
school students in the U.S. in the fourth 
or eighth grade are considered at or above 
proficient in reading (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2019). The conse-
quences of reduced literacy are serious. 
Low reading achievement has a demon-
strable impact on students’ readiness for 
college, careers, and life. Poor reading in 
the adult population not only limits access 
to higher education but it is associated 
with lower wages and significant increases 
in the likelihood of chronic health condi-
tions (Weiss, 2003). 

The Number of Struggling 
Readers Exceeds 
Expected Variability

The number of students reading below 
proficient levels far exceeds that which 
can be attributed to intrinsic disabilities or 
expected variability (e.g., Shaywitz et al., 
1992). In fact, research suggests that a key 
reason many students perform poorly in 
reading is because schools fail to provide 
adequate instruction to at-risk students 
who exhibit significant risk factors (e.g., low  
socioeconomic status, second language 
learners) that make learning to read difficult 
(Justice, 2006; Justice & Dunaway, 2005). 

Literacy Is Well Within the 
Scope of Practice for SLPs

While supporting students’ reading skills 
is a team effort, SLPs in schools have a key 
role to play in ensuring that all students 
develop literacy skills. The ASHA “Roles 
and Responsibilities of Speech-Language 
Pathologists in Schools” 2010 document 

Tools Related to 
Reading Common Core 
State Standards
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states that “highlighting language/lit-
eracy” is one of the critical roles of SLPs 
in school settings and explains that SLPs 
can contribute significantly to the literacy 
achievement for all students, including 
those at risk for school failure. 

Students Who Are Struggling 
Readers Respond Well to 
Supplementary Instruction

There is a growing body of research that 
shows that struggling readers benefit and 
make significant growth from supplemen-
tary assistance (such as what could be pro-
vided within an MTSS framework) beyond 
the standard curriculum. An accumulation 
of evidence (e.g., Austin et al., 2017; Vel-

lutino et al., 2004) suggests that when in-
terventions are delivered proactively and 
intensively, they make a significant differ-
ence in student outcomes. Research (e.g., 
Torgesen, 2000; Berninger et al., 2003) 
found that reading deficits can be reduced 
to 5% or lower if recognized early and ap-
propriate intervention is provided. 

How Is Reading Included 
in the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS)?

Recognizing reading as a critical skill, the 
CCSS have three main groups of K–12  
anchor standards related to reading, which  
are detailed in Figure 5–1.

Figure 5–1.  CCSS categories of anchor standards and foundational skills within reading.
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n	 The “foundational skills” standards 
focus on the “decoding” side of 
reading, which includes (1) alphabet 
knowledge, (2) print concepts,  
(3) phonological awareness, (4) phonics, 
and (5) fluency. There are no anchor 
standards for foundational reading 
skills but rather, there are grade-level 
standards in K–5 for these skills. 
When introducing these skills, the 
CCSS states, “These foundational 
skills are not an end in and of them-
selves; rather, they are necessary and 
important components of an effective, 
comprehensive reading program” 
(National Governors Association 
Center for Best Practices and Council 
of Chief State School, 2020, para. 1). 
This introduction also includes com-
mentary relevant directly to MTSS by 
stating: 

Instruction should be differentiated: good 
readers will need much less practice with 
these concepts than struggling readers 
will. The point is to teach students what 
they need to learn and not what they al-
ready know—to discern when particular 
children or activities warrant more or less 
attention. (para. 1)

n	 The “literature” and “informational 
texts” groups share the same anchor 
standards and apply to Grades K–12. 
For Grades 6–12, the same anchor 
standards are also referenced in 
the “science and technical subjects” 
and “history/social studies” areas. 
These standards all focus on reading 
comprehension. 

What Tools Can SLPs Use to 
Support Reading in MTSS?

Six tools are introduced in the reading 
section of the SLP MTSS toolkit. Four of 
these are related to foundational skills and 
two related to reading comprehension. 
Within foundational skills, the first tool 
focuses on print concepts, the second tool 
focuses on alphabet knowledge and pho-
nological awareness, the third tool focuses 
on phonics, and the fourth tool focuses 
on reading fluency. Given that there are 
not K–12 anchor standards for reading 
foundation skills, grade-level standards 
are noted for Tools 1 through 3. In some 
cases, the same grade-level standard ap-
plies to multiple grades as noted. For 
reading comprehension, Tool 4 focuses 
on reading strategies and Tool 5 describes  
an approach called close reading. Since 
there are overarching anchor standards 
related to reading comprehension, the 
presentation of standards for Tools 4 and 
5 do not include grade-level standards 
but focus solely on the anchor standards 
that are relevant to all grades. The various 
tools are summarized in Tables 5–1, 5–3, 
5–10, 5–13, 5–15, and 5–18 throughout 
the chapter.

Tool #1: Print-Focused 
Read Alouds

Explanation

Print concepts are a dimension of early- 
literacy that represents children’s developing  
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knowledge of the forms and functions of 
written language (Justice et al., 2017) and 
includes four domains of print knowl-
edge: (1) book and print organization,  
(2) print meaning, (3) letters, and (4) words. 
This instructional approach involves read 
alouds during which the instructor leads 
discussions about the forms and func-
tions of print. These “print-focused” read 
alouds are deliberately different from  
conventional read alouds, which generally 
focus on the storyline. 

Most studies on print-focused read 
alouds for children (e.g., Piasta et al., 2012) 
involve repeated reading of specific com-
mercially available children’s literature. 
This approach may be useful for strug-
gling students given that developmental 
norms suggest print concepts should be 
fully developed by kindergarten.

General Procedures

The general idea of this tool is to read 
books aloud and teach students about dif-
ferent print concepts for those books, and 
then probe their understanding until they 
move to a mastery level. The instructor 
should follow these steps:

	 1.	 Identify print concepts and make 
comments about them. 

	 2.	 Prompt students to repeat the print 
concepts (e.g., “While I point, let’s all 
say ‘Title!’ ”).

	 3.	 Prompt students to identify print 
concepts with support. 

	 4.	 Prompt students to identify print 
concepts independently. 

Examples of relevant questions and 
comments for each domain of print con-
cepts are included in Table 5–2. 

There are many possible ways to ex-
tend this tool. For example, one could gen-
erate visuals for key concepts (i.e., cover) 
and add Velcro to books where visuals  
can be matched with key concepts. Stu-
dents could also make their own books 
with a focus on identifying print concepts 
like the cover, author, words, pages, and 
so forth. It is also possible to give every 
student a book and play “Simon Says” 
with book parts: “Simon says, point to 
the cover. Now, point to a word (Simon 
didn’t say so).”

Data Collection

The general accuracy collection form 
included in Appendix A–2 is appropri-
ate for tracking student progress related 
to print concepts. There are also a vari-
ety of tracking tools designed to collect 

Table 5–1.  Tool 1 Summary

Key skills Print knowledge, print concepts

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RF.1 (K–1)

Demonstrate understanding of the organization and basic 
features of print.

Materials needed Picture books
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data such as the Early Concepts of Print 
Checklist from the companion website for 
Teaching Literacy in the Visible Learning 
Classroom, Grades K–5 by Douglas Fisher, 
Nancy Frey, and John Hattie. 

Tool #2: Alphabet 
Knowledge and Phonological 
Awareness Games With 
Songs and Manipulatives

Explanation

This tool involves playing games and sing-
ing songs to develop students’ skills in two 
different areas, alphabet knowledge and 
phonological awareness. Both of these 
areas are critical for reading success:

n	 Alphabet knowledge is the student’s 
understanding of the different 

alphabet letters. It is both intuitive 
and clear from research that letter 
knowledge is key for students as they 
learn to be successful readers (Storch &  
Whitehurst, 2002). Alphabet knowl-
edge is consistently recognized as  
a strong and durable predictor of  
later achievement in literacy skills 
including decoding, comprehension, 
and spelling (Lonigan & Shanahan,  
2009).

n	 Phonological awareness is students’ 
sensitivity to the various phonological 
units that make up spoken speech 
including words, syllables, onsets, 
rimes, and phonemes. Development of 
phonological awareness tends to follow 
a developmental continuum, with 
awareness of word-level units (words, 
syllables) preceding awareness of sub-
syllabic units (onsets, rimes) and pho-
nemic units (phonemes) (Anthony  
et al., 2003). Table 5–4 shows the major 

Table 5–2.  Print Concepts Skills

Domain Comments Questions

Book 
and print 
organization

Look, this is the cover of the book.  
I like the picture! 

Look, here is the title. That is the 
name of the book.

I start reading here and I read this 
way, from left to right!

Can you point to the cover?

 
Can you find the title?

 
Where do we start reading? 

Print meaning There are so many words on the 
page. I’m going to count them. I 
read these words to tell me what is 
in the story.

Can you count how many words 
are on this page?

What do the words tell us when we 
read them?

Letters All the words have letters. Here is 
a C and here is an S.

Can you find another letter on the 
page?

Words The word “me” is in this book a lot. 
It is here, here, and here.

Can you point to some more words 
that show up more than once?
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Table 5–3.  Tool 2 Summary

Key skills Phonological awareness, alphabet knowledge

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RF.K.1.D (K only)

Recognize and name all upper- and lowercase letters of the 
alphabet.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RF.2 (K–1)

Demonstrate understanding of spoken words, syllables, and 
sounds (phonemes)

Materials needed Varies based on the activity but generally items typically 
available in schools like manipulatives (e.g., blocks, pegs), 
flashcards, music, beanbag or other small toys, game tokens

Table 5–4.  Phonological Awareness Skills

 Skill Explanation Time of Expected Mastery

Word awareness Ability to segment words from 
sentences

During preschool

Syllable awareness Ability to segment multisyllabic 
words into component syllables

During preschool

Rhyme awareness Includes both the ability to 
recognize when two words rhyme 
as well as the skills to produce pairs 
of rhyming words

During preschool

Onset awareness Ability to identify the first sound 
(onset) from the rest of the syllable 
as well as the ability to blend an 
initial onset with the remainder of 
the syllable

By the end of preschool

Phoneme identity Ability to identify sounds at both the 
beginnings and ends of words; also, 
the ability to identify words that 
begin with the same sound

By the end of preschool or 
early kindergarten

Phoneme blending Ability to blend multiple phonemes 
in order to make a word

Early kindergarten

Phoneme 
segmentation

Ability to segment a word into its 
constituent phonemes

By the end of kindergarten

Phoneme counting Ability to count the number of 
phonemes in a given word

First grade

Phoneme 
manipulation

Ability to manipulate (i.e., delete, 
add, and rearrange) phonemes in 
a word

Elementary grades

Source:  Kaderavek & Justice, 2004, p. 218; Turnbull & Justice, 2017, p. 201.
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phonological awareness skills with an 
explanation and expectation for age of 
mastery.

Like alphabet knowledge, phonological 
awareness is a strong predictor of literacy 
outcomes. A student’s level of phonologi-
cal awareness at the end of kindergarten 
is a strong predictor of future reading  
success in first grade and beyond (Hogan 
et al., 2005; Torgesen et al., 1997). Because 
of this, a direct approach to phonologi-
cal awareness intervention that includes 
manipulative materials and engages the 
student in reflecting on the phonological 
task (e.g., Defior & Tudela, 1994; Gillon &  
Dodd, 1995) is highly recommended to 
support skill development.

General Procedures

There are a wide variety of activities to 
strengthen both alphabet knowledge and 

phonological awareness involving songs, 
word games, and games with manipula-
tives. The difficulty of all activities can be  
adjusted depending on students’ skill lev-
els. For example, for students who have 
mastered a given activity with one-syllable 
words may move onto two-syllable words. 
Further, some activities may be used to 
target multiple skills, and these are noted 
in the explanations of the activities below.

Some examples of such activities are 
organized into several tables:

n	 Table 5–5. Examples of activities that 
target alphabet knowledge

n	 Table 5–6. Examples of songs that 
target phonological awareness

n	 Table 5–7. Examples of word games 
that target phonological awareness

n	 Table 5–8. Examples of games with 
manipulatives that target phonologi-
cal awareness. In this table, options 
for modifying the activity for more 
advanced students are included.

Table 5–5.  Examples of Activities That Target Alphabet Knowledge

Target Skill Activity Description

Alphabet 
knowledge

Letter Identification

Students are introduced to each letter along with a memorable story or 
image designed to help them remember the letter. Students are then 
quizzed on the letters until they can name each letter. Small rewards can 
be offered when a certain mastery level is reached. The stories and images 
featured in the Bjorem speech cards (Bjorem, 2020) or the letter cards in 
Lively Letters (Reading with TLC, 2020) can be used for this activity.

Alphabet 
knowledge

Letter Bingo

Students should be prompted with a word and mark off the corresponding 
letters in the word on a bingo card. To adapt this game to teach letter-
sound correspondence, use sounds instead of words to focus on the 
individual sounds that letters make or add consonant clusters for a more 
advanced game.
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Table 5–6.  Examples of Songs That Target Phonological Awareness

Target Skill Song and Lyrics

Rhyme 
awareness

Many songs like  “Down by the Bay” by Raffi, “There Was an Old Woman 
who Swallowed a Fly” or “Miss Mary Mack”  can be taught and sung to 
practice rhyming skills.

Onset 
awareness, 
phoneme 
identity

Familiar songs can be used to target onset awareness and phoneme 
identity. For example, Yopp (1992) suggests modifying the tune of “Old 
MacDonald Had a Farm” to sing a song that identifies lists of words 
starting with the same sound (i.e., “with a /b/, /b/ here, and a /b/, /b/ 
there”). “Every Letter Makes a Sound” by The Letter Factory is also a 
good song for developing this skill.

Phoneme 
blending

Familiar songs can be adjusted to address phoneme blending. Yopp 
(1992) suggests using the tune of “If You’re Happy and You Know It, 
Clap Your Hands” and singing “If you think you know this word, shout  
it out! If you think you know this word, shout it out!” (p. 700) and then 
saying the word one phoneme at a time before allowing the student to 
reply with the resulting word.

Phoneme 
segmentation 

Many children’s songs also involve phoneme segmentation. For 
example, taking turns singing “Willoughby Wallaby Woo” by Raffi 
prompts students to remove initial phonemes from words and replace 
them with /w/ when singing the song. 

Table 5–7.  Examples of Word Games That Target Phonological Awareness

Target Skill Word Game Description

Syllable awareness Play clapping games: Teach students to count syllables by 
clapping. Have students clap and count while saying their names or 
other words.

Rhyme awareness Play rhyming guessing games:  For example, say “I’m thinking of 
a word that rhymes with something in the classroom. My word is 
‘hair.’ What am I thinking of?” The students would ideally answer 
“chair.” 

Phoneme blending, 
onset awareness

Play phoneme blending guessing games: For example, say “I’m  
thinking of a word that starts with ‘n’ and ends with ‘ight,’ what does 
it say when you put it together?” The students would ideally answer 
“night.” Students’ names can also be used for this activity.

Phoneme 
manipulation

Implement “sound-of-the-day” or “find the missing sound” activities: 
Choose the sound of the day, like /t/, and incorporate it throughout 
the day (Yopp, 1992). This can start with roll call, replacing the first 
sound of each student’s name with the sound of the day (“Lena” 
turns into “Tina”). Alternatively, do a roll call calling each student 
omitting the initial sound in their name (“Stella” turn into “tella”). The 
students work together to determine who was called and find the 
missing sound.
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Data Collection

There are many options for data collection 
related to this tool. For one thing, many 
tools that classroom teachers use to track 
student progress with reading include 
alphabet knowledge and phonological 
awareness components (e.g., aimswebPlus, 
2017; iLearn, 2016; DIBELs, 2020). The 
Phonological Awareness Screening Test 
(PAST; 2019) is a copyrighted, download-
able tool developed by Dr. David A. Kil-

patrick that assesses phonological aware-
ness and can be used to monitor progress  
in this area.

Figure 5–2 (see  p. 103) shows a sample 
data collection tool that can be used to re-
cord progress, as well as focus areas, dur-
ing alphabet knowledge and phonological 
awareness activities. A blank version of 
this tool is available in Appendix A–5. The 
general accuracy collection form included 
in Appendix A–2 of this book can also be 
used to collect data related to this tool.

Table 5–8.  Examples of Games With Manipulatives That Target Phonological Awareness

Target Skill Game Description

Word awareness, 
phoneme 
or syllable 
segmentation

Play a board game that involves counting words: Play or make a 
game that involves moving tokens forward by the number of words 
in a sentence. Have sentences (written on playing cards) read 
aloud by the instructor, student, or peers as appropriate. If the 
student counts the words accurately, they can move forward with 
the game by that number of words.  For more advanced students, 
they can focus on counting all the phonemes or syllables in a word. 

Rhyme awareness Toss around a beanbag and say rhyming words: The instructor 
starts the game by holding the beanbag (or another toy) and saying 
a word. The beanbag is then passed to a student, who needs 
to say a rhyming word, and the beanbag keeps getting passed 
around. For more advanced students, instead of rhyming words, 
use words that start or end with the same sound.

Phoneme identity Play a matching game involving words that start with the same 
sound: Create a set of cards with different familiar objects or words 
on the cards that include pairs of words that start with the same 
sound. Have students match two cards with objects that share 
a beginning sound or an ending sound. This game can also be 
adapted to mimic Memory, UNO, or Go Fish. 

Phoneme blending Take turns breaking words into individual phonemes and then 
putting them back together: Create flashcards with words written on 
them and have students take turns drawing cards. The first player 
picks up a card and says all the individual phonemes in the word. 
For example, “d...o...g.” The second player then blends the sounds 
to produce the final word: “dog”. Students can be rewarded with 
“points” in the game or tokens for accuracy. Longer words can be 
used for more advanced students.
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Box 5–1. Real-World Snapshot: Small-Group Work on Alphabet Knowledge 

Melissa Demuth, an SLP from Borrego Spring Unified School District, works in a school 
with a high number of students classified as English Language Learners and students 
who qualify for free and reduced-price lunch. Many of the students in her school start 
kindergarten without having had the opportunity to attend a high-quality preschool 
program. She noticed, through her observations and ongoing collaborative work in 
classrooms, that many students seemed to be lacking alphabet knowledge skills, which 
prevented them from engaging with the phonics-oriented instruction taking place in 
their classes. Melissa decided to run small-group sessions through the MTSS framework, 
focusing on direct instruction on alphabet knowledge. She decided which students to 
include by asking the kindergarten and first-grade teachers to identify students who 
they felt were at risk of reading failure. The students who the teachers suggested were 
all already getting some extra strategies in the classroom, so the support provided by 
Melissa was additive and targeted. She worked with groups of about five students,  
30 minutes a session, twice a week, and systematically went through all the letters. 
To review the letters, Melissa specifically used Bjorem speech cards (Bjorem, 2020) to 
introduce the letters and engage students in multimodal learning. Melissa took ongoing 
data on the students’ mastery of alphabetic knowledge and saw a lot of growth.

Box 5–2. Real-World Snapshot: Supporting Phonological Awareness Skills at 
Classroom Centers

Kayla Fatula has worked in two rural districts in Pennsylvania (Northern Cambria 
School District and Blairsville-Saltsburg School District) and sees great value in SLPs 
working in classroom centers that are focused on phonological awareness skills, espe-
cially at the kindergarten and first-grade levels. She feels that having SLPs focus on these 
skills in classroom centers provides an opportunity to give more specialized and person-
alized support beyond how these skills are addressed within a larger class-wide literacy 
program. She explains that a challenge is that sometimes teachers might not understand 
the value of SLPs working in the classroom and they might view SLPs coming in as a 
sub or an extra classroom aide. However, she has seen several teachers recognize the 
value of her facilitated centers and feels that when run well, with collaboration occur-
ring between the classroom teacher and SLP, such centers end up benefiting all students.
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Figure 5–2.  Alphabet knowledge and phonological awareness data collection form.

Table 5–9.  Published Tools Related to Alphabet Skills and Phonological Awareness

Published Tool Description of Approach

Read It Again (Justice 
& McGinty, 2016)

Read It Again Pre-K is a relatively scripted program consisting 
of 60 lesson plans with explicit objectives, materials, and 
activity sequences. Research studies found meaningful 
language improvements for preschoolers who have received 
the program (e.g., Justice et al., 2010).

PAth to Literacy 
(Goldstein, 2016)

This program was designed as a Tier 2 intervention or 
supplemental curriculum for children ages 4 to 6 who need 
help with key early literacy skills. This builds phonological 
awareness and alphabet skills through interactive and 
engaging activities. The program is designed to be delivered 
for 10 to 15 minutes per day and includes scripted instruction.

Phonological 
Awareness for Literacy 
(PAL; The University of 
Queensland Australia, 
2009)

PAL is a scripted program that targets phonological processing 
skills that increase in complexity for Grades 1 through 8. The 
program manual includes instructions, worksheets, datasheets, 
and resources for supplementary activities.

Heggerty Phonemic 
Awareness (Literacy 
Resources, LLC, 2020)

Heggerty is a 35-week curriculum of daily phonemic awareness 
lesson plans developed with a systematic scope and sequence 
of skills. Each level focuses on eight phonemic awareness 
skills along with two additional activities to develop letter and 
sound recognition. The lessons are designed to take 10 to  
12 minutes. This program and many others involve hand motions 
and gestures to support the development of phonological 
awareness skills.
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Table 5–10.  Tool 3 Summary

Key skills Phonics and word recognition

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RF.3 (K–5)

Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in 
decoding words.

Materials needed Varies based on the activity but generally items typically 
available in schools: markers, dry erase boards, toy cars or 
similar toys, pipe cleaners, beads, different colored 3 x 5 index 
cards

Commercially Available 
and Packaged Programs

There are several commercially available 
published curriculum and programs that 
address alphabet awareness and phonologi-
cal awareness skills. SLPs must make edu-
cated decisions about when to use published 
tools and suggest them to colleagues when 
working collaboratively. Some examples of 
such approaches are listed in Table 5–9.

Tool #3: Phonics and 
Decoding Activities

Explanation

Phonics is a method of teaching students 
to read by drawing attention to letters or 
letter patterns and the sounds they rep-
resent. Whereas phonological awareness 
focuses on the sound structure of words 
only, phonics focuses specifically on de-
coding print. Research shows a combi-
nation of phonological awareness plus 
phonics instruction has demonstrated 
significant benefits for reading outcomes 
(Ehri et al., 2001). Phonics is character-

ized by structured, systematic, and di-
rect instruction focused on the relation-
ship between subunits of words (e.g., 
graphemes, onsets, and rimes) and their 
corresponding sounds. An abundance 
of research supports phonics-based ap-
proaches to helping students learn to read 
(e.g., National Institute of Child Health 
and Human Development, 2000; Torgesen 
et al., 2019). Such research shows that at-
risk beginning readers are most likely to 
be impaired in decoding and will benefit 
from explicit instruction in this area. 

There are two overarching types of 
phonics instruction, synthetic and analytic 
phonics (Henbest & Apel, 2017). The differ-
ence between the two approaches is based 
on differing views as to which linguistic 
unit to prioritize through instruction. Syn-
thetic phonics focuses on the connection 
between individual letters and sounds, 
whereas analytic phonics deals in larger 
orthographic units like onsets and rimes. 
With synthetic phonics, students are taught 
to segment sounds represented by each let-
ter of a word and then blend the sounds 
together. In analytic phonics, the student 
is instructed to manipulate the onset and 
rime (e.g., b-ack) of a word rather than 
the individual letters and sounds. There is  
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evidence to suggest that both approaches 
are beneficial so both areas are addressed in 
the activities included in this tool.

General Procedures

There are a wide variety of activities that 
can be used with students to strengthen 
phonics skills. The five activities in Ta
ble 5–11 (see p. 106) are based on research 
and can be used to support students’ pho-
nics skills within the MTSS framework. 
As with phonological awareness activi-
ties, the difficulty of all activities can be 
adjusted depending on students’ skill lev-
els. For example, for students who have 
mastered a given activity with CVC words 
can move onto more complex words. 

The High Noon Books are also a useful 
tool for teaching phonics, providing sto-
ries and topics designed to help struggling 
readers, English language learners (ELL), 
and special education groups by exposing 
them to high-frequency words and predict-
able text and illustrations in a reading-level 
appropriate book (Academic Therapy Pub-
lications, 2016). There are multiple series 
of phonics-based books. The subject mat-
ter spans the content interests of students 
in Grades K–12. These books can be used 
to reinforce or enhance phonics activities 
such as those outlined in this tool.

Data Collection

Generally, school districts have progress 
monitoring tools in place (e.g., aimsweb-
Plus, 2017; DIBELS, 2020) to monitor 
students’ decoding skills over time. Ide-
ally, these tools can be used to monitor 

students’ progress with phonics. SLPs can 
also collect accuracy data during activities 
regarding student performance and track 
this over time using the general accuracy 
collection form.

Commercially Available 
and Packaged Programs

There are several commercially available 
curriculum and published programs that 
address phonics skills for struggling read-
ers. SLPs should carefully consider available  
resources and student needs in determin-
ing when and if to employ a packaged pro-
gram. Some examples of such approaches 
are listed in Table 5–12 (see p. 107).

Tool #4: Readers Theater

Explanation

Reading fluency is an essential aspect of 
students’ reading skills (National Institute 
of Child Health and Human Development, 
2000). Fluent reading involves three key 
elements: accuracy, rate, and prosody. Flu-
ent readers can accurately read connected 
texts at an acceptable conversational rate 
with appropriate prosody or expression. 
In contrast, nonfluent readers make mis-
takes, read slowly, or use inappropriate 
expression and phrasing while reading 
aloud. Developing appropriate reading 
fluency is important as research has dem-
onstrated a reciprocal relationship be-
tween reading fluency and reading com-
prehension (e.g., Rasinski, 2006). Further, 
research suggests that this relationship  
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Table 5–11.  Activities Related to Phonics

Activity

Toy Car Letter Blending: This game, described by Henbest (2017), involves a whiteboard, 
marker, and small toy car. The instructor or student should write out the letters for a word 
such as “M A T.” The instructor will then drive a toy car across the letters slowly, saying 
the phonemes as he or she rolls across them. As the car moves faster over the word, the 
full word is read aloud. The student is prompted to engage in the same activity.

Beading Letters: This activity is described by Henbest (2017). The instructor and students 
each need a string (or pipe cleaner) and beads appropriate for stringing, as well as a pen 
and paper. The instructor explains that each bead represents a letter in the word and 
counts the letters in a written word. The instructor moves one bead down the pipe cleaner 
as she or he says each letter of a word. The instructor then counts the letters on the paper 
to show that there is the same number of letters on the paper as the number of beads on 
the string. The student is prompted to engage in the same activity and set of steps with 
target words.

Spelling Units Sorting Games: These games are based on activities described in 
Berninger et al. (2003) and focus on identifying the different phonemes associated with the 
same target “spelling unit” (e.g., the letter “g”). The targeted spelling unit is represented by 
a picture (e.g., a giraffe and gate for spelling unit “g”) on the top of a column on a game 
board. Note that a spelling unit can be one letter or longer, such as “ew” or “ought,” and 
multiple columns can be used so students can sort words.  For game #1, each student 
should have 10 cards, each with one word on them that belongs in a column on the game 
board. The students should decode the word and place it in the column that uses the 
corresponding spelling unit (e.g., a picture of a “girl” for spelling unit /g/). For game #2, 
students generate their own words to write on cards and place appropriately utilizing the 
spelling units on the game board. 

Explicit Word Recognition—Drilling Words Using Flashcards: This activity is similar to an 
activity described in Berninger et al. (2003), which found the drill format is a beneficial 
way to teach students to decode because it facilitates the memorization of spelling units. 
In this activity, students will have two sets of flashcards. Common structure words (i.e., 
prepositions, conjunctions, articles, and pronouns) are printed on one set of cards and 
common content words (i.e., nouns and verbs) are written on the other set. 

Following a basic drill format, students are shown cards and instructed to read words. 
The instructor keeps a running record of student accuracy and keeps testing the students 
until all words are mastered. An incentive or reward is offered to students when a certain 
number of words is mastered. If the word is not decoded, the instructor provides feedback. 
Feedback consistent of either:

•	 directing the students’ attention to the word’s spelling unit for words that are phonetically 
decodable

•	 prompting the student to try to memorize the word and how it is spelled for irregular sight 
words like “climb” 
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Table 5–12.  Published Tools for Struggling Readers Focused on Phonics

Published Tool Description of Approach

SPELL-Links 
(Learning by Design, n.d.)

This program focuses on speech-to-print word study to 
establish the sound structure of spoken language before 
combining phonology, orthography, semantics, and 
morphology.

Seeing Stars 
(Lindamood-Bell Learning 
Processes, n.d.)

The focus of this program is on symbol imagery to help 
phonological and orthographic processing. 

Orton-Gillingham 
Approach (Academy 
of Orton-Gillingham 
Practitioners and 
Educators, 2018)

This approach is designed to work with students at varying 
levels through pacing instructions. The method teaches 
reading, writing, and spelling through multisensory and 
sequential methods. 

Lively Letters (Reading 
with TLC, 2020)

This is a multisensory reading program that uses character-
representation of letters and letter combinations. The 
program incorporates imagery, music, and mnemonic 
stories.

Wired for Reading (Wired 
for Reading,  LLC., 2019)

This program focuses on improving reading, spelling, 
and vocabulary. It involves speech-motor connections to 
establish phonological awareness, letter-sound associations 
for spelling and Latin- and Greek-based spelling patterns 
and morphemes.

Literacy Curriculum 
developed by Janice Light 
and David McNaughton 
(2012)

This program is designed to support literacy development 
among learners who may benefit from or use augmentative 
and alternative communication (AAC), including students 
presenting with developmental disabilities such as autism 
spectrum disorder, cerebral palsy, and Down syndrome.

Table 5–13.  Tool 4 Summary

Key skills Reading fluency

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RF.K.4 (K only)

Read emergent-reader texts with purpose and understanding.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RF.4 (1–5)

Read with sufficient accuracy and fluency to support 
comprehension.

Materials needed Access to a script
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persists beyond the elementary school 
years, well into high school, making read-
ing fluency an appropriate skill to develop 
across the entire school-aged period (Ra-
sinski et al., 2005).

Multiple studies have demonstrated 
that reading fluency develops with con-
textual reading practice and so repeated  
readings are one of the most powerful ways 
to increase reading fluency (Schwanenflugel 
et al., 2004). One way to create opportu-
nities for repeated reading in an engag-
ing format in order to enhance reading 
fluency is Readers Theater. Research 
shows that use of Readers Theater has 
led to gains in students’ reading fluency 
because this context gives students an au-
thentic reason to engage in repeated read-
ing of texts (e.g., Keehn, 2003). For exam-
ple, Griffith and Rasinski (2004) collected 
data over three years that showed at-risk 
(Title 1) fourth-graders gained more than 
two grade levels’ worth of improvement 
in fluency and reading comprehension 
in a single year when Readers Theater 
was implemented in the classroom, along 
with other fluency tools. This program 
enhanced the performance of all the stu-

dents in the classroom, not just those con-
sidered at risk in this area.

General Procedures

The basic idea of Readers Theater is that 
students rehearse a text (a poem, a story, 
a script, or another appropriate text) 
until they can read it fluently and with 
expression. The format of this tool is 
flexible. Readers Theater can be done at 
the whole-class level, in some groups, or 
even with individual students when work-
ing on reading jokes or poems. Given the 
variety of ways to provide scaffolding, 
students who need more support can be 
provided this support on a case-by-case 
basis. The basic steps are:

	 1.	 Choose an appropriate script. It is 
possible to develop a script based on 
curricular materials, age-appropriate 
poems, or using published books 
that contain Readers Theater scripts. 
Some examples of sources for scripts 
for Readers Theater are included in 
Table 5–14. It is important to select 

Table 5–14.  Sources of Scripts for Readers Theater

The Readers Theater book series by Evan Moor has scripts designed for different grade 
levels.

Reader’s Theater: Classic Poetry by Susan Brown adapts 46 classic poems into scripts for 2 
to 5 readers, including those by William Shakespeare, Louisa May Alcott, and Emily Dickinson.

Reader’s Theater and So Much More! by Brenda McGee and Tom McGee includes plays, 
skits, independent research activities, and supplemental worksheets.

World History: Readers’ Theater by Robert W. Smith is part of a series by Teacher 
Created Resources, Inc. that incorporates history and social studies lessons into reading 
instruction. 
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a script appropriate for the group 
size, reading levels and interests of 
students. 

	 2.	 After selecting the script, the bulk 
of time implementing this tool is 
devoted to practicing the script. 
There are many ways to meet the 
needs of students at different levels 
by modifying the scaffolding and 
intensity of instruction provided in 
this step. Some students will require 
more modeling than others and this 
can be modified throughout the 
process of practicing the script. It 
is also possible to vary the type of 
feedback provided to students. For 
example, some students may benefit 
from listening to an audio record-
ing of themselves reading. It is also 
important to consider modifying the 
frequency of practice. Depending on 
their skill level, some students may 
need more frequent support when 
practicing their parts.

	 3.	 An exciting part of Readers Theater 
is the performance. The students can 
perform for other students, teachers, 
or parents as appropriate. Although 
costumes and props are meant to be 
minimal in Readers Theater, some 
may be used to enhance the perfor-
mance and student engagement.

Data Collection

A one-minute reading sample is consid-
ered a good way to measure improve-
ments in reading fluency efficiently and 
reliably. One way to obtain and assess this 
reading sample is by using the one-minute 
reading sample found in the Oral Reading 

Fluency (ORF) subtest of the Dynamic 
Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills 
(DIBELS, 2020). Another way to monitor 
progress within the one-minute reading 
sample is the use of the Zutell and Rasin-
ski’s (1991) Multidimensional Fluency 
Scale (MFS) which is a qualitative mea-
surement of students’ oral reading fluency 
that uses a rubric that included volume, 
expression, phrasing, smoothness, and 
pace. Outside of these published tools, the 
rubric presented in the “public speaking 
tools” in Chapter 4, Figure 4–18 can also 
be used to record a student’s rate, volume, 
and tone to collect data and track progress 
over time.

Tool #5: Reading 
Strategy Instruction

Explanation

The idea of this approach is to teach stu-
dents basic reading comprehension strate-
gies. The general concept of teaching stu-
dents to read strategically and mindfully as 
part of comprehension instruction is well 
supported by research for both strong and 
at-risk readers (Kamil et al., 2008; Shana-
han et al., 2010). In general, the use of read-
ing strategies refers to the conscious appli-
cation of specific procedures that highlight 
information for readers and focus their at-
tention on key elements of texts.

There are many possible reading strate-
gies with varying focuses and steps (e.g., 
Kamil et al., 2008; Shanahan et al., 2010; 
Willingham, 2006), so part of implement-
ing this tool involves selecting which strat-
egy to teach. Research is not conclusive 
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about which strategies are considered the 
best or most effective but rather highlight 
that it is “the active participation of students 
in the comprehension process that makes 
the most difference on students’ compre-
hension” (Kamil et al., 2008, p. 17). Given 
that teaching students to read strategically 
(not developing skills related to any specific 
strategy) is the main point of this tool, sev-
eral possible strategies are described. These 
strategies are outlined in Table 5–16, and 
accompanying visual guides and checklists 
are included in Figures 5–2 through 5–6. 
These figures can be photocopied to help 
teaching strategies to students.

Beyond selecting which strategy to 
teach, the other key element involved with 
implementing this tool is selecting the text 
students should use when learning how 
to apply the selected strategy. Contextu-
alization is important when considering 
text selection given that strategies are best 
delivered in a topical manner rather than 
taught as individual drills applied to an 
assortment of topics (Ukrainetz, 2017). 
Curricular or high-interest texts should 
be used when teaching reading strategies 

with this in mind. A caveat with this tool 
is that although there is strong research 
to support teaching reading strategies, 
many experts in the field caution about 
spending too much time on these strat-
egies at the expense of other important  
aspects of reading comprehension (Elle-
man & Compton, 2017). Given this, it is 
important to highlight that direct teaching 
of reading strategies should be only one 
aspect of a more extensive reading com
prehension program.

General Procedures

	 1.	 Select a reading strategy to teach 
using Table 5–16 as a guide. If a 
reading strategy is already being 
introduced to students in class, this 
tool can reinforce this strategy rather 
than introduce a new strategy. 

	 2.	 Select several texts to use to teach a 
given strategy. Some considerations 
are as follows:
n	Ensure that the text is appropriate 

for the reading level of students. 

Table 5–15.  Tool 5 Summary

Key skills Reading comprehension

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3 

Analyze how and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and 
interact over the course of a text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5 

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 
paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, 
chapter, scene, or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

Materials needed Any texts from curriculum or developmentally-appropriate text. 
See Table 5–17 for additional text sources.
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Table 5–16.  Descriptions of Possible Reading Strategies

Strategy Name Description of Strategy

SQ3R: Survey, 
Questions, Read, 
Recite, Review 

SQ3R is a comprehension strategy that helps students think 
critically about texts during reading (Artis, 2008). This strategy 
prompts students to follow these five steps while they read:

•	 Survey: Review the text to gain initial meaning from the 
headings, bolded text, and charts.

•	 Question: Generate questions about the reading by previewing it.

•	 Read: Read and look for answers to the questions the students 
formulated in second step.

•	 Recite: Students recite or rehearse the answers to questions 
and make notes to study.

•	 Review: After reading, students should review the text to answer 
remaining questions.

A checklist for this strategy is included in Figure 5–3.

Text preview and 
lookback 

This strategy involves students purposefully previewing before 
reading and purposefully looking back at the text after reading 
(Ukrainetz, 2016).

Text preview: Text preview involves students moving quickly 
through a book, article, or chapter to identify the components that 
signal text organization or content such as:

•	 What topics are covered

•	 Type of text (book chapter vs. report)

•	 Purpose for reading

•	 How the content is organized (i.e., indicators of important 
points, headings, pictures, captions, location of minor and major 
summaries)

Text lookback: Looking back for information prompts student 
to realize, after reading, any gaps in comprehension and to 
find the missing information. Students should pose questions 
or be prompted by comprehension questions generated by the 
instructor. Students should determine whether or not the answer 
requires looking back in the text. If needed, students should 
identify a section of text that answers their questions 

An example checklist for this strategy is included in Figure 5–4, and 
a blank version of this template is included in Appendix A–6.

K-W-L model: 

What I Know (K), 

What I Want or 
Need to Know (W), 

What I Learned (L)

For this strategy, students make a chart with three different columns:

•	 K: What students already know about the topic related to the 
reading material (background knowledge)

•	 W: What students want to know related to the reading material 

•	 L: What students learned from the reading material

Students fill out the first two columns before reading and the last 
column after reading (Ogle, 1986).

A worksheet that can be used for this strategy is included in 
Figure 5–5.

continues
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A text that is too challenging 
makes using the strategy difficult 
because students are distracted 
by the complex text. A text that is 
too easy does not fully illustrate 
the need for reading strategies in 
the first place. Curricular materi-
als are good sources of texts, or 
reading material can be selected 
from websites like those included 
in Table 5–17.

n	Although strategies can be applied 
to many different texts, not all 
texts are appropriate for all strate-
gies. For example, the text preview 
is more appropriate for infor-
mational texts that have headers 
and figures to preview. Story map 
graphic organizers are better for 
narrative texts.

n	Multiple texts are needed because 
practicing application of the 

Table 5–16.  continued

Strategy Name Description of Strategy

Graphic organizers Graphic organizers can illustrate concepts and relationships 
between concepts in a text and help readers focus on 
the relationships among key concepts or ideas in a text. 
Some examples of graphic organizers that can aid reading 
comprehension are:

•	 Venn-Diagrams to compare or contrast information in a text.

•	 Chain of Events to order or sequence events within a story. 
Figure 5–6 is a template for this strategy.

•	 Story Map and Elements to highlight aspects of story grammar 
within a text (i.e., setting, initiating event, etc.). Chapter 4,  
Figure 4–3 provides a template for identifying these elements.

Figure 5–3.  SQ3R step-by-step guide.
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Figure 5–4.  Checklist for text preview and text lookback strategy.
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strategies using different texts 
encourages students to learn to 
use the strategies flexibly.

	 3.	 Explain the habits of good readers 
and why reading strategically is 

important. It is key to provide direct 
and explicit instruction regarding 
the use of reading comprehension 
strategies. This includes being 
specific regarding what strategies 

Figure 5–5.  K-W-L strategy worksheet.

Figure 5–6.  Chain of events graphic organizer.
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are taught and explaining why it 
is important for students to learn 
the strategies. In this step, discuss 
with students when and where they 
should apply the strategies when 
they read.

	 4.	 Model how to use the strategies 
through demonstration while 
“thinking aloud” with a text to 
demonstrate to students how expert 
readers use strategies to help guide 
their comprehension.

	 5.	 Provide guided practice with feed-
back so students have opportunities 
to practice using reading strategies. 
Some considerations for how to 
provide this guided practice are as 
follows:
n	The appropriate amount of guided 

practice is dependent on the diffi
culty level of the texts and students’  
current skill levels.

n	It might be helpful for students to 
begin by practicing strategy use 

in cooperative learning groups. 
As students gain competence with 
strategies in groups, partner work 
might be useful. 

	 6.	 Provide independent practice using 
the strategies. Research demon-
strates that having independent 
practice increases the likelihood that 
students will use strategies indepen-
dently outside of structured lessons 
(Kamil et al., 2008). 

Data Collection

Given that the goal of reading strate-
gies is to support reading comprehen-
sion, progress monitoring should focus 
on reading comprehension broadly and 
not narrowly on strategy use. That being 
said, taking formative data on how well 
students apply these strategies is a useful 
source of assessment data. Some strate-
gies (e.g., SQR3, text preview, and text 

Table 5–17.  Online Sources That Can Be Resources for Developmentally Appropriate 
Texts

Resource Brief Description

Newsela 
(http://newsela.com)

Newsela provides reading materials that are standards-aligned at 
five different reading levels. Content includes things like primary 
sources, reference texts, essays, fiction, and issue overviews, 
and contains school and district-wide reporting on the use of and 
engagement with the program.

TextProject 
(http://textproject.org)

This source gives access to groups of freely-available student 
texts like books at different reading-levels and magazine articles.

ReadWorks 
(http://readworks.org)

This source has free passages for topics related to curriculum 
such as STEM, social studies, arts, poetry, literary fiction, and 
holidays and events. There are relevant texts for years K–12 with 
accompanying lessons that can be completed online, printed, or 
projected onto a smartboard.
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lookback) can be observed in students’ 
behavior and other strategies (e.g., KWL 
charts and graphic organizers) involve the 
development of written notes. Examin-
ing these behaviors and written notes for 
quality and quantity are useful sources  
of data.

Beyond this, most districts, schools, 
and teachers have a specific system in 
place to monitor reading comprehension 
(e.g., i-Ready Assessment, 2020; Acadi-
ance Reading K-6, 2019; iLearn, 2016; Re-
naissance Star Reading, 2020; easyCBM, 
2016; DIBELS, 2020) that may provide 
insight as to the impact this tool has on 
improving student reading comprehen-
sion. These systems can provide informa-
tion on students’ progress in reading com-
prehension by obtaining baseline data and 
then tracking progress over time.

Tool #6 Close Reading

Explanation

Close reading involves reading a relatively 
short passage carefully and purpose-
fully for the intention of discussing and 
reflecting on the text’s meaning and key 
elements. To engage with close reading, 
students are prompted to read specific 
texts attentively, annotate the text, dis-
cuss the literal, structural, and inferential 
dimensions of texts, and then reflect on 
the close reading process (Fisher & Frey, 
2014; Ukrainetz, 2017). The impetus for 
including close reading as a tool in the 
toolkit comes from the statement in the 
Appendix of the CCSS, which states that 
the reading students are often asked to 

do is “too often of the superficial variety 
that involves skimming and scanning for 
particular, discrete pieces of information” 
(National Governors Association Center 
for Best Practices and Council of Chief 
State School Officers, 2010, p. 3). The 
Appendix of the CCSS goes on to state 
that such reading is “unlikely to prepare 
students for the cognitive demand of true 
understanding of complex text” (p. 3).  
The goal of the close reading tool is to 
move students beyond quick and im-
pressionistic reading of texts and prompt 
students to engage in reflective reading 
practices.

Many different skill sets are developed 
in the process of close reading (Brown & 
Kappes, 2012). First, close reading allows 
for a focus on vocabulary development. 
During the close reading, students are 
prompted to notice and discuss impor-
tant or challenging words they encounter 
and reflect on how these words add value 
to the text (Adams, 2011). Students also 
discuss how particular claims or ideas in 
the text are generated and supported. Fi-
nally, students learn to form opinions re-
garding how persuasive they find varying 
kinds of evidence. Close reading also sup-
ports metacognition as this tool prompts 
students to specifically recognize what 
elements of texts they do not understand, 
and then take active steps to respond to 
these comprehension gaps as necessary.

General Procedures

The steps outlined below are based on the 
procedures described in published stud-
ies regarding close reading (Adams, 2011; 
Brown & Kappes, 2012):
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	 1.	 Select a brief, high-quality, and 
complex text. Any short passage 
from written pieces included in the 
curriculum may be considered as 
appropriate for this tool. The web-
sites listed in Table 5–17 may also 
be useful resources for text section. 
It is important to limit the length of 
the text to allow students to focus on 
close reading.

	 2.	 Students read the text independently 
and make annotations. Students 
should annotate the text by under-
lining main ideas, circling words 
and phrases that are unclear, and 
writing margin notes in their own 
words. These annotations can be 
done independently or as a group 
depending on the needs of students. 
Students can write on photocopies of 
textbook pages or make annotations 

on sticky notes to place on their 
textbooks.

	 3.	 Repeat the reading. Repeated read-
ings of texts, which could take place 
in a read-aloud as a group, are im-
portant as they support the involve-
ment and engagement of all students 
and reinforce the focus on the text 
(Brown & Kappes, 2012). Repeated 
readings can be particularly helpful 
for students who struggle during 
independent reading. In fact, one 
of the key indicators showing that 
students are actually engaged in 
close reading is that they engage in 
repeated readings (Adams, 2011).

	 4.	 Engage in a text-based discussion 
focused on discrete elements of the 
text. Adams (2011) suggests three 
kinds of questions for these discus-
sions. The first questions should 

Table 5–18.  Tool 6 Summary

Key skills Reading comprehension

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1 

Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to 
make logical inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence 
when writing or speaking to support conclusions drawn from  
the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4 

Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, 
including determining technical, connotative, and figurative 
meanings, and analyze how specific word choices shape 
meaning or tone.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.8

Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in 
a text, including the validity of the reasoning as well as the 
relevance and sufficiency of the evidence.

Materials needed Any texts from curriculum or developmentally-appropriate text. 
See Table 5–17 for additional text sources.
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center on general understanding 
and key details. The next questions 
should explore vocabulary, text 
structure, and other elements of 
the author’s craft. The third kind of 
question should focus on inferences, 
opinions, and connections with the 
text. Table 5–19 provides examples 
of questions based on close reading 
of Chapters 1–3 of Wonder by R. J.  
Palacio. The format of this chart 
is based on an example proved in 
Fisher and Frey (2014).

	 5.	 The final step of the close reading 
procedure is prompting students 

to reflect on the knowledge gained 
through the process of close reading 
by producing a journal entry or 
other written product about what 
they learned from the reading. These 
reflection pieces allow students to 
synthesize what they have gained in 
the process of close reading.

Data Collection

Examination of annotations or written 
reflections is a great source of formative 
assessment data to monitor progress with 

Table 5–19.  Examples of Questions for Discussion Element of Close Reading Tool Using 
Wonder by R. J. Palacio (Chapters 1–3)

Question Type Question Focus Sample Questions

What does the 
text state?

Main details, fact-based 
questions

How did August describe himself?

Why was August homeschooled?

Why doesn’t August see his friends 
very often anymore?

How does the text 
function?

Reflecting on word 
choice, structure of text, 
style and craft

Explain why August used the term 
“ordinary.” What are the ways in which 
he is ordinary, and what are the ways 
in which he is not ordinary?

Why did August tell us about going to 
school next week before talking about 
when he was born?

What did August’s mom mean when 
she said having Via was a “walk in the 
park”?

How can we make 
meaning from this 
text?

Inferences, opinions, 
personal connections, 
reflections

How does August feel about starting at 
a real school?

Why did August talk about his friends’ 
birthday parties?

How do you think August wants to be 
treated when he goes to school? Do 
you think this is how he will be treated?

Source:  Fisher & Frey, 2014.
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this tool. Analyzing the reflection pieces 
are also useful sources for formative as-
sessment. However, as noted with respect 
to data collection related to reading strat-
egies, close reading should be viewed as 
a means to an end (to support reading 
comprehension) and not the goal itself. 
Given this, data collection procedures 
designed to measure progress related to 

reading comprehension (e.g., i-Ready 
Assessment, 2020; Acadiance Reading 
K-6, 2019; iLearn, 2016; Renaissance Star 
Reading, 2020; easyCBM, 2016; DIBELS, 
2020) should be used to provide informa-
tion about the impact of this tool. Most 
districts, schools, and teachers have a 
specific system in place to monitor read-
ing comprehension.

Box 5–3. Real-World Snapshot: Use of Read Alouds and Close Reading to Support 
Reading Comprehension

Holly Buchanan, an SLP employed by the Buna Independent School District (ISD) 
school district in Texas, does read alouds across grade levels in an effort to model for 
teachers how to make book reading more interactive. In her read aloud models, she 
demonstrates how to ask questions beyond just questions about pictures. As part of the 
process, she asks teachers to partner with her so the class can continue to make progress 
with longer reading material, even when Holly is not in the classroom. For example, 
for students in upper elementary school, Holly will choose a chapter book to read over 
the course of the semester. She will read the beginning of the book aloud and then ask 
the teacher to do additional reading from the book whenever there is a gap of time in  
the classroom. Whenever Holly comes in, she picks up where the teacher left off and does 
10 to 15 minutes of reading aloud. During this time, she models how to ask questions, 
as well as make predictions and inferences. These skills are associated with close reading 
and enhance reading comprehension. To strengthen these reading discussions, Holly 
will sometimes bring in a photocopy of a page of the book for everyone, and together 
the class will highlight, circle, or add drawings to certain sections. After an entire book 
has been read aloud and discussed as a class, Holly leads the class in a project that 
helps students summarize and think about the text as a whole. These projects often 
incorporate visual arts.

Holly feels this practice is not only helpful to her students with identified speech-
language disabilities but also benefits the whole class. She believes this practice guides 
teachers to better understand when and how students may struggle with reading com-
prehension and give her, as an SLP, the opportunity to model the kinds of scaffolds and 
supports necessary to support reading comprehension.
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6
Why Is “Writing” an 
Important Area of Focus 
for SLPs Within an 
MTSS Framework?

Writing Is a High-Level 
Intellectual Endeavor That 
Requires a High Level 
of Linguistic Skills

In a recent report commissioned by the 
College Board titled “The Neglected R: The 
Need for a Writing Revolution” (2003), 
the authors explain that “writing is best 
understood as a complex intellectual 
activity that requires students to stretch 
their minds, sharpen their analytical ca-
pabilities, and make valid and accurate 
distinctions” (p. 13). This underscores the 
idea that writing goes beyond transcrip-
tion and is a challenging endeavor that re-
lies on comprehension and production in 
both the areas of vocabulary and sentence 
structure, as well as the implementation of 
strategies related to planning and revising. 
Given the linguistic elements of writing 
and the fact that writing is such a chal-
lenging skill, it is a natural fit for SLPs to 
address this skill area.

Many Students Struggle With 
Writing But Research Shows 
Interventions Are Impactful

The National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP; 2011) revealed that 
the majority of students in both Grade 8  
and Grade 12 (approximately 73%) dem-
onstrated below grade-level writing profi
ciency. Struggles with writing are even 
more prominent among students from 
racial and cultural minorities, and stu-
dents with disabilities (Persky et al., 2003). 
Encouragingly, research shows direct sup-
port with writing skills and strategies can 
be impactful to enhancing writing skills. 
Graham et al. (2012) conducted a meta-
analysis focused on writing interventions 
for school-aged children and found that 
skill-oriented writing interventions re-
sulted in statistically significant improve-
ments in the quality of students’ writing. 

Writing Is Important for 
Access to Higher Education 
and Job Opportunities

Poor writing skills may have a substantial 
impact on students’ lives going forward. 

Tools Related to 
Writing Common Core 
State Standards
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Research shows that writing skills are 
essential for success in higher education 
learning, as well as in the job market. The 
College Board’s National Commission 
on Writing issued a report in 2004 titled 
“Writing: A Ticket to Work . . . Or a Ticket 
Out: A Survey of Business Leaders,” which 
concludes that writing in today’s work-
place is considered a “threshold skill” for 
hiring and promotion. Writing skills are 
important on SAT, ACT, and GRE tests, 
which are important for access to higher 
education.

Despite its Importance, 
Relatively Little Time Is Spent 
on Writing in Schools

Despite the documented importance and  
complexity of writing skills, research 
shows that only little time is spent on 
writing instruction in schools. Two na-
tional surveys of writing instruction in 
first through sixth grades found that, 
on average, students spend less than  
30 minutes a day on activities related to 
writing (Cutler & Graham, 2008; Gil-
bert & Graham, 2010). The studies also 
showed that teachers generally feel un-
prepared to teach writing. For example, 
Gilbert and Graham (2010) found that 
two-thirds of teachers surveyed reported 
that their teacher preparation programs 
provided them with little preparation 
to teach writing. Given this, it is clear  
to see that SLPs can add value by sup-
porting students’ writing skills in a tiered  
framework.

How Is Writing Included in 
the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS)?

The writing CCSS standards focus on 
skills related to vocabulary, syntax, and 
development and organization of ideas 
at increasingly complex content levels. In 
Grades K–5, the writing strand incorpo-
rates history/social studies, science, and 
technical subjects into overarching, broad 
writing standards. In Grades 6 through 
12, the writing standards for these sub-
jects extend more specifically to cover 
matters such as how a text describes a 
process related to history/social studies. 
A visual summarizing the ELA writing 
standards is provided in Figure 6–1.

What Tools Can SLPs Use to 
Support Writing in MTSS?

There are three tools in this toolkit that 
enhance writing skills in different ways. 
The first tool focuses on teaching students 
sentence-combining skills to support 
their writing development. The second 
tool discusses techniques for providing 
feedback to students engaged with writ-
ing tasks. The third tool explains the Self-
Regulated Strategy Development (SRSD) 
framework that provides direct instruc-
tional strategies related to the mechan-
ics of writing, as well as self-regulation 
strategies. These tools are summarized in 
Tables 6–1, 6–7, and 6–9 throughout the  
chapter.
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Tool #1: Developing 
Writing Skills Through 
Sentence-Combining 

Explanation

One area of writing that is consistently 
difficult for less-skilled writers is construct-
ing well-formed sentences. This skill is 
important because the ability to construct 
syntactically correct complex sentences is 
a key skill that characterizes expert writ-
ing (e.g., Beers & Nagy, 2009; Berninger 
et al., 2011). Further, gaining skills related 
to sentence construction is important be-
cause strength in this area allows students 
to focus on other writing-related issues 

Figure 6–1.  CCSS categories of anchor standards within writing.

such as planning (Saddler & Asaro, 2008). 
The instructional approach of this tool is 
teaching students to combine simple sen-
tences to make more complex ones. There 
is a strong research basis (e.g., Saddler & 
Graham, 2005; Sadler, 2005; Strong, 1986) 
to support the efficacy of direct instruc-
tion on sentence combining. Specifically, 
students’ skills with sentence combining 
enhance their ability to form syntactically 
complex sentences, which, in turn, leads to 
improvement in overall writing quality. 

General Procedures

Sentence-combining exercises, as explained 
in the procedures below, involve students 
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manipulating sentences to create new syn-
tactic structures while preserving their 
original meaning. There are two ways 
to implement this tool. One is direct in-
struction on sentence combining in iso-
lation, described under Activity Idea #1. 
The other is working with teachers to en-
hance practice with sentence-combining 
within the context of lessons and assign-
ments, described under Activity Idea #2. 
Procedures and suggestions for both ap-
proaches are included below.

Activity Idea #1: Direct Instruction

For direct instruction of sentence- 
combining skills, most research studies 
suggest that this skill should be taught 
over a series of several consecutive les-
sons. Strong (1986) provided one of the 
first and most detailed descriptions of 
direct instruction on sentence combin-
ing. The steps suggested below are based 
on the procedures described in Strong 
(1986), as well as the modifications of 
those procedures described in more re-
cent articles on sentence combining 
(Domsch et al., 2018; Saddler & Graham, 
2005). The steps involved with sentence 
combining are meant to be used in both 
verbal and written modalities.

	 1.	 Explain the idea of “sentence 
combining” explicitly to students. 
Discuss how learning to combine 
simple sentences with conjunctions 
will help them write more complex 
sentences, which will improve their 
writing skills.

	 2.	 Introduce target conjunctions for 
the teaching session. Each session 
should focus on a new conjunction 
to be added to those targeted in 
previous sessions. The choice of con-
junctions to target can be individual-
ized to the needs of students as there 
is no set order that must be followed. 
Table 6–2 includes an example of 
the order that could be followed, 
which is described by Domsch et al., 
(2018) in their study titled “Increas-

Table 6–2.  The Sequence and Schedule 
of Conjunctions Introduced as Part of 
Direct Instruction on Sentence Combining

Week Target Conjunctions

Weeks 1 to 2  before, while 

Weeks 3 to 5 before, while, until 

Weeks 6 to 10 before, while, until, if, 
unless

Source: Domsch et al., 2018.

Table 6–1.  Tool 1 Summary

Key skills Complex syntax, critical thinking

Relationship to 
specific anchor 
standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4

Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, 
organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.

Materials needed None
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ing Complex Syntax Use in Written 
Language in School-Age Students: A 
Multiple-Baseline Study of Sentence 
Combining.” In this study, a total of 
five conjunctions were introduced 
over a 10-week time period. 

	 3.	 After introducing a conjunction, 
provide multiple verbal examples of 
combined sentences using the target 
conjunction. For example, for the 
conjunction “before,” an appropriate 
model would be, “Lena ate breakfast 
before she came to school.”

	 4.	 Students are prompted to provide 
verbal models of combined sen-
tences using the targeted conjunc-
tion. This step of verbal rehearsal 
is meant to prepare students for 
the step of combining sentences in 
writing. Peer models may benefit 
students who find this skill more 
challenging.

	 5.	 Students are provided with two 
written cued sentences and a target 
conjunction. They are prompted 

to combine the sentences using the 
target conjunction. Depending on 
time availability, this step should 
be completed multiple times. An 
example is provided in Table 6–3.

	 6.	 Students are prompted to write 
a single combined sentence 
themselves using one of the target 
conjunctions. Examples are provided 
in Table 6–4.

Activity Idea #2: Sentence 
Combining Embedded 
in Authentic Classroom 
Assignments

Instruction in sentence combining can 
also be embedded directly into instruc-
tion in content areas. Three examples of 
how to facilitate this are provided below:

n	 Complex sentence frames in content 
areas: Students can be provided with 
complex sentence frames that prompt 
students to use conjunctions to form 

Table 6–3.  Examples of Prompts for Cued Sentences and Target Conjunctions for 
Students to Combine Into Complex Sentences

Cued Sentences Cued Target Conjunction Possible Correct Response

She listened to music. 
She ate lunch. 

while She ate lunch while she listened 
to music. 

He played soccer.  
He got tired.

until He played soccer until he got tired.

Table 6–4.  Examples of Single Combined Sentences With Target Conjunctions

Cued Target Conjunction Possible Correct Response

if Stella will pass Social Studies if she studies for the tests.

unless I’ll go to the mall unless I have to babysit today.
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syntactically-complex sentences to 
use for writing assignments that align 
with the curriculum (e.g., Epstein & 
Shah, 2019). These sentence frames 
can be posted for students and may be 
required elements of written assign-
ments. Students can be prompted to 
write two simple sentences and then 
combine them using the sentence 
frame, or they can use the sentence 
frame directly depending on their 
skill level. Examples of sentence 
frames to facilitate sentence combin-
ing for multiple content areas as 
shown in Table 6–5.

n	 Complex sentence prompts in  
reading journals: A popular activity  
in classrooms across Grades 1  
through 12 is having students  
complete reading reflection journals. 
The writing guidebook The Writing 
Revolution: A Guide to Advancing 
Thinking Through Writing in All  
Subjects and Grades (Hochman  
et al., 2017) recommends teaching 
students to improve their syntax by 
prompting them to extend simple 
sentences using the three conjunc-
tions “because, but, and so” (p. 40). 
This technique could be used for 

reading reflection journals with a 
specific idea prompt. Some examples 
of prompts that could be included in 
reading response journals for texts at 
various grade levels are included in 
Table 6–6.

n	 Complex sentence prompts in written 
summaries of narratives: It is also 
feasible to practice sentence combin-
ing through the practice of producing 
written summaries of narratives, such 
as what might be required by students 
in English or Social Studies classes. 
In the article “Language Intervention 
at the Middle School: Complex Talk 
Reflects Complex Thought” (2014), 
Marilyn A. Nippold described an 
intervention where middle school 
students collaboratively generate a 
complex narrative retell. In the lesson 
described in this article, students 
retell a complex Greek myth in their 
own words as the instructor writes 
down the simple sentences they 
produce. Together, they combine 
written simple sentences into more 
complex sentences using conjunc-
tions. For example, Nippold (2014) 
explains some initial simple sentences 
generated by students included: “This 

Table 6–5.  Sentence Frames to Facilitate Sentence Combining in Curricular Areas

Content Area Sample Sentence Frame

Science “Although I predicted . . . , the experiment shows . . .” 

Social Studies  “While popular opinions suggest . . . , the facts show . . .”

English “Although I predicted the characters would . . . , when I read further, I 
realized . . .”

Math “There are two ways to solve this problem. I can either . . . or, 
alternatively, I can . . .”
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story is a Greek myth,” “It’s about 
two men,” and “They were arguing 
all the time.” These sentences can be 
combined into the complex sentence 
“This story is a Greek myth about two 
men who were arguing all the time.” 
(p. 156)

Data Collection

The goal of using the sentence combining 
is not a means in itself, but rather a means 
to improve students’ ability to write com-
plex sentences. With this in mind, there 
are a number of options for data collec-
tion related to this tool. For one thing, 
writing samples could be collected before 
and after the interventions and then the 
number of complex sentences written in 

each session can be compared. This kind 
of data collection approach was used to 
analyze progress in the Domsch et al. 2018 
study titled “Increasing Complex Syntax 
Use in Written Language in School-Age 
Students: A Multiple-Baseline Study of 
Sentence Combining.” Further, the gen-
eral accuracy collection form can be used 
to evaluate students’ responses after being 
prompted to combine two single-clause 
sentences into a complex sentence, as stu-
dents are required to do some of the activi-
ties above. In Balthazar and Scott (2018), a 
research study investigating sentence com-
bining, student responses to such prompts 
were scored using a 0 to 3 point scale, with 
the highest score given to a grammatical, 
complex sentence and the lowest score 
given to incomplete or unchanged sen-
tences. Given this, the 3-point scale on  

Table 6–6.  Example Sample Texts and Prompts for Reading Response Journals to 
Facilitate Complex Syntax

Level Text Prompt

Elementary 
school 

Because of Winn Dixie by Kate 
DiCamillo

Winn Dixie helps Opal because . . .

Winn Dixie helps Opal, so . . .

Winn Dixie helps Oral, but . . .

Middle school The Giver by Lois Lowry Only Jonah and the Giver can see 
colors because . . .

Only Jonah and the Giver can see 
colors, so . . .

Only Jonah and the Giver can see 
colors, but . . .

High school To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper 
Lee

Atticus agrees to defend Tom 
Robinson because . . .

Atticus agrees to defend Tom 
Robinson, so . . .

Atticus agrees to defend Tom 
Robinson, but . . .
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the general accuracy collection form (in 
Appendix A–2) would be an appropriate 
way to collect data for this tool. 

Tool #2: Providing 
Immediate Feedback During 
Authentic Writing Tasks

Explanation

Providing students with feedback on their 
writing can provide useful and timely in-
formation that improves their writing in 
real-time. The focus in this tool is pro-
viding immediate feedback and support 
to students while they are engaged in au-
thentic writing tasks, both to support the 
mechanics of their writing (i.e., grammar 
and word choice) and their attitudes to-
ward the writing process. Graham et al. 
(2015) explain, “students use feedback 
about their writing to close the gap be-
tween what they write and the desired 
goal for a better paper” (p. 526). Research 
shows that direct feedback provided to 
students during writing tasks not only 

leads to improvements with respect to 
the quality of students’ written work but 
also promotes students’ sense of their own 
self-efficacy with respect to writing (Gra-
ham et al., 2012). 

Self-efficacy is each individual’s belief 
about their ability to succeed with accom-
plishing a given task (e.g., Bandura, 1993). 
Self-efficacy is especially important for 
writing. There is extensive research show-
ing that students’ judgments regarding 
their writing skills influence their persis-
tence and perseverance with writing tasks, 
as well as their emotional reactions toward 
writing (e.g., Pajares, 2003; Schunk & Zim-
merman, 2007).  Positive feedback may 
empower and encourage the writing pro-
cess for students. This idea is consistent 
with the important concept of a growth 
mindset. A growth mindset means the 
student believes their abilities are not 
fixed, but rather can be increased through 
hard work and effort. This concept con-
trasts with the idea of a fixed mindset, in 
which students believe their intelligence 
is fixed and their abilities cannot be im-
proved. There is a body of research show-
ing that students with a growth mindset 

Table 6–7.  Tool 2 Summary

Key skills Vocabulary, complex syntax, self-efficacy

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.4

Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, 
organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and 
audience.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.5

Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, 
revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new approach.

Materials needed Authentic writing assignments
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show greater academic persistence than 
those with a fixed mindset (e.g., Dweck, 
2008; Yeager & Dweck, 2012).

General Procedures

	 1.	 Find an appropriate time for stu-
dents to work on authentic writing 
tasks. This may be a time students 
are working on writing tasks during 
class or during a study hall period. 
Feedback can be provided during 
whole-class instruction or in small 
groups or 1:1 contexts.

	 2.	 Use this opportunity to provide 
feedback in real-time while students 
are writing. Feedback may include 
comments in three different areas: 
(1) vocabulary feedback, (2) gram
mar and syntax feedback, and  
(3) comments aimed at boosting  
students’ self-efficacy as writers. 
Feedback can be directed to individu-
als or the class as a whole if the feed-
back is relevant to the larger group,  
as shown in Table 6–8 (see p. 130). 

Data Collection

Collecting students’ written work over 
time and assembling a portfolio of writ-
ten work to show development is highly 
recommended in order to document 
students’ progress in this area. Research 
shows analyzing students’ writing samples 
is a useful way to measure progress and 
document  developmental changes in stu-
dent writing (Nelson & Van Meter, 2007). 
Various qualitative and quantitative data 
can be analyzed from these writing sam-
ples to document student progress over 

time. Examples of quantitative data in-
clude measures related to overall produc-
tivity such as total words written (TWW), 
measures related to spelling such as words 
spelled correctly (WSC), measures related 
to vocabulary such as number of different 
words (NDW), and measures related to 
grammaticality such as the percentage of 
grammatical T-units or sentences (Price 
& Jackson, 2015). There are also a variety 
of writing checklists, developmental writ-
ing scales, and holistic rubrics that can be 
used to analyze writing samples in a more 
qualitative manner. For example, the “De-
velopmental Writing Scale (DWS)” is a 
progress monitoring tool with a 14-point 
developmental scale, standardized scoring 
criteria, and examples (Sturm et al., 2012).

A general writing rubric, which can 
be used to take data on both students’ 
engagement with the writing process, as 
well as the quality of their written work, is 
included in Figure 6–2 (see p. 131). These 
rubrics can be used flexibly to focus on 
the student’s needs and progress.

See Box 6–1 on p. 132 for Real-World 
Snapshot related to providing feedback.

Tool #3: Writing  
Strategies and Focus on 
Self-Regulated Strategy 
Development (SRSD) 

Explanation

Writing involves several cognitive pro-
cesses that students need to carry out 
strategically. Several meta-analyses indi-
cate that strategy instruction is one of the 
best teaching practices to promote writing 
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quality because teaching writing strategies 
has a positive and measurable impact on 
the quality of students’ writing (Graham 
& Perin, 2007; Rogers & Graham, 2008). 
Although writing strategy instruction has 
been found to be especially effective for 
students who have writing difficulty, re-
search shows such strategies are helpful 
to students in general. Strategy instruc-
tion involves explicitly and systematically 

teaching steps that are necessary for plan-
ning, revising, and editing text. 

There are a variety of possible strategies 
to select. Strategy instruction may involve 
generic processes such as brainstorming 
(e.g., Troia & Graham, 2002), peer revis-
ing (MacArthur et al., 1991), or use of 
graphic organizers (Ewoldt & Morgan, 
2017). The focus of this tool is a frame-
work of strategies called Self-Regulated 

Table 6–8.  Examples of Writing Feedback Directed to the Whole Class or Individual 
Students

Type of Feedback Directed Toward the Class Directed to Individual Students 

Vocabulary 
feedback

Look at everyone’s first 
sentence! I am seeing lots 
of great adjectives. Here are 
some adjectives people have 
used: “happy, glad.” Here are 
others to consider: “fortunate, 
ecstatic.”

I see many of you starting 
sentences with “I think . . .” 
What are other words we can 
use to tell what is going on 
in our minds? How about “I 
envision . . .” or “I contend . . .”

I think this sentence needs an 
adjective. What is an adjective 
that could work?

“Creepy” is a great word but you 
use it twice in this paragraph. 
What else could you say? How 
about “uncanny”?

Grammar and 
syntax feedback

I am seeing a lot of sentences 
with “but.” Is that the only 
conjunction? I am writing 
“nevertheless” on the board. 
Challenge yourself to use that 
word. 

Your first two sentences in this 
paragraph are in the past tense. 
This one is in the present tense. 
How can we make the tense 
consistent?

Self-efficacy 
oriented feedback

As I read the work being 
produced by this class, I am 
so impressed! Such great 
descriptive language is being 
used.

Wow, you all have made so 
much progress on your stories 
from when I visited class last 
week! I’m loving the complex 
sentences I am reading.

What you have so far looks 
great! 

This is such a great sentence. 
Can I read this out loud to the 
class? 

I like the way you are expressing 
this idea using the word 
“otherwise.” Nice complex 
sentence.
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Figure 6–2.  Writing rubric for writing process and written work.

Plural_Sylvan_Ch06.indd   131 9/12/2020   12:10:44 AM



132

Box 6–1.  Real-World Snapshot: Providing and Modeling Writing Feedback Dur-
ing Classroom Writing Activities

Dr. Laura Epstein is the SLP in an urban middle school in the San Francisco area. 
When planning her approach to service delivery, she noted that many of the students 
on her caseload with IEPs had goals related to complex syntax and vocabulary. She 
noted that these areas were also challenging for students who were not on her case-
load. Based on this, she decided it would make sense to work on writing skills in a 
classroom setting and decided to work to address these skills in the “learning center” 
classroom. The “learning center” is described by Laura as a “school within a school” 
where students struggling academically can receive supplemental instruction in a 
smaller group setting.

Laura visited the “learning center” during the time that students were working on 
writing assignments and provided feedback to supplement the teacher’s instruction. 
This feedback centered on the craft of writing, vocabulary, and grammar, as well as 
general words of encouragement to support students’ self-confidence as writers. With 
respect to words of encouragement, Laura was deliberate in framing her comments to 
convey to students that their writing skills are not something to be “fixed,” but rather 
to be increased through hard work and practice. This choice was made in order to 
support and promote a growth-based mindset among students.

Laura felt this setup of providing writing feedback during authentic classroom 
tasks allowed her to have an impact on students with and without IEPs while follow-
ing the structure of the teacher-led class focused on writing mechanics. She was able 
to implement this approach with limited time for coplanning with the teacher as her 
approach fit in well with the activities already going on in the classroom. For students 
who needed even more support, Laura would pull students in small groups or on a 
1:1 basis to provide more intensive and individualized feedback for their writing.

Laura noted that an added benefit was that this approach also influenced the 
practices of the paraprofessionals (i.e., teacher aides) who were consistently present 
in the learning center. Laura explains that before she spent time providing feedback 
to students during writing activities, the paraprofessionals were largely focused on 
keeping the students on task during writing assignments. She noted that paraprofes-
sionals observed the kind of writing feedback she provided to students when she was 
in the classroom and that they were then able to provide this same kind of writing 
feedback at other times, even when she was not in the classroom. Laura’s involve-
ment with this activity and others are further explored in her article about providing 
classroom-based services in urban middle schools (Epstein & Shah, 2019).
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Strategy Development (SRSD). The choice 
to focus on SRSD is deliberate because 
the framework is so well supported by  
research.

SRSD is a framework for teaching writ-
ing strategies designed to help students 
with all aspects of the writing process, in-
cluding planning, drafting, and revising. 
There is an extensive body of research 
on the SRSD approach that demonstrates 
the substantial and positive impact on 
students’ writing, as well as a wide vari-
ety of published material explaining this 
approach, several of which are described 
in Table 6–10. Studies that demonstrate 
the effectiveness of SRSD have looked at 
a number of different metrics and found 

this approach improves student attitudes 
toward writing, knowledge about writing, 
and the quality of written work (e.g., De La  
Paz et al., 2000; Harris et al., 2006).

The key idea of the SRSD model is that 
it combines two important concepts to-
gether, (1) direct instructional strategies 
related to the mechanics of writing, and  
(2) the development of self-regulation strat-
egies, which are important to maintain the 
students’ perseverance and motivation.  
The idea is to provide the strategies that 
students need in order to write, while at the 
same time providing support for students 
to remain motivated through the writing 
process. SRSD is described as a versatile 
approach that can be used with students 

Table 6–9.  Tool 3 Summary

Key skills Planning writing projects, writing skills, revising writing projects, 
developing self-regulation skills

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1

Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive 
topics or texts using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient 
evidence.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2

Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey 
complex ideas and information clearly and accurately through 
the effective selection, organization, and analysis of content.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.3

Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or 
events using effective technique, well-chosen details and well-
structured event sequences.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.5

Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, 
revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new approach.

Materials needed Information about SRSD from related resources like associated 
books and websites, explained within the tool
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Table 6–10.  Sources of More Information on Self-Regulated Strategy Development 
(SRSD)

Source Information

Powerful Writing Strategies for All Students 
by Karen Harris, Steve Graham, Linda 
Mason, and Barbara Friedlander (2008)

Overview of SRSD instruction

Writing Better: Effective Strategies for 
Teaching Students with Learning Difficulties 
by Steve Graham and Karen Harris (2005)

Details on adapting SRSD strategies for 
students with learning difficulties

Innovative Resources for Instructional 
Success (IRIS) Center from Vanderbilt 
University (2020)

The IRIS center is supported by the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office of 
Special Education Programs and located 
at Vanderbilt University’s Peabody College. 
IRIS resources include modules, case 
studies, and information briefs on a variety 
of topics, including SRSD. 

Table 6–11.  The Six Basic Steps of SRSD Framework Implementation

Writing Skills Self-Regulation Skills

Step 1: Develop background knowledge

Read example texts in the genre being 
addressed in the writing lesson (e.g., 
stories, informative texts) to highlight 
necessary vocabulary, knowledge, and 
concepts needed (e.g., What are the 
characters? Do all stories have a beginning 
and an end?).

Explore students’ current writing and self-
regulation skills (e.g., What do you like to 
write? What are fun parts and hard parts of 
writing for you?)

Step 2: Discuss it

Each step of the strategy is explained 
and mnemonics are introduced. For each 
strategy, explain:

	 1. Purpose

	 2. Benefits

	 3. �How and when the strategy can be 
used

Three example strategies associated with 
this approach are described in Table 6–12. 
More strategies are available in Powerful 
Writing Strategies for All Students (Harris  
et al., 2008).

Emphasize the role of student effort (e.g., 
Writing is hard but you can improve by 
learning new strategies. Everyone can get 
better!)

Introduce the ideas of focused attention, 
self-assessment, and reinforcing 
statements (e.g., You need to focus when 
you write. It is important to review your 
work and fix mistakes. You are going to do 
a great job!)
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of all ages and in a variety of contexts,  
including whole-class or 1:1 work, as well 
as applied to improving the writing of dif-
ferent types of texts (e.g., expository writ-
ing, essays, and stories). 

General Procedures

The SRSD approach consists of six steps 
that can be rearranged, recombined, re-
visited, modified, or omitted, depending 

Table 6–11.  continued

Writing Skills Self-Regulation Skills

Step 3: Model it

Model strategy implementation through 
self-instructions:

	 1. �Defining the problem (e.g., “I need to 
write an essay.”) 

	 2. �Strategy implementation (e.g., “I have 
the skills I need. I learned a strategy 
that can help. Here I go . . .”)

Model self-regulation skills through 
self-instructions:

	 1. �Focused attention (e.g., “I need to 
concentrate.”) 

	 2. �Self-assessment and finding errors 
(e.g., “Did I follow all the steps? Oh- it 
seems I missed one step! I’ll fix it now.”)

	 3. �Reinforcing statements (e.g., “This part 
looks awesome! I am impressed with 
my writing.”)

Step 4: Memorize it

Memorize the actions involved in 
completing each step of the targeted 
strategy. Acronyms and visual checklists 
are helpful.

Positive self-talk about memorizing strategies 
is reviewed (e.g., “I need to memorize this so 
I can use it when I need it!”).

Step 5: Support it

Students employ strategies as they are 
engaged in writing tasks while being 
provided with support and assistance as 
needed. 

Although more capable students may 
need a relatively short amount of time at 
this stage, struggling writers show little 
or no improvement without this stage, 
even if all four previous stages have been 
sufficiently completed.

Students employ self-instruction and self-
talk with guidance and support. Initially, a 
high level of scaffolding is present but, over 
time, students take control. Cognitive and 
affective goals can be tailored to individual 
student needs. For example:

• � frustration management (“I will not get 
angry. I will keep working.”)

• � avoiding procrastination (“I’ll work on a 
hard writing assignment right away. It 
won’t help to wait.”)

Step 6: Independent performance

Independently apply writing strategies Independently apply self-regulation tools to 
writing tasks

Source: Harris et al., 2008.
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on lesson goals and student needs. In fact, 
in the seminal work on SRSD, Powerful 
Writing Strategies for All Students, Har-
ris et al. (2008) state, “The six stages of 
instruction should not be followed like 
a cookbook. Good cooks take a recipe  
and personalize it” (p. 19). The six basic 
steps are (1) develop background knowl-
edge, (2) discuss it, (3) model it, (4) mem-
orize it, (5) support it, and (6) practice in-
dependently. Each step involves the two 
elements that characterize SRSD: (1) im-
proving writing skills and (2) developing 
self-regulation skills. The basics of each 
step and how skills are developed in these 
two areas are summarized in Table 6–11. 

Before implementing the steps, part 
of the SRSD approach involves selecting 

a strategy to focus on for the lesson. The 
SRSD framework includes strategies in five 
different areas: (1) vocabulary enrichment, 
(2) story writing, (3) narrative, exposi-
tory, and persuasive writing, (4) revising, 
and (5) writing competency. Full details of 
these strategies, including lesson plans and 
visuals such as checklists and graphic orga-
nizers are presented in the book Powerful 
Writing Strategies for All Students. Three 
example strategies, explanations, and asso-
ciated acronyms are included in Table 6–12. 

Data Collection

The data collection guidelines under Tool 2 
are also relevant to Tool 3.

Table 6–12.  Three Example SRSD Strategies and Associated Acronyms

Type of Strategy  Sample Strategy Acronym

Writing process: This strategy 
can be used to guide students 
towards initiating the writing 
process and selecting a focus 
area.

Pick my idea

Organize my notes

Write and say more

POW 

Story writing: This strategy can 
be used to guide students to 
include the key elements in 
fictional narrative stories.

Who is the character?

When does the story take place?

Where does the story take place?

What does the character do or want?

What happens next?

How does it end?

How do characters feel?

WWW, What=2, 
How=2

Paragraph organization: This 
strategy can be used to help 
students organize paragraphs 
in tasks such as expository or 
persuasive essay writing.

Topic Sentence

Reason 

Explanation 

Ending 

TREE

Source: The IRIS Center, 2020.
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7
Why Is “Language” 
an Important Area of 
Focus for SLPs Within 
an MTSS Framework?

Vocabulary Is Central 
to Literacy

Vocabulary knowledge is intrinsically 
linked with literacy development. In fact, 
one of the most notable and replicable re-
search findings related to literacy achieve-
ment is the fact that students’ vocabulary 
knowledge relates strongly and positively 
to both literacy and overall academic out-
comes (e.g., Beck et al., 2013; McKeown, 
2019). Research shows that word knowl-
edge is important both for the language 
comprehension aspects of literacy as well as 
foundational skills such as decoding (Lee, 
2011; Ricketts et al., 2008; Snow et al., 1998). 

Vocabulary Gaps Are  
Well-Documented and Have 
Serious Consequences 
for Students

The well known “30-million-word gap” 
study by Betty Hart and Todd Risley (1995) 

revealed that low-income children hear far 
less spoken language and are exposed to 
fewer words in the first three years of life 
than their affluent peers. This study has 
been used to explain how differences re-
lated to exposure to vocabulary put students 
from varying socioeconomic backgrounds 
on divergent trajectories in terms of edu-
cational outcomes. More current research 
continues to highlight the differences be-
tween vocabulary levels among students 
from different economic circumstances 
(e.g., Farkas & Beron, 2004; Roseberry-
McKibbin, 2015). Beyond socioeconomic 
disparities, research also shows that stu-
dents with disabilities, students from histor-
ically disadvantaged groups, and students 
learning English as a second language may  
exhibit gaps in vocabulary knowledge in 
comparison with peers (Catts et al., 1999). 

The negative repercussions of poor 
vocabulary knowledge, both for individ-
ual students and for society at large, are 
alarming. For one thing, school success is 
highly dependent on vocabulary knowl-
edge (Buac et al., 2014).  Further, studies 
have shown that vocabulary knowledge is 
ultimately related to quality of life factors 
such as employment, earnings, and en-
gagement in civic activities (Kutner et al.,  

Tools Related to 
Language Common 
Core State Standards
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2007). The consequences of impoverished 
vocabulary knowledge may be that “a 
great deal of individual and societal po-
tential goes unrealized” (McKeown, 2019, 
p. 467).

There Are Challenges With 
the State of Direct Instruction 
on Vocabulary in Schools

Even though the demands for students 
related to vocabulary are high (between 
Grades 1 and 12, students are expected 
to learn approximately 36,000 spoken 
words), Roseberry-McKibbin, 2015), evi-
dence suggests that there is limited direct 
instruction for vocabulary in schools. Fur-
ther, the lack of instructional resources 
devoted to vocabulary instruction is most 
pronounced in disadvantaged schools. 
Wright and Neuman (2014) found that 
teachers in high-poverty schools provided 
instruction on fewer total words each day, 
and also addressed fewer challenging 
words than teachers in more economi-
cally advantaged schools. They alarmingly 
conclude that “vocabulary teaching as it is 
currently instantiated in kindergarten may 
in fact be contributing to, rather than ame-
liorating, vocabulary gaps by SES” (p. 352).

All Students Can Benefit From 
High-Quality, Evidence-Based 
Vocabulary Instruction

Although students with learning dis-
abilities frequently need a higher level 
of scaffolding or intensity of instruction 
to improve their vocabulary knowledge 
(Kan & Windsor, 2010; Storkel et al., 
2017), a growing body of literature makes 

the case that all students can enrich their 
vocabulary knowledge given direct in-
struction (McKeown, 2019; Weizman &  
Snow, 2001). Addressing vocabulary di-
rectly helps students develop oral and 
written language skills that are necessary 
to access the classroom curriculum (e.g., 
Cuticelli et al., 2015; Neugebauer, Coyne, 
McCoach, & Ware, 2017).

How Is Language Included 
in the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS)?

The language CCSS standards are focused 
on conveying meaning effectively, inclusive 
of standards for the conventions of Stan-
dard English grammar, usage, and mechan-
ics of language.  Much of this strand looks 
at knowledge of word meaning in different 
contexts, including listening, reading, and 
media; also essential to vocabulary learning 
are the various levels of meaning, including 
nonliteral meanings, shadings of meaning, 
and relationships to other words.  Because 
of the large emphasis on vocabulary and 
the importance of vocabulary in all other 
strands, this toolkit provides various tools 
for vocabulary instruction. A visual sum-
marizing the ELA language standards is 
provided in Figure 7–1.

What Tools Can SLPs Use to 
Support Vocabulary, Which 
Is an Important Component 
of Language, in MTSS?

Although vocabulary instruction is a very 
broad and active area of research and 
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practice, there are generally two main 
kinds of vocabulary instruction: lexical 
and sublexical instruction. At the lexical 
level, instruction targets whole words that 
are learned through a variety of meaning-
rich activities. At the sublexical level, in-
struction is aimed at helping students 
gain an explicit awareness of morphemes, 
which is considered a meta-skill. Even 
though this toolkit contains many ideas, 
it is mainly divided into three main tools. 
The first tool focuses on instructional ap-
proaches at the lexical level. The second 
tool focuses on sublexical instructional 
approaches. The third tool is a compila-
tion of ideas and includes a detailed list 
of vocabulary instructional resources rel-
evant to SLPs, including online tools, pub-

lished programs, and other resources that 
may be useful in an MTSS framework.  
These tools are summarized in Table 7–1, 
Table 7–7, and Table 7–10 throughout the 
chapter.

Tool #1: Vocabulary 
Instruction at the 
Lexical Level

Explanation

The focus of this tool is on teaching new 
words to students at the lexical level. This 
tool provides activities that feature the 
three key principles of effective vocabulary  

Figure 7–1.  CCSS categories of anchor standards within language.
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instruction found to be relevant in teach-
ing word meanings to all students, in-
cluding students in pre-K through high 
school, students learning English as a 
second language, and students with learn-
ing disabilities (e.g., National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development, 
2000). These three well-supported essen-
tial elements of vocabulary instruction 
can be summarized as follows:

n	 Target words are presented with 
student-friendly definitions that 
contain both explanatory and contex-
tual information.

n	 Educators provide opportunities for 
students to encounter targeted words 
in multiple contexts.

n	 Students are actively and directly 
engaged in the process of learning 
new word meanings. 

Before describing specific procedures 
to follow when teaching vocabulary, it is 
important to think through which words 
to target with students. Given the wide 

range of possible words to teach, a guid-
ing framework for selecting words to 
target through vocabulary instruction is 
helpful. Isabel Beck, Margaret McKeown, 
and Linda Kucan describe a tiered sys-
tem to prioritize vocabulary for instruc-
tion in Bringing Words to Life, Second 
Edition: Robust Vocabulary Instruction 
(2013). This tiered system is summarized 
in Table 7–2 and highlights the fact that 
instruction will be most impactful when 
the focus is on high-frequency words that 
occur largely in academic environments 
(corresponding to Tier II), rather than on 
basic words that occur largely in conver-
sation speech (corresponding to Tier I), 
or domain-specific words (corresponding 
to Tier III). Within this book on MTSS, it 
is important to differentiate the fact that 
Tier II words do not correlate with Tier 2  
within MTSS, but is a concept specific 
to vocabulary instruction. To make this 
clearer, the tiers written with Roman 
numbers are referencing vocabulary, and 
those with numbers are referencing MTSS 
tiers.

Table 7–1.  Tool 1 Summary

Key skills Vocabulary development

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.5

Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word 
relationships, and nuances in word meanings.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.6

Acquire and use accurately a range of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases sufficient for reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening at the college and career 
readiness level; demonstrate independence in gathering 
vocabulary knowledge when encountering an unknown term 
important to comprehension or expression.

Materials needed Standard classroom materials
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Given that Beck et al. (2013) recom-
mend Tier II words as the primary focus 
of vocabulary instruction to make the 
most significant impact, it is critical to un-
derstand how to select these words. The 
concept of Tier II words is not a strict con-
struct, and educators must use their judg-

ment when selecting what qualifies as a 
Tier II word for students at different ages 
and in different grade levels. There are a 
number of published lists of Tier II words, 
several of which are listed in Table 7–3, 
which may provide additional guidance. 
Educators can also select words from 

Table 7–2.  Tiers of Vocabulary

Vocabulary Tier Definition Examples

Tier I words Basic words that students are generally exposed to 
in routine interactions. These words rarely require 
direct instruction.

boy, happy, 
school

Tier II words  High-frequency words that occur across a variety 
of linguistic and academic environments. These 
words are utilized in written language but not often 
in conversation. These are considered the most 
important words for direct instruction because 
students are less likely to learn them independently 
and because they facilitate academic success.

analyze, 
consequence, 
priority

Tier III words Domain-specific words that are based on situation 
and are seldom used outside of a specific context

decibel, 
cytoplasm, 
octave

Source: Beck et al., 2013.

Table 7–3.  Sources for Vocabulary Word Lists

Source Description 

Academic Word List  
(AWL; Coxhead, 2000)

The AWL, developed by Averil Coxhead, includes word 
families that occurred over 100 times in a corpus of  
3.5 million words from written academic texts, and 
excludes the top 2,000 most frequent words. It lists 
570 word families that are important to learn and worth 
teaching (Lesaux et al., 2010).

Academic Vocabulary Lists 
(Davies & Gardner, n.d.)

This website has downloadable vocabulary lists based 
on 120 million words of academic texts in the Corpus 
of Contemporary American English (COCA). There is 
a 3,000 “generic academic” word list, lists with “word 
families” similar to the AWL, and a list with the top 20,000 
words in COCA-Academic. There is an online interface 
that provides detailed information about each word and 
searches through academic texts for word-use frequency.

Plural_Sylvan_Ch07.indd   141 9/12/2020   12:11:31 AM



142   MULTI-TIERED SYSTEMS OF SUPPORT: TOOLS FOR SLPs IN EDUCATION

age-appropriate books or from curricular 
activities as described in the general pro-
cedures section of this tool.

General Procedures

There are two activities to consider re-
lated to teaching words at the lexical level:  
(1) instruction within interactive book read-
ing, and (2) direct instruction of Tier II  
words within curricular and classroom ac-
tivities. Procedures for both activities are  
described in this section.

Activity #1: Interactive Book 
Reading to Teach Vocabulary

Storybook reading as a potential vocabulary-
building context has been discussed ex-
tensively in both descriptive papers (e.g., 
Eller et al., 1988; Justice & Dunaway, 2005), 
and research papers (e.g., Brett et al.,  
1996; Storkel et al., 2017). One key area 
of focus within this activity is ensuring 
students are exposed to target words an 
adequate number of times. Much research 
shows that repeated exposure to new 
words facilitates the learning of new words 
(e.g., Penno et al., 2002; Robbins & Ehri, 
1994). To operationalize what “adequate 
exposure” actually means, Storkel et al.  
(2017) demonstrated that 12 exposures 
to words in an interactive book reading 
activity is generally adequate for typically 
developing children, while 36 exposures 
is the most impactful number for students 
with specific language impairment. Given 
this research, altering the frequency and 
intensity with which students are exposed 
to words within this activity is an impor-
tant way to modify this activity to meet the 

needs of students at different tiers. When 
determining the best way to achieve the 
targeted frequency of word exposures, it 
is interesting to consider the Storkel et al. 
follow-up study (2019) looking at various 
dosages of word exposures in interactive 
book reading. This study found no par-
ticular dosage and frequency schedule 
was superior to another (i.e., providing 
student with six exposures to words at six 
different times results in similar outcomes 
as providing students with four exposures 
to words at nine different times) as long 
as a total of target number of exposures  
was reached.

	 1.	 Pick appropriate books for the activ-
ity. Recent work in this area (Storkel 
et al., 2017; Storkel et al., 2019) sug-
gests using developmentally appro-
priate narrative books that contain 
colorful illustrations to help narrate 
the story and are neither excessively 
long nor heavily reliant on text to tell 
the story.

	 2.	 Plan to read books multiple times 
to ensure adequate exposure. Keep 
in mind that students with the 
most intensive needs in this area 
will require more total exposures to 
words in order to facilitate learning 
as discussed above.

	 3.	 Select words to target. Ideal words  
to target are (a) categorized as  
Tier II words, (b) judged to likely be 
unknown by students, and (c) occur 
in the text in a nondirective manner. 
Examples of target words for various 
ages and texts are included in  
Table 7–4. 

	 4.	 Read the book aloud and pause to 
elaborate on targeted words as they 
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occur in the text. This elaboration 
should include a student-friendly 
explanation with both definitional 
and contextual information. Beck  
et al. (2013) qualify student-friendly 
definitions as meeting two criteria: 
“(1) Capture the essence of the word 
and how it is typically used and  
(2) explain the meaning in everyday 
language” (p. 45). This step of 
elaborating vocabulary is crucial as 
research (e.g., Penno et al., 2002) 
shows students learn more unknown 
words in explanation versus no-
explanation conditions during 
interactive book reading.

	 5.	 Pose discussion questions designed 
to have students connect with the 
target vocabulary words and use 
them in engaging contexts.

	 6.	 Implement extension activities that 
allow students to actively use target 
words in additional contexts. 

Activity #2: Explicit Vocabulary-
Teaching of Curricular Words 
Through Interactive Activities

This approach involves implementing 
activities supportive of vocabulary de-
velopment that is focused on words from 
curricular material. This approach to vo-
cabulary development is consistent with 
the idea that authentic contexts facilitate 
learning and that students retain more 
when instruction focuses on topics and  
texts that are thematically related (Elle
man & Compton, 2017; Wallach & Ocampo,  
2017). 

	 1.	 Review the reading curriculum 
material for a given class or grade 

and identify vocabulary from this 
material to focus on with students. 
Ideally, target words should be rel-
evant, challenging, and categorized 
as Tier II words.

	 2.	 Present lessons that explicitly intro-
duce these words with a student-
friendly definition. Reference Step 4  
in the previous activity for more  
information on how to form a 
student-friendly definition.  
Students can also be prompted to 
generate their own notes about  
word definitions as seen in the 
example in Figure 7–2. A blank 
version of this template is included 
in Appendix A–7.

	 3.	 Engage students with activities to 
promote active interaction with 
the words in multiple contexts. 
Research shows that students have 
more success learning and retaining 
vocabulary words if they can engage 
with these words through hearing, 
speaking, semantic manipulation, 
and otherwise playing with words 
(Beck et al., 2013). There are a 
number of possible activities to 
facilitate this type of engagement 
included in Table 7–5.

Data Collection

Analysis of how students define words 
is considered a reasonable means for 
approximating growth in word knowl-
edge. This is because generating word 
definitions requires students go beyond 
sharing the general sense of the word 
and show their ability to use the word 
in a decontextualized manner (Beck  
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Figure 7–2.  Graphic organizer to aid students in taking notes on word 
definitions.

Table 7–5.  Examples of Activities That Promote Student Engagement With Vocabulary 
Learning

Activity Explanation

Semantic Feature 
Analysis

Semantic feature analysis (SFA) can activate students’ prior 
knowledge of vocabulary concepts as well as prompt them to 
identify information about the relationship between important 
concepts and promote discussion of vocabulary. Research 
shows this approach is highly effective for increasing vocabulary 
knowledge and comprehension (Bos & Anders, 1990).

SFA involves working with students to develop a table with targeted 
vocabulary in the left column and features of the topic across the 
top. Figure 7–3 shows an example of this activity and a blank copy 
of this template can be found in Appendix A–8.

Antonym and 
Synonym Scales

Gradable antonym and synonym scales involve students making a 
visual that illustrates the degrees of an attribute. For example, “good” 
and “bad” are antonyms so “good” could be written on the left side of 
the student’s scale and “bad” on the right. Students could place related 
words such as “horrible” and “excellent” on the continuum of the scale 
depending on their word meaning. See Figure 7–4 for an example.

continues
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Table 7–5.  continued

Activity Explanation

Discussion Research demonstrates that engaging classroom discussion 
promotes vocabulary learning (Lawrence et al., 2015). Authentic 
open-ended questions that prompt students to explain their thinking 
are associated with the greatest gains. 

Example questions with target vocabulary in italics are below:

•	 When is it appropriate for you to debate with your parents? In 
which situations should you comply without question?

•	 When would you hesitate to tell someone a secret? When would 
you disclose a secret without hesitation?

Word of the day or 
week competition

Selecting vocabulary concepts to be “words of the day” or “words of 
the week” can add focus to vocabulary concepts. Students can use 
the word of the day or week as an “exit” ticket from class to recess 
or as a “re-entry” ticket returning to the classroom. 

These selected words can also be used to foster healthy 
competition among students by:

•	 Keeping a running visual tally of students who appropriately use 
target words during class and providing incentives for students 
who reach a certain amount.

•	 Have students compete for the most interesting way to represent 
the word of the day. This competition can be done within the class 
or outside of class. The New York Times has been publishing 
a “word of the day” every school day since 2009 and hosts an 
annual Vocabulary Video Contest where students create a short 
video that defines or teaches the selected word (Schulten, 2018). 

Multimedia 
activities

Virtual field trips (e.g., Skype’s virtual field trip tool) allow students 
to explore new settings and experiences through webcam services 
and are another engaging way to teach students vocabulary 
learning. For example, if students learned words such as 
experiment, hypothesis, microscope, laboratory, and analysis, these 
words could be reinforced by a virtual field trip to a biomedical 
research laboratory.

Interactive games 
and songs

Games like bingo, matching, charades, and Pictionary, as well as 
songs, can be used to engage with words further in entertaining 
contexts. Word Nerds: Teaching All Students to Learn and Love 
Vocabulary by Brenda J. Overturf, Leslie H. Montgomery, and 
Margot Holmes Smith provides a variety of possible games and 
songs that can be used to engage students with vocabulary such 
as “Chain Link,” where students each have a vocabulary word and 
link arms when they find connections to the vocabulary words of 
other students. Other engaging examples include adaptations of  
TV shows such as Jeopardy and Deal or No Deal that incorporate 
questions and answers about vocabulary words and their synonyms 
and antonyms (Overturf et al., 2013).
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Table 7–5.  continued

Activity Explanation

Encourage 
connections to 
words outside of 
class

Students can be encouraged to notice when target words are used 
outside of class (such as in the popular press, in books, TV, movies, 
environmental print, and the Internet) and earn points by sharing 
when and where they noticed these words with the class. Such an 
activity is discussed by McKeown et al. (2013) as a motivational 
component of their instructional initiative titled Robust Academic 
Vocabulary Encounters (RAVE), which they call in In the Media. For 
the In the Media activity, students earn points for depositing slips of 
paper stating where they heard a target word outside of class and 
how it was used. The authors explain that this activity promotes 
the transfer of learning across contexts and provides motivation for 
word learning.

Figure 7–3.  Semantic feature analysis example.

Figure 7–4.  Antonym and synonym scale example.
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Box 7–1.  Real-World Snapshot: Explicit Vocabulary-Teaching Using Curricular 
Words and Co-Teaching and Planning 

Dr. Robyn Becker, an SLP in Hillsborough Township Public Schools in New Jersey, 
focuses on vocabulary development with students by collaborating with classroom 
teachers and making use of the reading comprehension curriculum in place in el-
ementary school classrooms in her district, a program called Making Meaning from 
the Collaborative Classroom (Center for the Collaborative Classroom, 2020). During 
lessons, she and the teacher generally take on different roles. The teacher focuses on 
reading comprehension using the guiding questions in the Collaborative Classroom 
program. Robyn highlights Tier II vocabulary and implements activities around syn-
onyms, sentence formulation, and conversational use to support student learning. 
She also provides weekly home assignments related to highlighted words, which are 
referred to as “words of the week” in the classroom.

In addition to trying to make use of common planning time, one way that Robyn 
collaborates with teachers on these lessons is via a shared Google document that they 
each edit to focus on a specific day’s lesson. One benefit of this method of collaboration 
is that it is flexible so that edits can be made, as needed, over time. The SLP’s and 
teacher’s notes in the Google document are quick and relatively informal and allow 
one another to see what the other is planning to focus on in the lesson for a given day. 
See an excerpt of their shared planning document below:

Teacher Plans SLP Plans

Monday

1: Discuss working in pairs: “What can 
you and your partner do so that you 
both get a chance to talk?”
2: Introduce the story “It’s Mine!” by 
Leo Lionni. Discuss how there are 
three frogs in the story and one toad. 
Talk about how frogs live near water 
and toads live near land.
3: Read the story aloud, stopping at cer-
tain points to check for understanding.
4: Discuss the story. What happens in 
this story?
5: Reflect on working in pairs: What 
did you do well?

Introduce Venn diagram to compare 
concepts
Vocab and concepts:
Frogs versus toads
Water versus island versus pond

Ex: same/different - frog versus 
toad attributes - color, size, shape, 
texture, and habitat 

Other vocab:
Fable - usually uses animals to teach 
us a lesson about how to do what is ex-
pected in a group. We will use the social 
language concepts we have introduced 
so far and tie them to this book.
Idiom - smarty pants
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et al., 2013). The general accuracy collec-
tion form in Appendix A–2 can be used 
to collect data about students’ definitions 
using the prompts “What does [target 
word] mean?” and, “What is a differ-
ent word that means the same as [tar-
get word]?” Students’ responses can be 
judged on a scale from 0 to 2 as fully cor-
rect, partially correct, and incorrect as 
described in Justice et al. (2005). Incor-
rect answers show limited understand-
ing of the target word. Partially correct 
answers would include appropriate use 
in a sentence that lacks definition detail 
as well as vague definitions or imprecise 
synonyms. Fully correct answers include 
precise use in a sentence or phrase or a 
precise definition. Examples of incorrect, 
partially correct, and correct definitions 
for target word “priority” are described in  
Table 7–6.

Tool #2: Sublexical 
Vocabulary Instruction

Explanation

This tool involves supporting vocabu-
lary development by targeting students’ 
morphological awareness. Morphologi-
cal awareness involves teaching students 
to think about base words, prefixes and 
suffixes (affixes), their meanings, and how 
base words and affixes are combined and 
spelled. Students learn to recognize mor-
phemes and use this morpheme knowl-
edge as a context for learning new words. 
This is important as research shows skilled 
readers use this knowledge to determine 
the meaning of unknown words, and stu-
dents with language learning disabilities 
often lack this skill (e.g., Elleman et al., 

Table 7–6.  Example Scoring Criteria for Word Definitions Using the Vocabulary Term 
“Priority”

Score
Description of Possible 
Responses  Example Definition

0: Incorrect  Limited understanding of target 
word

“Thing to do”

“Priority means before.”

1: Partially 
correct

Appropriate use in a sentence 
that lacks definition detail, as well 
as vague definitions or imprecise 
synonyms

“Important thing”

“My priority is school.”

“Top of list”

2: Fully 
correct

Precise use in a sentence or 
phrase or a precise definition

“A priority is a thing that is regarded as 
more important than others. It needs to 
be done first.”

“I need to do homework before I can 
do anything else after school. This 
means homework is my priority.”

Source: Justice et al., 2005.

Plural_Sylvan_Ch07.indd   149 9/12/2020   12:11:32 AM



150   MULTI-TIERED SYSTEMS OF SUPPORT: TOOLS FOR SLPs IN EDUCATION

2019; Gilbert et al., 2014; Kieffer, 2013). 
Much research, including several system-
atic literature reviews, has been conducted 
on the impact of morphological aware-
ness instruction on students’ literacy out-
comes, including vocabulary knowledge. 
For example, Bowers et al. (2010) found 
morphological awareness interventions 
resulted in moderate effect sizes for word 
reading outcomes (e.g., word recognition 
accuracy and speed). Further, instruction 
involving morphological awareness not 
only results in improvements related to 
students’ knowledge of morpheme mean-
ings but also increases students’ motiva-
tion to attend closely to words, a concept 
called “word consciousness” (Crosson &  
McKeown, 2016; Neugebauer, et al., 2017).  
This tool is useful for students in kin-
dergarten through high school because 
morphological awareness begins devel-
oping relatively early and continues to 
strengthen over the school years (e.g., 
Berninger et al., 2010). 

Table 7–7.  Tool 2 Summary

Key skills Vocabulary development

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.5

Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word 
relationships, and nuances in word meanings.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.6

Acquire and use accurately a range of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases sufficient for reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening at the college and career 
readiness level; demonstrate independence in gathering 
vocabulary knowledge when encountering an unknown term 
important to comprehension or expression.

Materials needed Standard classroom materials

General Procedures

Morphological awareness can be taught 
directly in systematic lessons (as de-
scribed in Activity #1) or through less 
structured interactive activities and games 
(as described in Activity #2). 

Activity #1: Direct and 
Systematic Teaching of Affixes

Morphological awareness skills can be 
taught directly to students in structured 
lessons as explained in Table 7–8. The 
steps described in Table 7–8 are based 
on two recent intervention studies with 
positive results (Apel et al., 2013; Hen-
best et al., 2019) that investigated the 
impact of directly teaching morphologi-
cal awareness to students in elementary 
school classrooms. The steps will need 
to be repeated as more affixes are taught. 
In Table 7–8, these steps are explained in 
the context of teaching the target affix “re.” 
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Some steps can be skipped, rearranged, or 
merged as needed. While implementing 
these procedures, consider targeting the 
five most common prefixes (un-, re-, in/
im/ir/il-, dis-, en/em-) and the five most 
common suffixes (-s/es, -ed, -ing, -ly, 
-er/-or).

Table 7–8.  Procedures to Teach Students Morphemes

Step of Lesson Goal of This Step  Example of How to Explain

1. �Explain the goal of 
the lesson

To teach and introduce 
new affix

In this lesson, we are going to learn 
about the prefix “re-.”

“Re-” means “again.” For example, 
“reunite” means to unite again.

2. �Morphological 
recognition

To develop skills with 
recognizing affixes

When you hear the affix “re-,” raise 
your hand and explain what the word 
means.

Note: stories or sentences that 
contain multiple examples of affixes 
can be read aloud in this step.

3. �Morphological 
production

To use affixes given 
target definitions

How can I say “do it again” in another 
way?

(Answer: redo)

How can I order it again?

(Answer: reorder)

4. �Defining words by 
morphemes

To interpret and explain 
affixes

What do rewind and rebuild mean? 
How does “re-” give you a clue about 
the word’s meaning?

5. �Identifying 
morphemes in 
written text to 
understand word 
meanings

To identify affixes in 
written words and explain 
word meaning

When you see the suffix “re-” in this 
word list, highlight it and write the 
word’s meaning on the line.

6. �Document 
learning

To explain affix meaning 
in the student’s own 
words and give examples

On this page, define the target affix 
and write (or draw) three sample 
words that contained the target affix.

7. Review Review affix meaning Let’s review what “re-” means. Let’s 
go around the room saying words 
that start with the affix “re-.”

Source: Apel et al., 2013; Henbest et al., 2019.

Activity #2: Interactive 
Activities That Promote 
Morphological Awareness

In addition to structured and direct les-
sons, there are other ways to engage stu-
dents in developing morphological aware-
ness skills. Several such activities, based on  
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ideas from Dr. Shari Robertson’s “What’s 
in a Word? Building Better Vocabulary 
Through Morphological Instruction” guide 
(n.d.), are as follows:

n	 Sorting morphemes (see Figure 7–5 
for an example and Appendix A–9 for 
a blank template): Create flashcards 
that either have a base word or affix 
and have students create as many 
multimorphemic words as possible. 
Students can work independently 
or in groups, and can engage in a 
friendly competition to see who can 
come up with the most words. 

n	 Making a morpheme book: Students 
can make their own books to illustrate 
the meaning of varying affixes. For this 
activity, students write the word part 
(e.g., “pre-”), its meaning (“before”), 
examples of words with this word part 
(e.g., preset, prepare, preview, prevent), 
and draw pictures associated with the  
example words (e.g., a table set in prep
aration for dinner, a checklist repre-
senting being prepared). See Figure 7–6  
for an example of a filled-out page that 
can be used to create a morpheme 
book. A blank copy of this template  
is in Appendix A–10.

Figure 7–5.  Sorting morphemes index card activity.

Figure 7–6.  Morpheme book example.
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n	 Reading books that promote morpho-
logical awareness: There are a number 
of books that highlight morphological 
awareness, examples of which are in-
cluded in Table 7–9. These books can 
be read and discussed with the class.

Data Collection

The general accuracy collection form in 
Appendix A–2 can be used to collect in-
formation about how students perform 
defining affixes or demonstrating their use 
when prompted. A close look at students’ 
spelling is also an important way to mea-
sure students’ progress with morphologi-
cal awareness. Students’ spelling provides 
insights into their understanding of mor-
phemes. For example, spelling “happiest” 
as “hapeeistz” shows little understanding 
of the “est” morpheme, whereas spelling 
it as “happyest,” although still incorrect, 
shows greater morphological awareness. 
Developmental spelling assessments, such 
as the Computerized Spelling Sensitivity 
System (CSSS), utilize a spelling scoring 
procedure to assess the sources of  linguis-

tic knowledge that students are using to 
inform their spelling (e.g., Masterson & 
Apel, 2010, 2013).

Tool #3: Published 
Programs and Resources

Explanation

There are many programs and resources 
that have been designed specifically to 
support students’ vocabulary develop-
ment. Given the importance of vocabu-
lary skills for school-aged children and 
the challenges of making sure students 
receive instruction that supports vocabu-
lary growth, it is worthwhile for SLPs to 
consider the applicability of the many 
programs developed to support vocabu-
lary development. These programs vary 
by target population, ideal setting (class-
room level versus individual program) 
and whether or not they use technology.  
Brief descriptions of such programs are 
included under the general procedures 
section to provide a useful reference.

Table 7–9.  Books That Promote Morphological Awareness

Book Series Book Examples

Words Are CATegorical ® 
series by Brian P. Cleary

Breezier, Cheesier, Newest, and Bluest: What Are 
Comparatives and Superlatives?

-Ful and -Less, -Er and -Ness: What Is a Suffix?

Pre- and Re-, Mis- and Dis-: What Is a Prefix?

Word Fun series by 
Marcie Aboff

If You Were a Prefix

If You Were a Suffix

Other books Pig, Pigger, Piggest by Rick Walton

Me First!: Prefixes Lead the Way by Robin Pulver
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General Procedures

There are a variety of programs that can 
be implemented with varying procedures. 
Such programs are described in Table 7–12.  
The table identifies the name of each pro-
gram, the target population, as well as a brief 
overview of the program and its research 
basis. As noted throughout, many of these 
programs have free resources, so they could 
be useful as a supplement for students who 
need additional support in the area of vo-

cabulary development. The programs are 
organized in order of grade-level relevancy. 
A quick summary is provided in Table 7–11.

Data Collection

Many of these programs or resources have 
specific built-in procedures and ideas for 
data collection. If needed, the general accu-
racy collection form in Appendix A–2 can 
be used as described in Tool 1 and Tool 2.

Table 7–11.  Quick Reference for Published Vocabulary Programs and Resources

Program Target Population

Expanding Expression Tool (EET) Preschool through high school (special and 
general education classrooms)

The Bridge of Vocabulary: Evidence-
Based Activities for Academic Success by 
Judy Montgomery (2007)

Preschool through high school (various student 
populations including English language 
learners (ELLs), students with language and 
learning disabilities, and typical students)

Story Friends™ (Goldstein & Kelley, n.d.) Early elementary (students age 4–6)

Word Generation (Strategic Education 
Research Partnership, 2020)

Fourth grade through eighth grade

Table 7–10.  Tool 3 Summary

Key skills Vocabulary development

Relationship to specific 
anchor standards from 
the CCSS

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.5

Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word 
relationships, and nuances in word meanings.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.L.6

Acquire and use accurately a range of general academic and 
domain-specific words and phrases sufficient for reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening at the college and career 
readiness level; demonstrate independence in gathering 
vocabulary knowledge when encountering an unknown term 
important to comprehension or expression.

Materials needed Some programs have specific materials to purchase or 
associated subscriptions, while others are free.
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Table 7–12.  Names and Descriptions of Published Vocabulary Programs and References

Expanding Expression Tool (EET)

Target Population Preschool through high school (special and general education 
classrooms)

Description The EET is a multisensory approach that incorporates mnemonics, 
visuals, and tactile information to help students improve their 
language organization, understand and utilize vocabulary, and 
improve the level of detail in their writing. The tool is made up of a 
strand with different colored beads that help students understand 
what elements to incorporate into descriptions in their oral and 
written language, as well as learn how to fully define vocabulary 
words. 

Research Basis A dissertation study by Karen Lara Dudek (2014) investigated 
the impact of using EET for metalinguistic instruction. The author 
found that students using EET improved their written descriptions 
versus the control group, and those with more frequent instruction 
better maintained knowledge of the strategy after a break 
from treatment. Although the treatment group showed more 
improvement than the control group, the progress was described 
as minimal.

Access to Materials The tool must be purchased from the program’s website (https://
www.expandingexpression.com/).

The Bridge of Vocabulary: Evidence-Based Activities for Academic Success by Judy 
Montgomery (2007)

Target Population Preschool through high school 

Description This book has 100 vocabulary-based instructional activities meant 
for a variety of age groups (preschool, lower elementary, upper 
elementary, middle school, high school). The accompanying 
CD-ROM offers additional activities, including guided and 
independent practice, word cards, and picture cards. The book 
activities are designed to be used for all three tiers of support 
within MTSS.

continues

Table 7–11.  continued

Program Target Population

Vocabulary.com (2020) Fourth grade through high school

English Learners’ Robust Academic 
Vocabulary Encounters (EL RAVE; The 
Pennsylvania State University, 2020)

Middle school (emergent bilingual learners)

Academic Language Instruction for All 
Students (ALIAS; Lesaux et al., 2010)

Middle school (primarily designed for 
mainstream, linguistically-diverse students)

DictionarySquared (2012) High school
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Table 7–12.  continued

The Bridge of Vocabulary: Evidence-Based Activities for Academic Success by Judy 
Montgomery (2007)

Research Basis Each activity has a specific evidence base, detailed in line with the 
objective and directions for each activity. For example, a middle 
school activity called “Continue the Story” provides students with 
a starter sentence and prompts them to write an additional three 
to four sentences to continue the story. This lesson provides a 
relevant source that explains how vocabulary knowledge, story 
comprehension, and story sequencing are all linked to reading 
skills, justifying the use of this activity.

Access to Materials This book needs to be purchased.

Story Friends™ 

Target Population Early elementary (students age 4 to 6)

Description Story Friends (Goldstein & Kelley, n.d.) targets vocabulary 
knowledge and language comprehension using high-frequency 
written and spoken vocabulary words that are likely unfamiliar to 
preschool children who have limited vocabulary. These words are 
easily definable for children and can be presented in a story context 
(Goldstein et al., 2016). The vocabulary words are taught through 
interactive storybooks that give children the opportunity to connect 
with the vocabulary through prompts and comprehension questions.

Research Basis Brookes Publishing provides justification for the Story Friends 
program based on several research studies (Goldstein et al., 
2016; Greenwood et al., 2016; Kelley et al., 2015; Spencer et al., 
2012) that helped them refine the program. They found that the 
program was easy for teachers to implement into classes and led 
to significant word-learning. 

Access to Materials Program materials can be purchased through the Brookes 
Publishing website.

Word Generation 

Target Population Fourth grade through eighth grade

Description The Word Generation program (Strategic Education Research 
Partnership, 2020) is a cross-content academic language program 
that teaches five new vocabulary words per week that are often found 
in academic texts. In a week, students read, talk, and write about a 
topic using targeted vocabulary words in varying academic content 
areas (i.e., English language arts, math, science, and social studies). 
Given this design, the program is intended to be implemented 
by different teachers in the varying content areas. The words are 
introduced in intriguing reading passages that focus on engaging 
topics. The program focuses on deep reading, comprehension of 
current-events topics, productive classroom discussion, developing 
arguments, and producing persuasive essays.
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Table 7–12.  continued

Word Generation 

Research Basis Multiple studies have investigated the impact of this program 
(Lawrence et al., 2012; Lawrence et al., 2015; Lin et al., 2016). For 
example, Snow et al. (2009) involved a quasi-experimental study 
that showed that the use of the Word Generation program led to 
significantly greater growth among sixth- to eighth-grade students 
in schools implementing the program than in comparison schools. 

Access to Materials All materials are available for free download after signing up for a 
free account online (https://www.serpinstitute.org/access).

Vocabulary.com 

Target Population Fourth grade through high school

Description Vocabulary.com (2020) is an adaptive online game that teaches 
both new words and more in-depth information about known words 
(McGregor et al., 2019). The website offers word lists for prevalent 
literature, historical documents, morphology and roots, current 
events, and pop culture. Students and teachers can also enter a 
list of words or pages of a text to create relevant learning activities.

Research Basis The Abrams and Walsh (2014) study, “Gamified Vocabulary,” 
looked at the usage of Vocabulary.com in high school SAT 
preparation and in relation to class readings. The authors found 
that students were motivated, self-directed, and confident in 
vocabulary learning because of the competition and rewards 
associated with the Vocabulary.com game, as well as their ability 
to individually modify the vocabulary lists to their own needs. 
Students’ quiz grades improved with the use of this tool as well. 
This paper offers suggestions for classroom implementation. 

Access to Materials Vocabulary.com has a free trial and several paid plans at the 
teacher or school/district level. Teachers monitor student progress 
through various educator plans. Individual students can sign up 
and practice vocabulary lists for free.

English Learners’ Robust Academic Vocabulary Encounters (EL RAVE)

Target Population Middle school (emergent bilingual learners)

Description EL RAVE (The Pennsylvania State University, 2020) incorporates 
the features of robust vocabulary instruction and adds a 
morphological awareness component that is explicitly focused on 
Latin roots, which appear in the majority of words that students 
encounter in academic texts (Beck et al., 2013; McKeown, 
2019). Students are explicitly taught the meanings and various 
orthographic and phonological alternations of the Latin roots. 
Students are encouraged to make cross-linguistic connections to 
Latinate languages whenever possible.

continues
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Table 7–12.  continued

English Learners’ Robust Academic Vocabulary Encounters (EL RAVE)

Research Basis Crosson et al. (2019) present a summary of the results of three 
early-stage studies that provide preliminary evidence of the 
effectiveness of EL RAVE for improving students’ knowledge of 
the meanings of target words, for orthographic processing, and 
for morphological problem-solving. The authors also discuss how 
EL RAVE can be implemented in small groups in Tier 2 or Tier 3 
intervention.

Access to Materials Examples of the intervention activities are provided within the 
article listed above and in supplemental materials that are linked in 
the article.

Academic Language Instruction for All Students (ALIAS)

Target Population Middle school (primarily designed for mainstream, linguistically-
diverse students)

Description ALIAS teaches vocabulary by building word knowledge gradually. 
The program is broken into several 8-day or 9-day units and one-
week review units. Each nonreview unit uses a short, interesting 
text and focuses on academic words from that text, most or 
all of which are included in the Academic Word List (AWL). As 
the students move through the unit, they employ whole-group, 
small-group, and independent activities to learn the vocabulary 
through listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Using multiple 
modalities to learn ensures this program is in line with Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) principles. Students begin by learning 
basic information about the vocabulary, such as spelling and 
pronunciation, then analyze prior knowledge, explore different 
aspects of meaning, learn ways to use the words in different 
contexts, and use words in a written essay.

Research Basis Research has been conducted on this program with language 
minority learners, as well as linguistically diverse students who 
were primarily language minority learners, meaning English was 
not the primary language spoken in their homes. These studies 
found success in increasing vocabulary knowledge across several 
measures. Lesaux et al. (2010) found similar levels of success 
between native-English speakers and language minority learners. 
Similarly, Lesaux et al. (2014) found a generally larger impact  
for language minority learners and students with underdeveloped 
vocabulary knowledge prior to the treatment.

Access to Materials Lesaux et al. (2010) provide guidance as to how to implement 
the program within the article titled “The Effectiveness and Ease 
of Implementation of an Academic Vocabulary Intervention for 
Linguistically Diverse Students in Urban Middle Schools.”
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Table 7–12.  continued

DictionarySquared 

Target Population High school 

Description DictionarySquared (2012) is an interactive, individualized, and 
adaptive web-based vocabulary instruction tool with video clips 
and pictures that explain vocabulary words in context. The 
program also provides pronunciation and multiple definitions, 
activities, flashcards, quizzes, and competitions.

Research Basis Adlof et al. (2019) describes that DictionarySquared was 
developed in response to the lack of evidence-based vocabulary 
learning tools aimed towards high school students. The authors 
discuss the iterations of the program that were developed 
over ten years, and two pilot studies performed during this 
development. The program evolved through the production 
phases based on elements such as the website’s interface and 
performance, scalability, student usage, and student and teacher 
feedback. The results of their second pilot study showed that 
program implementation was feasible and that higher usage 
led to improved vocabulary scores when controlling for baseline 
vocabulary knowledge.

Access to Materials The DictionarySquared program is currently freely available to 
interested users, and Adlof et al. (2019) also provide a guide to 
implement components of the intervention in traditional, face-
to-face clinical or classroom instruction in their supplemental 
materials. 
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8
Why Are Speech-Specific 
Issues Like Articulation, 
Stuttering, and Voice 
Important Areas of Focus  
for SLPs Within an MTSS  
Framework?

The Needs of Students With 
Speech-Specific Disorders 
May Not Be Adequately and 
Consistently Addressed  
Within the Special Education  
Framework

It is a legitimate concern that the needs of 
students with speech-specific issues (i.e., 
articulation, fluency, and voice) may not 
be consistently or adequately addressed 
within schools given the constraints of 
policy related to special education. This is 
important because, outside of the MTSS 
framework, the support of SLPs for speech-
specific issues is only available to students 
who are found to be eligible for special 
education services within the framework 
of relevant legislation and regulations (i.e., 
IDEA) related to students with disabilities. 

According to IDEA, one key aspect of 
eligibility for speech-language services is 

Tools Related to Speech 
Sound Disorders, 
Fluency, and Voice

that the student’s speech or language im
pairment must have a documented ad-
verse effect on the student’s educational 
performance [IDEA 2004, § 602(3)(A)]. 
Research shows that many school districts 
interpret the phrase “adverse effect on 
educational performance” to imply that 
students without significant academic 
difficulties are not eligible for speech-
language services (Dublinske, 2002). 
This has led to concerns that the needs of 
students with speech-specific issues may 
not be addressed by SLPs under IDEA. In 
response to such concerns, Edwin Mar-
tin of the Office of Special Education and 
Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) issued a 
policy letter to ASHA in 1980 stating that 
an interpretation which “denies needed 
services to speech impaired children 
who have no problem in academic per-
formance is unreasonably restrictive in 
effect and inconsistent with the intent of 
the [Education of the Handicapped Act]” 
(this act is currently enacted as IDEA; 
p. 1). Despite this clarification, research 
shows some SLPs continue to perceive 
that this phrasing in the eligibility re-
quirements make it ambiguous to de-
termine if students with speech-specific 
disorders are, in fact, eligible for services  
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(Farquharson & Boldini, 2018; Oliver, 
2002; Sylvan, 2014), particularly because 
these students do not consistently get 
poor grades in school. Sylvan (2014) ex-
plains how SLPs describe that this ambi-
guity often results in the needs of students 
with speech-specific issues going unmet 
in public schools. Given this, MTSS may 
be a useful framework to provide an av-
enue to meet the needs of students with 
speech-specific needs outside of the spe-
cial education process.

Students with Speech-Specific 
Challenges Are at Risk for 
Academic Challenges

The general ambiguity about which stu-
dents should qualify for speech-language 
services under IDEA is concerning in 
light of the important evidence highlight-
ing the serious impact of speech disorders 
on academic performance. Research high-
lights that students with speech disorders 
are at risk for developing academic, emo-
tional, social, and behavioral difficulties 
(Daniel & McLeod, 2017; Overby et al., 
2007). Specifically, students with speech 
sound disorders (SSDs) are at an elevated 
risk for later literacy deficits (e.g., Felsen-
feld et al., 1994; Hitchcock et al., 2015). 
Students with voice disorders face issues 
related to attention and motivation dur-
ing learning activities (Ruddy & Sapienza, 
2004). Students who stutter may face a va-
riety of scholastic and social-emotional 
obstacles, including decreased participa-
tion in classroom discussions, difficulties 
with oral presentations, and reluctance to 
participate in cooperative learning proj-

ects (Erickson & Block, 2013; Ribbler, 
2002). Although these academic needs are 
important, they may not consistently be 
reflected in a student’s academic grades, 
which helps explain why there is ambigu-
ity in this area.

Research Shows a Tiered 
Framework Is Impactful for 
Addressing Speech Disorders

There is a growing body of research show-
ing that MTSS can be a useful framework 
with respect to speech disorders, espe-
cially because this framework allows stu-
dents to receive support outside of the 
special education process. Much of the 
research highlights the benefits of meet-
ing the needs of students who might not 
“qualify” for special education services, as 
well as the flexibility to provide optional 
short-term support for speech-specific 
issues (Mire & Montgomery, 2009; Taps, 
2008). Research shows that applying a 
tiered framework to meet the needs of stu-
dents with speech sound disorders, in fact, 
adds value in that it results in students 
making more rapid progress as compared 
with the services provided through spe-
cial education (Taps, 2008).

Although none of the research in 
this area suggests the tiered framework 
would be an appropriate replacement for 
students who are eligible for special edu-
cation services (those students should be 
served via an IEP), it does underscore the 
idea that the MTSS framework may be a 
viable mechanism for providing speech-
language services to students without the 
need to “qualify” for an IEP. 
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What Tools Can SLPs Use  
to Address Speech-Specific  
Issues in MTSS?

This toolkit presents a number of ways to 
consider the relevancy of the MTSS model 
when working with students with speech-
specific needs. However, it is important 
to emphasize that the special education 
framework may be the best way to serve 
some students with speech-specific con-
cerns. As with other areas, individual SLPs 
will need to use their professional judgment 
to determine the relevancy of the MTSS 
framework for their students and context. 
The first tool in this chapter focuses on 
short-term interventions for speech sound 
disorders. The second tool presents ways  
to create a supportive listening and commu
nication environment for students who 
stutter. The third tool provides methods for 
teaching vocal hygiene education. These 
tools are summarized in Tables 8–1, 8–4, 
and 8–7 throughout the chapter.

Tool #1: Short-Term 
Intervention for Speech 
Sound Disorders

Explanation

The basic idea of this tool is to provide 
short-term, yet moderately intensive, sup-
port for students with speech sound dis-
orders as a Tier 2 or Tier 3 level support. 
The use of this tool is an avenue to pro-
vide articulation therapy to students with 
speech sound errors who are expected to 

make relatively rapid progress without 
qualifying as students for special educa-
tion or developing an IEP. 

There have been a number of key re-
search studies (Bruce et al., 2018; Kuhn, 
2006; Mire & Montgomery, 2009; Taps, 
2006, 2008) that have documented posi-
tive impacts of short-term intensive pro-
grams to address speech sound disorders 
within a multi-tiered framework in school 
settings. Although these studies took place  
in different school districts, they all were 
influenced by similar concerns that the  
needs of students with mild articulation 
errors were not adequately addressed 
within the existing special education frame
work and the desire to serve these students 
in a more efficient and effective manner. 
One important issue to consider when re-
viewing these relevant research studies is 
that they all took place within school dis-
tricts with varying schedule constraints, 
resource availability, and administrative 
support. Given this, the details of their 
approaches differed in terms of key vari-
ables such as inclusion criteria, session set 
up, and group size. The key details of the 
four most prominent studies related to 
short-term intensive articulation support 
are included in the discussion of proce-
dures in Table 8–3 so that interested SLPs 
can consider multiple possibilities when 
determining what makes the most sense 

Table 8–1.  Tool 1 Summary

Key skills Articulation

Materials needed Vary depending on 
choices made for 
approach
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for implementing this tool in their specific 
settings. A summary of the key points from 
each study precedes the detailed discus-
sion and can be used for quick reference 
in Table 8–2.

General Procedures

In general, this tool involves the following 
three steps:

	 1.	 Providing short term articulation 
therapy to students (without devel-
oping an IEP)

	 2.	 Documenting student progress
	 3.	 Discontinuing services for students 

who have made adequate progress 
and referring students who need 
more intensive support for a special 
education evaluation

Although the general idea of addressing 
articulation errors with the above steps is 
relatively straightforward, there are many 
key decisions that need to be made when 
implementing this tool, such as:

n	 Which students (i.e., age, error types) 
should be included in this approach? 

Table 8–2.  Summary of Four Key Studies for Short Term Intervention From Speech 
Sound Disorders

Group Size Treatment Intensity Dismissal Criteria

Taps (2006, 2008) Small group  
(5 to 8 students)

30 minutes, 2x per 
week 
17 to 20 hours total

80% accuracy at 
conversational level 
with no support

Kuhn (2006) Individual 5 to 7 minutes, 3x per 
week  
8 weeks total

80% accuracy at the 
conversational or 
oral reading level in 
a 10-minute speech/
reading sample

Bruce et al. (2018) Individual Tier 2: 30 to  
40 minutes per month

Tier 3: 60 to  
90 minutes per month

15 to 20 minute 
sessions, 
2 weeks each month

Total duration varies

90% accuracy at 
connected speech 
levels AND parent 
confirmation of 
generalization at 
home

Mire and 
Montgomery (2009)

Small group  
(2 to 5 students)

30 minutes, 2x per 
week  
2-week trial period 
and 9 months 
of intervention 
maximum, if needed

>75% accuracy on 
all targeted sound 
probes; all erred 
sounds are above 
chronological age
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Table 8–3.  Details of Prominent Research Studies Related to Short-Term Articulation 
Support in a Tiered Framework

Speech Improvement Class (Taps, 2006, 2008)

Impetus for 
the Approach

At the time of the study, students with single sound errors often received 
50 to 100 treatment hours (approximately 3 years of service), meaning 
that they tended to linger on caseloads. This long duration of therapy 
was considered problematic in that it resulted in students losing out 
on classroom instruction on a consistent basis and was viewed as one 
driver of SLP caseloads. The goal of the “speech improvement class” 
(the name SDUSD gave to the short-term articulation program) was 
to provide treatment to students with mild articulation needs within the 
general education setting in an efficient and effective manner.

Criteria for 
Inclusion 

“Ideal” candidate qualifiers include:

•	 Approximately age 7

•	 Single sound errors

•	 Not eligible for speech-language services under IDEA

•	 Nonstimulable for target sounds

•	 Motivation to attend class and complete home practice

Ages Students in elementary, middle, and high school

Group/Size Maximum of 5 to 8 students

Treatment 
Intensity

Dose frequency: Total of 60 minutes per week (30-minute session, twice 
per week)

Dose: Target 150 correct productions of the target sound per session

Total Intervention Duration: 17 to 20 total treatment hours are sufficient 
to remediate a single sound (considered Tier 2 support). If the student 
needs more than 20 hours, the SLP can re-enroll them in the class 
(consider Tier 3 support).

Approach/ 
Procedures

SLPs monitor progress via the Speech Improvement Sound Inventory 
(SISI) assessment (Taps, 2020). The SISI includes sounds in words, 
clusters, and sentences, as well as a measure of stimulability and oral 
peripheral screening. District SLPs received education regarding the 
motor learning and complexity approaches to articulation therapy.

Words 
Targeted

The program followed the complexity approach. Selection of target 
words was based on words being nonstimulable, phonetically complex, 
and high-frequency.

Session 
Setup

SLPs incorporated “centers” into the therapy session to maximize 
productions. Each center practices the target sound at a different level in 
an activity and encourages independence. At random intervals, students 
are instructed to “switch” centers to practice at different levels during the 
30-minute class time.

Increasing complexity of practice may also include the practice of target 
sounds in a story format.

continues
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Speech Improvement Class (Taps, 2006, 2008)

Home 
Practice 

Home practice was mandatory and a condition for participating in the 
program.

Dismissal 
Criteria

Following the achievement of 80% accuracy, independently, at the 
conversational level

Key Results Most (76%) of students who completed the class remediated their sound 
errors in approximately 17 hours; the remaining 24% required 8 to 13 
additional hours to remediate articulation errors. This change in service 
delivery not only resulted in a significant decrease in the number of 
students with mild articulation disorders with IEPs on SLP caseloads, but 
also resulted in a reduction in the amount of time necessary to remediate 
sounds (Taps, 2008). 

Materials  Some free materials and more information associated with this 
approach, including the teacher questionnaire, enrollment permission 
forms, homework contracts, and data tracking forms are available for 
download from SLPath.com.

Speedy Speech (Kuhn, 2006)

Impetus for 
the Approach 

At the time of the study, it was noted that students receiving services 
for mild articulation errors often continued through years of treatment 
with slow progress, resulting in high caseloads. The goal of the “speedy 
speech” program was to provide intense, effective services to students 
with mild articulation errors, outside of the special education process, for 
a short duration of time.

Criteria for 
Inclusion

Students with mild articulation errors who do not qualify for IEPs

Ages Elementary school students 

Group/Size Individual

Treatment 
Intensity

Dose Frequency: 5 to 7 minutes of direct one-on-one articulation 
treatment 3 times per week

Dose: Structure allowed for a high number of target repetitions (number 
not specified)

Total Intervention Duration: 8 weeks

Approach/ 
Procedures

The program follows a traditional approach to the treatment of articulation. 
Students began at the level at which they were stimulable. They 
proceeded to move up the hierarchy: isolation, syllables, words, phrases, 
and sentences, following achievement of 80% accuracy at each level. 

Words 
Targeted

Varied based on the individual (i.e., level of errors, age, interests, 
reading ability, etc.)

Session 
Setup

One-on-one treatment at tables placed in hallways throughout the school.

Materials included commercial articulation materials, mirrors, and 
mouth puppets. Selection of materials was based on the student’s age, 
interests, level of articulation errors, and reading skills. 

Table 8–3.  continued
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Home 
Practice

Following stimulability of the target sound at or above the single-syllable 
word level, students were assigned homework. Completion of home 
practice was monitored by parents and logged on a data sheet that 
was returned each day. If homework was completed, students were 
rewarded.

Dismissal 
Criteria

Occurred following sound production with 80% accuracy at the 
conversational or oral reading level in a 10-minute speech/reading 
sample

Key Results On average, students required 16 weeks of intervention. Homework 
completion was viewed as a major factor regarding student success 
in the program. Additionally, teachers and parents reported increased 
satisfaction with students missing less classroom instruction.

Materials Materials have been developed and are associated with this program. 
They are available for purchase (speedyspeechtherapy.com/Speedy 
SpeechStore.html)

Team Approach to RTI (Bruce et al., 2018)

Impetus for 
the Approach

The impetus for this study was to design and implement RTI procedures 
for remediation of mild speech sound errors (SSEs) in students who 
do not qualify for IEPs. The focus was on designing an efficient and 
effective program to meet students’ needs in the optimal developmental 
windows, given the perception that the needs of students with mild 
articulation errors were not well served in the current model relying on 
IEPs.

Criteria for 
Inclusion

Difficulty with later-acquired phonemes

Single-sound errors (some exceptions were made to include students 
with nondevelopmental sibilant lateralization, sibling history of SSDs, or 
due to teacher concern)

Ages 7 to 8.5

Group/Size Individual

Treatment 
Intensity

Dose Frequency: Tier 2—30 to 40 minutes per month; Tier 3—60 to  
90 minutes per month, provided in 15 to 20-minute sessions, 2 weeks 
each month

Dose: Goal of 150 sound repetitions per individual session

Total Intervention Duration: Varied based on individual need

Approach/ 
Procedures

Therapy was structured to maximize opportunities for sound repetition, 
with a goal of 150 correct repetitions per 15 to 20-minute session.

Words 
Targeted

A variety of words were targeted, including high-frequency, low-density 
words and nonwords, which have been shown to promote generalization, 
as well as words with three-element clusters based on the complexity 
approach.

Table 8–3.  continued

continues
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Team Approach to RTI (Bruce et al., 2018)

Session 
Setup

The program was delivered by an SLP team dedicated to providing the RTI 
services. Feedback to students was based on motor learning principles, 
acquisition stage (frequent, immediate feedback about articulatory placement), 
and generalization stage (delayed, inconsistent feedback about placement). 

“Speech-a-thons” were created to promote generalization through 
practice in extended individual sessions during school. 

Home 
Practice

None specified

Dismissal 
Criteria

Minimum of 90% accuracy at connected speech levels (sentences, 
reading, conversation) and parent confirmation of generalization 
at home. Students who surpassed the upper boundary of the later 
developmental window (8.5), or who made limited progress in Tier 3, 
were referred for special education services.

Key Results An average of 6 hours was required to remediate SSEs of the 172 who 
completed RTI treatment. An average of 53 hours of treatment was 
required to remediate the SSEs of students who received services first 
through RTI and then through an IEP, as compared to the typical  
82 hours with services received only through an IEP.

Materials SLPs in this study selected their own materials. Straight Speech (Folk, 
1992) techniques were utilized with students with sibilant errors, as well 
as intraoral tools (e.g., Speech Buddies, 2020) and tongue depressors 
for the facilitation of articulator placement.

RTI in an Urban School District (Mire & Montgomery, 2009)

Impetus for 
the Approach

At the time of the study, the authors noted that students with mild 
impairments dominated caseloads; students were frequently enrolled 
in services when they did not meet the eligibility criteria as specified 
by IDEA, and students remained enrolled in speech therapy long 
after remediation of the speech concerns. The goal was to create an 
efficient program for remediation of mild SSEs, which reduced the over 
identification of these students’ special education and reduced average 
treatment duration. The goal was also to provide a feasible way to meet 
the needs of students who do not meet IDEA eligibility.

Criteria for 
Inclusion

One to two sound errors below chronological age or 1 to 2 errors on 
high frequency sounds above chronological age, IEP not warranted, and 
proceeds through screening process

Ages Pre-K, kindergarten, and first grade at nine elementary schools (4 to 8 years)

Group/Size Small group of 2 to 5 students during pre-referral and intervention

Treatment 
Intensity

Two phases:

Prereferral: Approximately 100 to 120 minutes of direct intervention 
for speech sound disorders were provided by an SLP within a 2-week 
period with two 30-minute sessions per week

Intervention: same format as pre-referral with 30-minute sessions twice a 
week for a maximum of 9 months

Table 8–3.  continued
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Approach/ 
Procedures

Step 1: Phoneme inventory

•	 1 to 2 SSEs at or below chronological age moved to Step 2

•	 3 or more SSEs at or below chronological age were referred to 
evaluation for special education services under IDEA

•	 Students with 1 to 2 SSEs expected for their chronological age but 
made errors on frequently occurring sounds (/r, s, t, d, n, l/) also 
continued to Step 2 due to potential for academic impact

Step 2: Sound probes

•	 Spontaneous single-word productions, imitative single-word 
productions, imitative sentence productions, and story retell were 
elicited for each sound error

•	 Accuracy for either sound <75% moved to Step 3

•	 Accuracy between 75% and 100% resulted in recommendation for 
rescreening at a later date

Step 3: Short-term prereferral intervention

•	 2 weeks of intervention—30 minutes, 2 times per week in groups of 2 
to 5 students

•	 Probes readministered at the end of the intervention period with the 
same criterion as for step 2 (student continued to step 4 if they had 
<75% accuracy)

Step 4: General education support services

•	 Continued intervention from Step 3 over a maximum duration of  
9 months

•	 Provided as direct intervention in small group and/or consultation with 
family and school staff

Words 
Targeted

None specified but there is an example of stimulus material for the /s/ 
sound included in the article.

Session 
Setup

SLPs selected their own materials according to the student’s age, sound 
errors, and interests.

Home 
Practice 

None specified

Dismissal 
Criteria

>75% accuracy on treated sound probes OR all sound errors are 
above chronological age and student is not making progress; all are 
recommended for rescreening at a later date

Key Results In this study, 1,009 students were screened, 147 entered stage 2, 62 
entered stage 3, 36 entered stage 4. Most (98%) students remediated 
one or both sound errors in less than 9 months. Many students with mild 
speech sound errors remediated their errors in 2 weeks.

Materials Each SLP selected his or her materials (picture stimuli, sound probes, 
intervention). Secord Contextual Articulation Test (S-CAT) storytelling 
probes were used to elicit sounds in connected speech. Instruction 
in phonetic placement, provision of models, cueing, guided practice, 
feedback, and reinforcement was provided.

Table 8–3.  continued
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n	 What are the appropriate group size, 
treatment intensity, and duration  
for this approach?

n	 What therapy approach (e.g., word 
targets, cues, activities, parent  
involvement) should SLPs use?

n	 What is the role of homework or  
carryover in the program?

n	 What are the appropriate dismissal 
criteria?

 Figure 8–1 illustrates the basic flow of 
how to implement this tool, incorporat-

ing information from the multiple stud
ies outlined in this chapter.

Data Collection

SLPs are generally skilled at collecting data 
regarding students’ articulation skills. The 
general accuracy collection form can be 
used to collect data on students’ accuracy 
with varying speech sounds. There are also 
examples of data collection tools included 
on the SLPath website (http://SLPath.com)  

Figure 8–1.  General flow chart of the procedure for providing short-term intervention for stu-
dents with speech sound disorders based on the studies described in Table 8–3.
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and in the Speedy SpeechTM Manual. The 
Mire and Montgomery (2009) article dis-
cussed in Tables 8–2 and 8–3 also includes 
a sample progress monitoring worksheet 
in the appendix.

Tool #2: Supportive Listening  
and Communication 
Environment for Students  
Who Stutter

Explanation

Given the developmental norms associated 
with the onset of stuttering (Bloodstein, 

1960; Johnson, 1942; Reilly et al., 2009), it 
is relatively unlikely that school-aged chil-
dren will present with stuttering for the first 
time during the school years. Thus, it is less 
likely that a significant group of students 
may be considered at risk for stuttering than 
might be considered at risk for articulation 
disorders. This context means that short-
term support, provided through an MTSS 
framework, might be less relevant than the 
approach described in the previous tool fo-
cused on students with speech sound dis-
orders. However, given that stuttering can 
impact many aspects of a student’s aca-
demic experience, it is relevant to consider 
how the MTSS framework can help edu-
cators establish a supportive listening and  

Box 8–1.  Real-World Snapshot: Involvement in Starting a Short-Term Program to 
Support Students With Speech Sound Disorders and Working With Administra-
tion on Logistics of Implementation

Jennifer Taps Richard, a school-based SLP in SDUSD, worked collaboratively with 
Claudia Dunaway to develop the Speech Improvement Class (SIC) in SDUSD. The 
SIC was designed to provide efficient and effective articulation intervention to stu-
dents who do not require special education services to access the general education 
curriculum, but would benefit from short-term, intensive support. Jennifer coordi-
nates the Phonology and Articulation Resource Center within her district, providing 
support to fellow SLPs who implement this process. Given concerns that running SIC 
would add to SLPs’ already demanding workloads, Jennifer and her colleagues advo-
cated to have language added to the district SLPs’ contracts.  This language stated that 
five students in the SIC would be counted towards each SLP’s total caseload numbers, 
which gave the SLPs time to address the needs of these students on their workloads. 
Maintaining and continuing to advocate for such language to be included in the SLPs’ 
contracts continues to be an ongoing effort for Jennifer and her colleagues in SDUSD.

Jennifer maintains an active website (SLPath.com) that contains a wide array of 
resources related to the SIC as well as assessment and intervention resources relevant 
to phonological and articulation issues. She has also published numerous articles 
on these and related topics (Combiths et al., 2019; Skelton & Richard, 2016; Taps, 
2006, 2008).

Plural_Sylvan_Ch08.indd   171 9/12/2020   12:12:18 AM



172   MULTI-TIERED SYSTEMS OF SUPPORT: TOOLS FOR SLPs IN EDUCATION

communication environment, which is 
considerate of the needs of students who 
stutter in the general education classroom 
(i.e., Tier 1) level. Providing guidance to 
teachers to foster such a supportive envi-
ronment is the focus of this tool.

The tool is based on the fact that a wide 
range of research studies (Crowe & Wal-
ton, 1981; Swan, 1993; Yeakle & Cooper, 
1986) have shown that teachers have a vital 
role in the educational process of students 
who stutter and that teachers’ efforts to 
create a supportive listening environment 
in the classroom can have a positive im-
pact on students’ progress and confidence. 
Further, research shows the idea that mod-
eling good communication and listening 
skills in a classroom, although useful for all 
students, can be especially supportive and 
important for students who stutter. The 
fact that the steps to create a supportive lis-
tening and communication environment 
are helpful for all students demonstrates 
the connections between the MTSS frame-
work and UDL, which further highlights 
how designing a learning environment to 
meet the needs of students at the margins 
is beneficial for all students.

General Procedures

	 1.	 Set up times to meet and provide in-
formation to the teachers of students 
who are currently receiving direct 

services for stuttering or who have a 
history of stuttering. If it seems ap-
propriate, it is beneficial to include 
students with a history of stuttering, 
even if they are not currently receiv-
ing direct services, as these students 
will continue to benefit from support 
and awareness from the classroom 
teacher. If time allows, information 
can be provided to all teachers to 
raise awareness of the importance of 
a supportive speaking environment. 
These meetings can take place on a 
1:1 basis, in a small group, or during 
a faculty meeting.

	 2.	 Explain the importance of creating a 
supportive listening and communi-
cation environment in the classroom 
for all students, but especially for 
students who stutter. Present and  
explain the points outlined in 
Table 8–5, which can guide educa-
tors on how to modify their com-
munication both for the whole class 
and with specific students. These 
points promote a positive speaking 
and listening environment in the 
classroom. The ideas in this table 
are based on ideas from The Stut-
tering Foundation’s resource titled 
“Stuttering: Straight Talk for Teach-
ers” (2010) as well as the National 
Stuttering Association’s “Stuttering: 
Answers for Educators” (n.d.). 
“Stuttering: Straight Talk for Teach-

Table 8–4.  Tool 2 Summary

Key skills Positive and supportive listening and speaking environment

Materials needed Many materials available on websites as explained within the 
tool
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ers” (2010) is a free handbook for 
teachers and SLPs that contains in-
formation about stuttering and best 
practices for working with students 
who stutter. “Stuttering: Answers for 
Educators” (n.d.) is a brief pamphlet 
with information about stuttering, 
the role of speech therapy in regard 
to stuttering, and how best to work 
with students who stutter in class.

	 3.	 Provide a list of resources related to 
supporting students who stutter  
that teachers can refer to for more 
information, along with an explana-
tion of the kinds of information 
available from different sources. 

Several relevant resources are in-
cluded in Table 8–6.

Data Collection

Given that the focus of this tool is on 
teachers modifying the environment in 
their classrooms, classroom observations 
would be an appropriate source of data 
for this tool. An example of a classroom 
observation checklist is provided in Fig-
ure 8–2. It would also be useful to discuss 
the feelings and experiences of students 
who stutter in the classroom for feedback 
on the impact of this tool.

Table 8–5.  Key Points to Share With Educators to Support Their Efforts to Foster a 
Positive Speaking and Listening Environment in the Classroom

Key Point Advice for Teachers

Teacher communication Maintain eye contact with students when they speak.

Reduce the pace of your speech and model thinking time 
when responding to student questions.

Teacher interaction with 
class generally

Provide wait time for students to respond to posed questions 
or ideas.

When posing questions to class, avoid rewarding quick call-
out answers but rather encourage taking turns.

Give time for students to finish speaking without rushing.

Understand that oral presentations or read alouds can be 
stressful for some students, and thus, it is important to be 
flexible to allow students multiple ways to express their 
knowledge and ideas.

Teacher interactions  
with specific students

Avoid filling in words or sentences for students when they 
speak in class.

Act in a manner that conveys that the focus is on the student’s 
ideas and not on their speech.

Make comments on the student’s ideas rather than just posing 
questions.

Source: National Stuttering Association, n.d.; The Stuttering Foundation, 2010.
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Tool #3: Vocal Hygiene 
Education

Explanation

The incidence of voice disorders in school-
age children is generally estimated at be-
tween 6% and 9% (Kahane & Mayo, 1989; 
Kiliç et al., 2004). However, there is much 
variety in terms of incidence rate. One study 
(Leeper, 1992) approximated the incidence 
rate to be up to 38%. These differences are 

Table 8–6.  Resources About Stuttering and Creating a Supportive Listening Environment 
for Students Who Stutter

Resource Description

The Stuttering Foundation 
(http://stutteringfoundation 
.org)

The Stuttering Foundation is dedicated to the 
contemporary concerns of people who stutter. The 
website provides resources such as e-books, podcasts, 
videos, articles, and personal stories, as well as 
information about relevant research. Teachers can use 
this site to both educate themselves and teach students 
and their parents about stuttering and support for people 
who stutter.

The National Stuttering 
Association 
(http://westutter.org) 

The National Stuttering Association (NSA) is a nonprofit 
resource providing support, education, advocacy, and 
research information for people who stutter and those 
who impact their lives. They provide support through 
local chapters where people who stutter can connect 
with others who stutter.

FRIENDS: The National 
Association of Young People 
Who Stutter 
(http://friendswhostutter.org)

FRIENDS is a national nonprofit organization that 
hosts conferences, workshops, and outreach, primarily 
meant for young people who stutter and their families 
to connect with others. This group also provides a 
mentoring program and resources for students and 
teachers to work together.

The Stuttering Homepage 
(http://mnsu.edu/comdis 
/kuster/stutter.html)

The Stuttering Homepage is a thorough reference 
created by an SLP that provides links to both internal 
and external information about stuttering and other 
fluency disorders. Information is grouped into categories 
such as Therapy for Stuttering and Discussion Forums 
and E-Publications.

likely related to individual perception and 
differences in testing methods (Hooper, 
2004). In any case, it is important to focus 
on maintaining good vocal hygiene habits 
for school-age children. The focus of this 
tool is prevention of vocal abuse in school-
aged children by teaching students about 
their voice, how to care for it, and how to 
avoid misuse or injuries leading to voice 
disorders. This is important as most school-
based SLPs do not currently focus on this 
area in their practice. A survey study found 
that only 19% of respondents (27 SLPs) had 
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implemented vocal abuse and misuse pre-
vention programs with students within the 
two years before the survey (McNamara & 
Perry, 1994). This tool can be used in gen-
eral education classrooms or with certain 
groups (e.g., students who are singers, 
cheerleaders, or athletes) who may be at 
risk of vocal misuse or abuse. 

General Procedures

These steps are inspired by the procedures 
described in “Classroom Program for the 
Prevention of  Vocal Abuse and Hoarseness 
in Elementary School Children” by Holly 
Nilson and Carl R. Schneiderman (1983), 
which describes a prevention of vocal abuse 
and hoarseness program that was presented 
by a school-based SLP to four second-grade 
and four third-grade classes and to their re-
spective teachers. This study found this pro-
gram was successful in teaching students a 
basic understanding of the vocal mecha-
nism, how to discriminate voice qualities,  

Figure 8–2.  Checklist for classroom observation to evaluate supportive listening and 
communication environment.

Table 8–7.  Tool 3 Summary

Key skills Voice

Materials needed Standard classroom 
materials
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and identification of abusive and nonabu-
sive voice behaviors. The time frame for 
presenting this lesson could depend on the 
needs and schedules of the setting. The rec-
ommended steps are listed below:

	 1.	 Teach students about the different 
“speech helpers” like the lungs, vocal 

folds, and tongue. Use 3-D representa-
tions of each “speech helper” such as 
balloons for lungs and rubber bands 
for vocal folds is recommended.

	 2.	 Have students actively engage with 
different parts of the speech system, 
focusing on one at a time. Here are 
some examples of how to do this:

Table 8–8.  Key Voice-Related Terms and Student-Friendly Definitions

Term Student-Friendly Definition

larynx You may have heard this called your “voice box.” It’s the most 
important part of your body for making speech sounds. It is between 
your lungs and throat and you can feel the area if you touch the 
middle of the front of your neck.

vocal cords These are two thin bands of muscle stretched across your larynx 
that vibrate when you speak.

voice When you are speaking or singing, this is the sound of your vocal 
cords vibrating. Because your larynx is above your lungs, the vocal 
cords vibrate when air rushes from your lungs (but not when you’re 
just quietly breathing). 

hoarseness  When your vocal cords are irritated or injured, your voice sounds 
rough or raspy.

excessive voice 
use

Screaming, shouting, or a lot of loud talking can be considered 
excessive voice use, which can injure your vocal cords. This can make 
you sound different than normal, usually making your voice hoarse.

vocal nodules, 
cysts, and polyps

These develop when you have excessive voice use and stress your 
vocal cords to the point where you develop bumps or bubbles on 
your vocal cords. They are noncancerous but make it so your vocal 
folds cannot vibrate normally. This can hurt your throat and make 
your voice sound different.

vocal quality This is what someone’s voice sounds like to you. Does their voice 
sound pleasant? Some unpleasant vocal qualities can be raspy/
hoarse or breathy.

volume of voice How loud is your voice? Think about the volume button on your TV 
remote. A loud voice can be heard by more people and in a bigger 
room than a quiet voice, but using a voice that is too loud can be 
damaging, giving you a sore throat or making you lose your voice. 

breathy voice This is when it sounds like there’s too much loose air coming out of 
your lungs when you speak because your vocal cords aren’t closing 
enough. Your voice may sound weak.
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Table 8–9.  Examples of Characters and Vocal Qualities

Vocal Quality Character Examples

High pitch Mickey Mouse, Gingerbread Man from Shrek (2001)

Low pitch Ursula from The Little Mermaid (1989), Eeyore from The Many 
Adventures of Winnie the Pooh (1977)

Loud voice Genie from Aladdin (1992), Buzz Lightyear from Toy Story (1995)

Normal voice Big Bird from Sesame Street, Elsa from Frozen (2013)

Quiet voice Charlie Brown, Sadness from Inside Out (2015)

Breathy voice Marilyn Monroe, Winnie the Pooh, Kaa from The Jungle Book (1967)

Hoarse voice Marge Simpson from The Simpsons

n	Diaphragmatic breathing: Instruct 
students to put their hands on the 
bottom of their ribs and feel them 
expand as they take a deep breath. 
Then, have the students try to 
breathe without as much movement 
and see more movement from their 
chest. Lastly, have the students try 
speaking with both types of breath-
ing, and without enough air, and 
have them discuss the differences.

n	Voiced versus voiceless produc-
tions: Teach students about the 
“loud” versus “quiet” sounds, 
turning their voices on and off and 
feeling the vibrations on the larynx.

n	Muscle tension dysphonia: Have 
students tense up their necks and 
try to speak, and compare that to 
normal speech.

	 3.	 Explain voice production and the 
vocal mechanism in age-appropriate 
terms. Introduce the terms included 
in Table 8–8, using discretion as to 
which words to review based on the 
age group and needs of the students. 
To reinforce the vocabulary and 

information, have the students play 
charades, trivia, or a matching game.

	 4.	 Have students identify vocal qualities 
of cartoon characters or celebrities 
through relevant short video clips. 
Examples are included in Table 8–9.

	 5.	 Identify ways to avoid abusive behav-
iors and situations. Some examples to 
provide to students are as follows:
n	Importance of hydration: Drink-

ing a lot of water is always good 
for you, but it’s especially good for 
keeping your vocal cords healthy.

n	Use appropriate volume and your 
inside voice: Remember that you 
do not need to yell for people to 
hear you in the classroom. Save 
your loud voice for emergencies!

n	Rest your voice after excessive use: 
If you do have to use your loud 
voice, yell, or sing for a long time, 
make sure to give your voice a 
break afterward.

	 6.	 Incorporate extension activities, 
such as brainstorming a list of 
possible abusive and nonabusive 
situations or providing students with 
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abusive and nonabusive situations 
for the students to sort.

Data Collection

The tool is about sharing new knowledge 
about taking care of one’s voice. Given 

this, data regarding the impact of this tool 
can be collected by administering a pre/
posttest that assesses students’ knowledge 
regarding their voice and vocal hygiene. 
Examples of pre- and posttests inspired by  
Nilson and Schneiderman (1983) are in-
cluded in Figure 8–3.

Figure 8–3.  Pre/posttest data sheet for vocal hygiene.

Plural_Sylvan_Ch08.indd   178 9/12/2020   12:12:19 AM



179

9
Why Are Social-Emotional 
Skills an Important Area 
for SLPs Within MTSS?

Social Skills and Emotional 
Regulation Are Key Elements 
of Communication

Given the close connections between lan-
guage, behavior, and social skills, it is ap-
propriate for SLPs to support social and 
emotional skill development. Language 
ability is central to most social interac-
tions and there is a strong relationship be-
tween social skills, emotional regulation, 
and language competences. First, students 
with language challenges generally expe-
rience difficulties with social interactions 
(Fujiki et al., 1999). Further, students with 
difficulty regulating their emotions often 
experience breakdowns in conversation 
and other communication issues (Eisen-
berg et al., 2005; Fujiki et al., 2013). Given 
these close connections between social 
competences and language development, 
SLPs are well-positioned to support these 
social skills in a variety of contexts (Win-
ner & Crooke, 2009). In doing so, it is 
important for SLPs to work closely with 
related professions who have specialty ex-

Tools Related to  
Social-Emotional Skills

pertise in this area such as school counsel-
ors and psychologists. The role of the SLP 
is to collaborate with these professionals 
and other educators to share knowledge 
about social language.

Federal Policy and Strong 
Support for Addressing 
Students’ Social Skills

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Sup-
ports (PBIS) is a systems-level prevention- 
oriented framework that is centered on 
the premise that academic achievement 
depends on engaging in appropriate pro-
social behaviors. The U.S. Department of 
Education supports the national Techni-
cal Assistance Center on Positive Behav-
ioral Interventions and Supports (2019) 
and federal policy (i.e., IDEA) requires 
the use of PBIS behavioral strategies for 
any student whose behavior impedes 
learning. A wide range of research shows 
that PBIS is effective in reducing disrup-
tive student behavior (e.g., Conroy et al., 
2014; Solomon et al., 2012). Given the 
widespread support for PBIS, it makes 
sense that the tiered support provided by  
SLPs, in collaboration with other educators,  
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should align with the idea that support-
ing social skills proactively boosts aca-
demic success for students (e.g., Elleseff, 
2014; Keller-Bell & Short, 2019; Zurawski, 
2015). 

What Tools Can SLPs Use to 
Address Social-Emotional  
Skills in MTSS?

This chapter includes two tools.  The first 
tool is focused on developing prosocial 
skills and the second tool concerns bul-
lying prevention and awareness. These 
tools are summarized in Tables 9–1 and 
9–5 within the chapter.

Tool #1: Developing 
Prosocial Skills Through 
Interactive Activities

Explanation

The focus of this tool is the teaching and 
practicing of social skills and social lan-
guage. Social skill development is im-
portant for students to develop stronger 
language for social purposes, to prevent 
antisocial behavior, and to support aca-
demics (e.g., Preston, 2015; Zurawski, 

2015). Further, the idea of focusing on 
skill development to support prosocial 
behaviors is consistent with the ideas of 
PBIS. In the PBIS framework, profession-
als in school settings can work together 
to “create a safe, healthy learning envi-
ronment where behavior problems are 
avoided or prevented from worsening and 
students learn self-discipline and effective 
interpersonal skills” (Bambara et al., 2015, 
p. 19). The focus of this tool is to facilitate 
lessons and activities that allow students 
to develop the language skills they need 
to navigate a variety of social situations 
they may encounter in a school setting in 
a prosocial manner.

General Procedures

There are many ways that SLPs can sup-
port appropriate language to support 
students in developing prosocial skills. 
Four different activity ideas are described 
below.

Activity Idea #1: Behavioral 
Expectations Role-Play Activity

Schools generally have several school-
wide behavioral expectations (a hypothet-
ical example: Be Kind, Be Responsible, Be 
Safe) that are positively stated and promi-
nently displayed within the school build-
ing environment (Bradshaw et al., 2008). 
In addition to school-wide expectations, 
teachers often have behavioral expecta-
tions (e.g., wait quietly when someone 
else has a turn) in their classrooms or 
other settings (e.g., assemblies: quiet lis-
tening, playground: take turns). 

Table 9–1.  Tool 1 Summary

Key skills Positive behavior, social 
skills

Materials 
needed

Some social skills curriculum 
and prosocial stories are 
mentioned in the explanation
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The focus of this activity is reinforcing 
these expectations through a language-
based role-play activity of these behav-
ioral expectations. In the book Behavior 
Support (Teachers’ Guides), Linda Bam-
bara, Rachel Janney, and Martha Snell 
(2015) suggest using a direct instruction 
sequence that includes introducing and 
explaining expectations and role-playing 
with explicit examples and nonexamples of 
the target behaviors. Following from this,  
these steps are recommended:

	 1.	 Identify the behavioral expectations 
that the lesson is targeting. Some 
examples are as follows: 
n	School-wide expectations: be 

peaceful in the classroom
n	Playground expectations: turn-

taking and sharing
	 2.	 Discuss the expectations by asking 

questions. For example:
n	Why should we be peaceful in the 

classroom?
n	What does turn-taking look like?

	 3.	 Adult role-play with examples and 
nonexamples.
n	Model positive examples: sitting 

at desks and raising hands 
quietly while waiting to be called 
on, taking turns with a Frisbee 
(example of a positive turn-taking 
action)

n	Model nonexamples: Yelling an 
answer without raising a hand, not 
sharing the Frisbee (example of a 
negative turn-taking action)

	 4.	 Students role-play examples and 
nonexamples.

	 5.	 Check for understanding. Review with  
the class, have students discuss the tar-
geted behavioral expectations in pairs.

	 6.	 As a possible extension, have stu-
dents write a paragraph or make a  
visual representation (i.e., draw
ing or collage) about behavioral 
expectations.

Activity Idea #2: Reading and 
Discussing Prosocial Books 

Research shows that reading and discuss-
ing books that explicitly focus on prosocial 
concepts (Bhavnagri & Samuels, 1996) can 
be helpful for social skill development. In 
fact, the term “bibliotherapy” is used in the 
educational literature and means a “tech-
nique that uses literary sources to help in-
dividuals resolve complex problems” (Sul-
livan & Strang, 2002, p. 74), or to explain 
that “guided reading of written materials 
to help the reader grow in self-awareness” 
(Morawski, 1997, p. 243). 

According to Morawski (1997), the 
successful use of the bibliotherapy tech-
nique contains three sequential steps:  
(1) identification with behavior or emotion 
identified in literature, (2) catharsis that 
involves satisfaction when the character 
resolves a situation or processes an emo-
tion, and (3) insight when the reader can 
relate the situation in the literature to their 
personal experiences. Following from this, 
the basic procedures for this activity are:

	 1.	 Read the book aloud or have stu-
dents read books independently as 
appropriate. 

	 2.	 Identify the emotions and behaviors 
explored in the story.

	 3,	 Discuss how characters resolve 
their emotions or solve challenging 
problems.
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	 4.	 Explore how students relate to the 
book on a personal level.

	 5.	 Incorporate possible extension ac-
tivities that further explore possible 
connections to literature. Several 
extension activity ideas are provided 
in Table 9–2 and Table 9–3.

There are many book series with an 
explicit focus on positive and prosocial 
behavior that can be used for this activ-
ity (see examples in Table 9–2). Beyond 
these books, most books or texts that fea-
ture social interaction could potentially be 
appropriate for this activity (see examples 
in Table 9–3). 

Activity Idea #3: Teaching 
Vocabulary Specific to 
Describing and Understanding 
Social Interactions

Teaching students the appropriate vocab-
ulary to describe and understand elements 

of social interactions will help students be 
successful in navigating social relation-
ships necessary for both academic and  
nonacademic tasks. There are different 
sets of words used to describe emotions 
that can be introduced. For example, a 
specific Social Thinking® vocabulary is 
featured in the Social Thinking® programs 
developed by Michelle Garcia Winner 
(Crooke et al., 2008; Winner & Crooke, 
2009). Some of these concepts, with ex-
amples of how to explain these concepts 
to students, are included in Table 9–4.

There are also other sets of vocabu-
lary that describe social-emotional rel-
evant concepts. For example, SLP Kristen 
Chmela of the Chmela Fluency Center 
(Chmela, 2018) describes five areas of 
communicative competence associated 
with social interaction (assertive, atten-
tive, confident, effective, and proactive). 
Students can be directly taught these con-
cepts to support social skills development 
as described in Preston (2015). 

Table 9–2.  Examples of Books With an Explicit Focus on Positive Behavior

Authors Example Books Extension Activities

Bucket Fillers, Inc. 
published a series of books 
focused on prosocial 
behavior. 

Have You Filled a Bucket 
Today?

Growing Up with a Bucket 
Full of Happiness

Many extension activities 
listed on the bucket 
filler website (http://
bucketfillers101.com).

Julia Cook has published 
nearly 100 books on social 
development topics. 

Making Friends Is an Art

Rumor Has It . . .

Ask the students to do skits 
reenacting the books or 
let them act out their own 
sequel. 

Steven Harmon writes  
books that teach children 
social and emotional 
lessons through dragon-
themed stories.

Teach Your Dragon to Make 
Friends: A Dragon Book To 
Teach Kids How To Make 
New Friends

Have the students draw 
comic strips with dragon 
characters that align with 
the lesson in each book. 
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Table 9–3.  Examples of Books With Various Age Ranges, Along With Associated 
Discussion Questions and Extension Activities to Focus on Prosocial Concepts

Age Range Discussion Questions Possible Activity

Chrysanthemum by Kevin Henkes

Early 
Elementary 
School

How did Chrysanthemum feel 
about her name after the first day 
of school? What changed by the 
end of the book? What would you 
have said when others teased 
Chrysanthemum?

Share the origin of your name and 
why you think your name is special.

We Gather Together  . . . Now Please Get Lost by Diane deGroat

Upper 
Elementary  
School

Why did Phillip want to tattle on 
Gilbert for eating on the bus? Why 
didn’t Gilbert want to be Phillip’s 
buddy? Why do you think he 
changed his mind?

Think about a time when you 
needed to make a new friend. 
How did you act towards your new 
friend?

The Hundred Dresses by Eleanor Estes

Middle 
School 

Why does Wanda tell the kids she 
has 100 dresses? What would you 
do if you were in the group of kids 
listening to Wanda’s stories?

Draw a picture of something you 
wish you had. Imagine how and 
why you might describe this wish as 
a reality.

“All Summer in a Day” By Ray Bradbury

High School Why did the children lock Margot in 
the closet? How did they feel when 
they realized what she had missed?

Think of a time you regretted an 
action. When and how did you 
experience regret? Write a journal 
entry for that day.

Table 9–4.  Examples of Vocabulary for Describing and Understanding Social Interactions 
From the Social Thinking® Curriculum

Term Possible Way to Explain to Students

Expected and 
unexpected behavior

Consider the impact of your behavior on other people like 
your friends. Expected behaviors make others feel calm and 
comfortable. Unexpected behaviors do the opposite! They make 
others feel stressed out, uncomfortable, or unhappy.

Whole-body listening Use your whole body to listen, not just your ears! You can use 
your brain to help you think about what you’re hearing, your eyes 
to look at the person talking to you, your mouth to help you stay 
quiet, your body to face the speaker, and your feet to keep to 
yourself. 

Thinking with your 
eyes

Follow someone else’s eyes to understand their thoughts. Based 
on what they are looking at, what do you think they may be 
thinking about? 

Source: Winner & Crooke, 2009.
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The following steps can be used to 
teach social-emotionally related vocabu-
lary terms to students:

	 1.	 Introduce the concept.
	 2.	 Discuss the concept.
	 3.	 Role-play the concept.
	 4.	 Do an extension activity related to 

the concept. Some recommended 
activities include:
n	Crafts involving the parts of the 

body to help understand whole-
body listening

n	Personal collages related to 
self-confidence

n	An adapted Taboo or charades 
game where students guess what 
other students are trying to 
portray out of a list of targeted 
prosocial concepts

Activity #4: Running a 
Social Skills Group 

Within a tiered framework, SLPs can run 
social skills groups where social skills are 
taught directly to students considered at 
risk in this area. This could be done in col-
laboration with or in consultations with 
other professionals with expertise in this 
area such as counselors, social workers, and 
school psychologists.  Topics for social skill 
groups can include making friends, navi-
gating social situations, starting conversa-
tions, collaborating on group projects, and 
other topics. For these social skills groups, 
SLPs can simply discuss these issues, make 
use of the variety of published curriculum 
and materials related to social skills or use 
a combination of approaches. The activi-
ties already described in this tool (i.e., role- 
playing, reading and discussing prosocial  

books, teaching vocabulary relevant to 
describing  and understanding social in-
teractions) could also be embedded in so-
cial skills groups.  Video modeling curric
ula (such as Everyday Speech social skills 
video lessons, 2020) that allow students to 
see social skills performed by characters 
could also be useful for facilitating social 
skills groups. 

Data Collection

Given the nature of social skills being highly 
context-dependent, this is a challenging 
area from which to collect data. One option 
is to collect data on students’ ability to iden-
tify and explain social concepts using the 
general accuracy collection form. It is also 
possible to have students keep reflective 
journals and rate their own social skills over 
time as a way to collect data. A social skills 
rubric template, which prompts students 
to engage in self-reflection, is included in 
Figure 9–1. Finally, classroom observa-
tion and discussions with teachers should 
be key sources of data for this area. For 
students with more intensive behavioral 
needs, discipline-related activities (e.g., 
trips to the principal’s office) or incidences 
of disruptive behavior can be tracked over 
time.

Tool #2: Bullying Awareness 
and Prevention

Explanation

Bullying is defined as “unwanted, aggres-
sive behavior among school-aged children 
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Box 9–1.  Real-World Snapshot: Collaboration and Embedding Social-Emotional 
Vocabulary Into Science Lessons 

Dr. Robyn Becker, an SLP in Hillsborough Township Public School District in New 
Jersey, collaborates with a team consisting of herself, the special education teacher, 
and media specialist (who has a focus on science and math) to develop unique lessons 
that combine concepts in three key areas: 

	 1. Social-emotional vocabulary (in particular, concepts from Social Thinking®)
	 2. �STEAM principles (Science, Technology, Engineering, the Arts, Mathematics)
	 3. Academic concepts

Robyn explains that embedding Social Thinking® principles directly into academic 
lessons helps make the connections between social skills more explicit and authentic. 
The STEAM lessons are specifically designed so that they provide “real time” oppor-
tunities to practice the targeted social skills and illustrate specific points about Social 
Thinking® concepts. For example, if the target Social Thinking® concept is “group plan,”  
first students may build their own pumpkin patch with LEGOs® (i.e., “my own plan”), 
then work with only limited LEGOs® to collaborate with others to make one LEGO 
pumpkin patch (i.e., “group plan”) in a way that requires flexibility and collaboration. 
This deliberate planning of the STEAM lesson is an effort to manipulate the classroom 
environment to create “teachable moments” related to social skills.

She also feels that these lessons allow close collaboration and knowledge sharing 
between professionals within the school. Some example topics, in all three areas, that 
have been combined within lessons are summarized below:

Concept Categories Example Topics

STEAM concepts planning, predicting, problem-solving, 
growth mindset 

Academic concepts math sense, writing, reading fluency, 
comprehension

Social-emotional vocabulary (from the 
Social Thinking® curriculum as described 
by Winner & Crooke, 2009).

group plan, whole-body listening, flexible 
thinking, matching appropriate reaction 
to a problem (i.e., big problem = big reac-
tion, small problem = small reaction)

The collaborative lessons generally take place over several days and involve the fol-
lowing steps:

	 1. �The SLP introduces a social-emotional vocabulary term (e.g., “whole-body 
listening”) for the unit by leading the whole class in a discussion on this topic 
using an age-appropriate book or specific Social Thinking® book (e.g., Think-
ing About You, Thinking About Me by Michelle Garcia Winner). As part of 
this step, the teacher and SLP generally do a role-play or show a video clip or 
video model to illustrate the concept.
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	 2. �The media specialist presents age-appropriate STEAM-related sheets that 
include (a) creating a plan for an experiment, (b) making a prediction about 
the experiment’s outcome, (c) specific steps to carry out the experiment, and 
(d) an area to reflect on the actual experiment’s outcome. Some example 
projects include engineering projects (e.g., creating a marble run) as well as 
simple science experiments (e.g., predicting what will happen when skittles or 
jelly beans are put in water).

	 3. �The teacher and SLP scaffold students’ awareness and reflection about the 
Social Thinking® concept as students engage in the STEAM activity. For 
example, as students listen to each other, they practice “whole-body listening.” 
As they examine different-sized chemical reactions, they better understand 
the concept of matching the appropriate reaction to the problem faced.

	 4. �The lesson concludes as students complete the part of the planning sheet 
called “What Actually Happened” and document their observations and 
outcomes from the experiment. They also engage in self-assessment and self-
reflection via whole-class discussion regarding their understanding of Social 
Thinking® concepts within this context.

Box 9–2.  Real-World Snapshot: Running Social Skills Groups in an MTSS Frame-
work Using Published Curriculum as a Starting Point 

At the principal’s suggestion, Emily Sadeghi, an SLP in Jurupa Unified School Dis-
trict, ran a social skills group for general education students in collaboration with 
the school psychologist. Each social skills group ran as a semester-long program dur-
ing lunchtime and included different students in the groups each semester. Emily 
explains that it was helpful to be able to offer this to students who didn’t qualify for 
special education related to social skills but who could use extra support in this area. 
The social skills groups began by talking about the qualities of a good friend and 
the good qualities they wanted to work on. SuperFlex® (a curriculum published by  
Social Thinking®) concepts and techniques were also discussed based on the needs of 
the individual students in the group. For example, one student had issues with being 
truthful, so that behavior and the effect it had on others was discussed, along with 
techniques to be more truthful. For students who were very shy and needed some 
work to build up confidence and lower anxiety when communicating, the group 
would discuss being brave and how to enter a conversation. For students who were 
too dominant in the conversation, issues like kindness, respect, and actively listening 
were also addressed. One student that had “graduated” from speech had a situational 
stutter and generally only stuttered at home, so he no longer qualified for services, but 
he had anxiety that impacted him at school. He joined the group to learn techniques 
to lower anxiety and relate better to his peers.
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that involves a real or perceived power im-
balance. The behavior is repeated, or has 
the potential to be repeated, over time” 
(United States Department of Health and 
Human Services, n.d., para. 1). There is 

a great deal of evidence that bullying has 
long-lasting academic, physical, emotional, 
and social consequences on students (Blood 
et al., 2011). There are negative impacts on 
those who experience bullying, including 
psychological and social consequences, 
such as loss of self-confidence and depres-
sion. Bullying not only impacts the im-
mediate victims but has negative conse-
quences for students who bully others, as 
well as those who witness bullying. Given 
the widespread impact of bullying, there 
have been many calls for SLPs to take an 

Today I 

How did WE do as a class/group?

… was respectful.

Social Skills Rubric

… was kind to others.

… was kind to myself.

… _________________________.

… actively listened to others.

Not my best.

Still trying.

Keep up the good work!

Not my best.Not my best.

Still trying.Still trying.

Keep up the good work!Keep up the good work!

Not my best.Not my best.Not my best.Not my best.

Keep up the good work!Keep up the good work!Keep up the good work!Keep up the good work!Keep up the good work!

Figure 9–1. Social skills rubric for student’s self-reflection

 Table 9– 5. Tool 2 Summary

Key skills Coping with bullying, 
preventing bullying

Materials needed None unless 
published curriculum 
is obtained
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active role in addressing and preventing 
bullying (e.g., Hughes, 2014). In these ef-
forts, it is important for SLPs to take a team 
approach and closely coordinate with ap-
propriate school staff such as counselors 
and school psychologists. 

Involvement with anti-bullying efforts 
is especially important for SLPs within an 
MTSS model, especially in light of research 
that shows that students with communica-
tion difficulties are often at higher risk of 
being victims of bullying than their typi-
cally developing peers. The exact percent-
age of students, in general, who experience 
bullying is not completely clear as the es-
timates vary by source. According to the 
Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion (CDC), bullying is a very frequently 
reported discipline problem in public 
schools, with almost 14% of public schools 
reporting that bullying happens at least 
once weekly, if not more often (U.S. De-
partment of Health and Human Services, 
n.d). Further, the CDC reports that bully-
ing reports are highest for middle schools 

(28%), then high schools (16%), then com-
bined schools (12%), and finally, primary 
schools (9%). Another source (Card &  
Hodges, 2008) found between 30% and 
60% of typically developing students are 
bullied at some time during the school year 
with between 6% and 15% of students being 
bullied chronically. As seen in Table 9–6,  
students with communication-related dis-
abilities, such as autism and stuttering, 
are especially vulnerable to bullying and  
generally experience higher rates of being 
the victim of bullying, as compared with 
the general student population. Under 
IDEA, SLPs and other educators have both 
legal and ethical obligations to ensure that 
children with communication disorders 
and other disabilities have safe school en-
vironments that are free from bullying. 
This obligation stems, in part, from the fact 
that bullying directed toward students with 
disabilities can be viewed as conduct that 
constitutes a disability-based harassment 
violation (Ali, 2010). SLP involvement with 
anti-bullying efforts, as part of a school-

Table 9–6.  Bullying Research Focused on Students With Communication Related 
Disabilities

Disability Area Research Showing Risk of  Bullying

Specific language 
impairment (SLI)/
Developmental 
language disorder 
(DLD)

Students with developmental language disorder (DLD) are likely 
targets for bullies (van de Bedem et al., 2018). For example, one 
study found that 26% of 11-year-old students with SLI are bullied, 
compared with 12% of typically developing peers in that study 
(Conti-Ramsden & Botting, 2004). 

Autism  Students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are especially at risk 
of being bullied (Schroeder et al., 2014). Little (2002) found that 
94% of students (aged 4 to 17) with ASD were victims of bullying. 
Similarly, Cappadocia et al. (2012) found that 77% of parents of 
children and adolescents with ASD reported bullying victimization in 
the past month, with 46% reporting that bullying occurs at least once 
per week.
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Table 9–6.  continued

Disability Area Research Showing Risk of  Bullying

Stuttering Evidence suggests that students who stutter may be at greater risk 
of being bullied than their typically fluent peers (Blood & Blood, 
2007; Hugh-Jones & Smith, 1999). For example, Blood and Blood 
(2007) found that 61% of the students who stuttered in their sample 
experienced bullying. 

Hard of hearing Students who are deaf and hard of hearing are also at greater risk 
for being victims of bullying (Spangler & Johnson, 2017). Weiner 
et al. (2013) found that students who are deaf or hard of hearing 
were 2 to 3 times more likely than hearing students to experience 
bullying. Warner-Czyz et al. (2018) found that 50% of children and 
adolescents with hearing loss were bullied.

based team, fits into the MTSS framework 
given that bullying issues may not be di-
rectly included in students’ IEP goals but 
still impact students’ academic progress.

General Procedures

	 1.	 Execute activities geared at raising 
students’ awareness of bullying. Lead 
activities geared toward creating a 
positive school culture with a focus 
on how to respond to bullying. Two 
ideas for activities are included in 
Table 9–7. Table 9–8 contains a list 
of story-based books and texts that 
can be read and discussed to raise 
students’ awareness of bullying and 
discuss associated issues.

	 2.	 Act as a support person for students 
who are bullied. Students who have 
experienced bullying need a safe space 
to come and discuss their feelings and 
reactions. SLPs can offer themselves as 
a “listening ear” for all students and let 
students know they are someone stu-

dents can come to if they are bullied. 
Having strong and positive relation-
ships is essential for students to see 
school as a safe place (e.g., Jennings & 
Greenberg, 2009; Murray & Green-
berg, 2000). As a “listening ear,” SLPs 
can help students identify resources 
and provide emotional support.

	 3.	 Get involved with an anti-bullying 
program. Cook et al. (2010) suggested 
that programs that targeted the entire 
student population (i.e., classroom or 
school-wide level) should “constitute 
the first layer of support provided 
to prevent the onset of bullying” 
(p. 79). SLPs can be involved with 
anti-bullying efforts within the school 
or district community and spread 
awareness of how communication 
and language challenges are risk 
factors for bullying. If an anti-bullying 
program is in place within a given 
school, an SLP’s effort to support the 
anti-bullying program could focus 
on reinforcing the goals and strate-
gies in the program. If a program is 
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Table 9–8.  Books That Will Facilitate Discussions Around Bullying

Grade Level Book Title

K to 2 Stand Tall, Molly Lou Melon by Patty Lovell

You, Me and Empathy: Teaching Children About Empathy, Feelings, 
Kindness, Compassion, Tolerance, Respect and Recognizing Bullying 
Behaviors by Jayneen Sanders

3 to 5 Bully by Patricia Polacco

Each Kindness by Jacqueline Woodson

My Secret Bully by Trudy Ludwig

Middle school Real Friends by Shannon Hale

The Bully Book by Eric Kahn Gale

High school Dear Bully: 70 Authors Tell Their Stories edited by Megan Kelley Hall 
and Carrie Jones

Tease by Amanda Maciel

Table 9–7.  Example Activities to Promote a Positive School Culture With a Focus on How 
to Respond to Bullying

Teasing/Bullying Webs

Purpose To heighten students’ awareness of the usual bullying behaviors and to 
distinguish between “fun” teasing versus teasing that can be perceived as 
bullying.

Procedures Create two word webs, one for teasing and one for bullying. For the bullying 
word web, prompt students to write down what they consider bullying. For 
the teasing web, prompt students to write down what they consider teasing. 
Identify the commonalities on the two webs and discuss. 

Discussion 
Questions

What makes teasing fun? When is teasing not fun? 

What is the fine line between teasing and bullying? 

How can teasing become bullying? How can you tell?

Tattling and Responsible Telling Activity

Purpose  To distinguish between tattling and responsible telling, and to discuss if an 
action needs to be reported to an adult or if it can be ignored.

Procedures Divide students into teams. Describe a situation and ask the first team that 
volunteers to explain if the situation described is tattling or telling and why. For 
example, “Sally told the teacher that Sarah didn’t give her a long enough turn 
on the swing = tattling” or “John told the teacher that Noah shoved him into his 
locker and called him stupid = telling.” Have teams compete for points.

Discussion 
Questions

What is the difference between tattling and telling?

What are the consequences of tattling or telling?

Source: Langevin, 2002.
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not already in place, an SLP can be 
involved with the selection and initial 
implementation of a program. Some 
school-wide anti-bullying programs, 
which SLPs may research further and 
possibly recommend at the class or 
school level, are listed in Table 9–9. 

Data Collection

Bullying is an area where data collection 
over time is challenging. SLPs can log the  

number of instances where students men-
tion bullying over time and should com-
municate with teachers and parents to as-
sess the impact bullying has on students’ 
lives over time. SLPs can also gather in-
formation on students’ interactions dur-
ing classroom activities. As discussed in  
Chapter 2, there are bullying-specific sur-
vey tools that can be used to monitor 
changes in the school atmosphere, such as 
the Bully Survey and the Olweus Bullying 
Questionnaire (Statistics Solutions, 2019;  
Swearer, 2019).

Table 9–9.  Anti-Bullying Programs That SLPs May Consider at the School or Classroom 
Level

Program Brief Description

Teasing and Bullying: 
Unacceptable Behaviour 
(TAB; Langevin, 2000). 

TAB is a curriculum-level resource that aims to increase 
people’s knowledge about bullying and stuttering, improve 
attitudes toward students who stutter, reduce approval of 
bullying, improve support for students who are bullied, and 
take action against bullying. 

This program is free but needs to be ordered and shipping 
costs must be paid.

PeaceBuilders® 
(Molina, 2020)

PeaceBuilders® is a violence prevention and anti-bullying 
curriculum with a professional development program for 
Grades pre-K to 12. The goal is to alter the climate of a 
school by teaching students and staff simple rules and 
activities aimed at improving student social competence 
and reducing aggressive behavior. PeaceBuilders offers 
free resources and products for purchase.

Cool School 
(The Social Express, 2020)

Cool School’s curriculum includes 20 interactive 
webisodes, lesson plans, reporting tools, and an 
incident-tracking system. The webisodes help students 
understand different ways they can react to bullying and 
the consequences of those actions, both as the person 
being bullied and as a bystander. The program is meant for 
elementary school students and can be purchased online.
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APPENDIX A–1

Form for Tracking Classroom Observations and Discussions

Date and time_______ Location___________ Educators Present_______________________
•  Observation
•  Discussion

Focus:
• � Whole class needs (core 

curriculum)
• � Identify students who need 

extra support
• � Progress and needs of 

individual students 
•  Other (list below)
_________________
Students names discussed:

Next Steps:
• � Gather more data
• � Consult 
• � Model a lesson
• � Small-group work
• � Schedule screening
• � Change intensity of 

support
• � Refer 
• � Progress monitoring
Other_____________

Plan for follow up:
• � Email by _____
• � Connect with parents
• � Schedule a meeting 

by______
• � Share data on _____
• � Talk again on ______

Notes:
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APPENDIX A–2

General Accuracy Collection Form
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APPENDIX A–3

Pictography Note-Taking Template
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APPENDIX A–4

Cornell Note-Taking Template
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APPENDIX A–5

Alphabet Knowledge and Phonological 
Awareness Data Collection Form
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APPENDIX A–6

Checklist for Text Preview and Text Lookback Strategy
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APPENDIX A–7

Graphic Organizer to Aid Students in 
Taking Notes on Word Definitions
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APPENDIX A–8

Semantic Feature Analysis Template
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APPENDIX A–9

Sorting Morphemes Activity Template
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APPENDIX A–10

Morpheme Book Template
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APPENDIX B–1

Sample Letter to Parents Explaining the 
SLP’s Role, Including MTSS

Dear Parents,

Welcome back! I am writing to introduce myself as the speech-language pathologist (SLP) 
in ____for the ___ school year. I am very excited to be part of this school community!

As an SLP, I work with students who need extra support in the areas of language, literacy, 
or speech. I maintain an active caseload of students with identified disabilities in these 
areas. For those students on my caseload, I work collaboratively with parents and school 
staff to develop Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) that include my services to support 
students’ progress. If you are concerned that your son or daughter may have a disability that 
requires my support, please be in touch with your student’s teacher or contact me directly. 
For those of you whose children already have IEPs that include speech-language services, 
I’ll be calling to introduce myself over the first few days of the school year.

In addition to working with students with identified disabilities, I work collaboratively 
with the school staff to support the language, literacy, and speech skills of the entire school 
community. As part of a larger effort to be proactive about meeting student needs, I work 
with students within the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) framework to provide 
instruction and support to students. The MTSS framework is characterized by a three-
tiered system where all students receive high-quality core instruction (Tier 1) and students 
who need more support can receive the help they need in a flexible and adaptable manner 
(Tiers 2 and 3). As part of MTSS, I may be involved in delivering whole-class or small-
group lessons in some classes and may co-teach or collaborate closely with classroom 
teachers. I consult with teachers about the best ways to meet student needs and often 
run professional development sessions on important or timely topics such as academic 
vocabulary or reading strategies. In short, I am a key member of the school team who is 
here to support the success of all students. I look forward to seeing all students have a great 
school year.

If you have any questions, please contact me at __________.

Thank you!
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APPENDIX B–2

Parental Permission Form: Permission for 
Speech-Language Screening and Support

___________________has been referred to the school speech-language pathologist (SLP) 
for a screening due to concerns in the areas of:

•  Reading 
•  Writing
•  Language
•  Social skills 
•  Speech concerns (articulation, voice, fluency)
•  Other_______________

The screening will be conducted by the SLP and may involve:
•  Classroom observation
•  Discussion with student
•  A formal screening test 
•  Other_______________

If concerns are noted, the SLP may provide support to address the area of concern that 
may involve:

•  Consulting with the student’s classroom teacher
•  Meeting with the student individually or in a small group to provide instruction 
•  Providing specialized instruction within the larger classroom setting
•  Collecting progress monitoring data

If interventions are implemented, you will receive periodic updates. If the screening results 
indicate that a formal evaluation is needed, you will be contacted to discuss next steps.

Please indicate your approval by signing below and returning this form to me as soon as 
possible.

•  I grant approval for screening and for the SLP to provide support, if warranted.
• � I do not grant approval for my student to participate in a screening or receive small 

group support 

Parent Signature ______________________
Date ____________________
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APPENDIX B–3

Parent Permission Form: Permission to Participate in 
Support Sessions Run by the Speech-Language Pathologist

_________ is invited to participate in small-group or individual support sessions run by 
the school speech-language pathologist. This opportunity is part of general education and 
is designed to help your student be successful in a proactive manner. For ___________, 
the focus of this small group will be:

•  Addressing articulation errors
•  Supporting reading skills
•  Developing language skills (e.g., vocabulary)
•  Writing support
•  Positive social skills
•  Other______________________

Typically this session will take place:
•  In the classroom
•  In the hall
•  In the SLP’s office
•  Other______________

As part of this process, the SLP will work closely with the classroom teacher to reinforce skills 
to support student progress. Students may be expected to complete practice assignments at 
home and periodic updates will be provided. 

If you have any questions, contact the SLP at ________________. Detach and return this 
permission slip. The SLP will be in touch to discuss ways parents can support student 
progress at home.
_______________________________________________________________________

Student’s Name_____________________
Teacher________________________

I do not want my child to participate in this opportunity to receive extra support at this time.
I would like my child to receive the support described in this letter. 

Parent Signature ____________________
Date _______________________
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APPENDIX B–4

Letter to School Staff Explaining SLP 
Role Generally and in MTSS

Dear School Staff,

Welcome back! I am writing to introduce myself as the speech-language pathologist (SLP) in 
____ for the ____school year. I am very excited to be part of this school community! 

As an SLP, I work with students who need extra support in the areas of language, literacy, and 
speech. I maintain an active caseload of students with identified disabilities in these areas. For 
those students on my caseload, I work collaboratively with parents and school staff to develop 
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) that include my services to support students’ progress. 
If you have concerns that students in your class may have a disability that requires my support, 
please contact me directly. For students who already have IEPs that include speech-language 
services, I’ll be connecting with their teachers soon to discuss scheduling, service delivery, 
and how you can support these students in the classroom.

In addition to working with students with identified disabilities, a major focus for me is 
working collaboratively with the school staff to support the language, literacy, and speech 
skills of the entire school community. As part of the important effort to be proactive about 
meeting the students’ needs, the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) framework 
guides my work in important ways. As you know, the MTSS framework is characterized by 
a three-tiered system where all students receive high-quality core instruction (Tier 1) and 
students that need more support can receive the help they need in a flexible and adaptable 
manner (Tiers 2 and 3). I am also committed to the principles of Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) and am interested in working collaboratively to ensure all students in our 
school have access to the curriculum and make progress academically this year.

This school year I’d like to take active steps to support the core curriculum collaboratively 
with you and I look forward to working with everyone to identify ways that I can be most 
helpful and supportive. I am open to delivering whole-class or small-group lessons as well 
as running centers in your classrooms. I look forward to the possibility of co-teaching or 
coming to classes to model strategies to support language, literacy, and speech development 
with students. I am always happy to consult with teachers about the best ways to meet 
student needs and hope to run professional development sessions on important or timely 
topics such as academic vocabulary or reading strategies. In short, please see me as a key 
member of the school team who is here to support the success of all students. I’ll be reaching 
out personally to each one of you over the coming weeks to discuss the possibilities.

If you have any questions, please contact me at ______.
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In the world of education and speech- 
language pathology, there will always be new 
trends in practice and new ideas embraced 
by policy, some of which will stay and others 
that will fade in time. As practitioners, it is 
natural to be cautious about integrating new 
policy initiatives into one’s practice given 
the worry that the new framework might be 
short-lived and not worthy of the time and 
energy needed to learn and implement it. 
In fact, one of the most enduring ideas that 
has emerged from the field of educational 
policy implementation is the idea of “de-
coupling,” which means that instructional 
environments (such as the classroom or the 
practices of SLPs) are largely disconnected 
from changes in the institutional environ-
ment that push new instructional practices 
or frameworks through policy (Coburn, 
2004). Since the 1970s, many researchers 
have argued that educators often respond to 
new directives by making changes that are 
largely symbolic, rather than meaningful, in 
nature (e.g., Deal & Celotti, 1980; Firestone, 
1985; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). This idea of 
“decoupling” has been used to explain how 
and why many school reform efforts fail 
to change practice and make a difference 
in educational outcomes for students (e.g., 
Cuban, 1993; Elmore, 1996).

As a closing for this book, it is worth-
while to consider this concept in relation 
to both the MTSS framework generally 
and the role of SLPs within MTSS. Are 
the MTSS framework and the role of SLPs 
within MTSS just another fad in educa-
tional practice pushed through by policy? 

Is it worth SLPs’ time and energy to invest 
in making a concerted effort to incorporate 
this framework into their daily practices 
and routines in schools? Throughout this 
book, I have made a clear case that I do not 
think MTSS is a passing trend and that SLPs 
should embrace their role in this framework 
in a meaningful manner. In my view, MTSS 
is an important and powerful framework 
that has the potential to transform the edu-
cational system from a relatively inflexible 
system that serves the needs of only some 
students, to a system that is flexible and 
adaptable enough to meet the needs of all 
students.

The negative academic outcomes for so 
many students in schools are well known at 
this point. Year after year, the Nation’s Re-
port Cards show very few students in U.S. 
public schools performing at proficient lev-
els in reading, math, and writing (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Fur-
ther, although the impact of school closures 
due to the COVID-19 public health crisis 
remains unknown at the time of writing, it 
is predicted that students’ academic prog-
ress will be severely impacted and that ineq-
uities related to academic achievement will 
be exacerbated (Huffman, 2020; von Hip-
pel, 2020). It is easy to feel overwhelmed by 
the breadth of challenges in public schools 
and to point to factors that are beyond the 
scope of SLPs’ work as the root of the prob-
lems that students face. It is absolutely true 
that some of the issues that students face in 
public schools stem from the multifaceted  
impact of poverty on the lives of families, 
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the historical injustices against certain cul-
tural and racial groups, as well as lack of in-
vestments in early educational experiences 
for children. 

This does not mean educators, espe-
cially SLPs, throw up their hands in despair 
or double down on doing things the same 
way they’ve always done them. In fact, the 
scope and ongoing nature of the challenges 
in public schools should be a source of de-
termined motivation to work relentlessly to 
make an impact on student outcomes. In my 
view, involvement with the MTSS frame-
work provides a concrete and immediate 
way for SLPs to leverage their unique skill 
set, practice at the top of their licenses, and 
reaffirm their commitment to being part of 
a collective effort to set the next generation 
of students on a path towards success.

This book began by stating that the 
MTSS framework provides SLPs the op-
portunity to reach beyond the caseload to 
make a difference for all students. I argue 
that SLPs should take this opportunity 
for involvement with MTSS seriously and 
make changes in their practices that go far 
beyond a superficial level. I argue this not 
only because I am convinced by the research 
showing the positive impact of the MTSS 
framework, but also because I feel that 
MTSS fits in with the future of where the 

profession of speech-language pathology is 
evolving on a broader level (Volkers, 2019). 
Viewing MTSS as a passing trend or mak-
ing only superficial changes to incorporate  
this framework into the practice would be  
a real missed opportunity for SLPs.

As a former school-based SLP myself, I 
fully understand the scope and challenges  
of the school-based SLP’s position and know 
that making changes to practice, while si-
multaneously continuing to work hard at 
a demanding job, is not easy. Embracing  
MTSS requires time, creativity, flexibility, 
and effort, but I am convinced that this ef-
fort will be well worth it. It is my hope that 
this book has provided answers to the ques-
tions SLPs have about MTSS, has provided 
guidance around decision-making and 
sources of data, and has expanded readers’ 
toolkit of strategies, lessons, and approaches 
to make an impact as an SLP within the 
MTSS framework. Although there are so 
many issues to address associated with pub-
lic schools as SLPs, I feel optimistic and ex-
cited about the role of SLPs in being part of 
a better future for students in public schools. 
SLPs are well-positioned to use their dedi-
cation, expertise, and passion to make a 
meaningful and important impact on the 
outcomes for students through the power-
ful and proactive framework of MTSS.
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Note: Page numbers in bold reference non-text material

A

Academic Language Instruction for All 
Students, 155, 158

Academic thinking, 78
Academic Vocabulary List, 141
Academic Word List, 141
Active listening, 80
Administrators, discussions with, 27
Affixes, 150–151
Alphabet knowledge, 97, 99, 102, 198
Analytic phonics, 104
Anchor standards, in CCSS

example of, 8
for language, 139
for reading, 94
for writing, 123

Anti-bullying program, 189, 191
Antonym scales, 145, 147
Anxiety, during public speaking, 90
Autism, 188

B

Bambara, Linda, 181
Beck, Isabel, 140
Behavioral expectations role-play activity, 

180–181
Behavior Support, 181
Bibliotherapy, 181
Boehm Test of Basic Concepts—Third 

Edition, 37
Breathy voice, 176
Bridge of Vocabulary: Evidence-Based Activities 

for Academic Success, 154–156

Bringing Words to Life, 140
Bullying

anti-bullying program for, 189, 191
awareness and prevention of, 184, 

187–191
books regarding, 190
definition of, 184
frequency of, 188
general procedures for, 189, 191
negative impacts of, 187
research on, 188–189
school culture for, 190

C

CCSS
anchor standards in

example of, 8
for language, 139
for reading, 94
for writing, 123

history of, 8
Language standards

description of, 138
published programs and resources, 

153–154, 154–159
vocabulary instruction. See Vocabulary 

instruction
MTSS and, 7–9, 10
organization of, 8, 9
Reading standards

alphabet knowledge, 97, 99, 102, 198
close reading. See Close reading
decoding activities, 104–105
overview of, 94–95
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CCSS (continued)
phonics, 104–105
phonological awareness. See 

Phonological awareness
print concepts, 95–97, 97
Readers Theater. See Readers Theater
reading strategies. See Reading strategies

Speaking and Listening standards
active listening, 80
Collaborative Conversations. See 

Collaborative Conversations
inclusion of, 57–58
note-taking skills. See Note-taking skills
oral narratives, 58–64
public speaking. See Public speaking
story retells, 58–64
Story Talk, 64–67, 65

Writing standards
feedback on writing, 128–129, 130–132
focus of, 122
Self-Regulated Strategy Development. 

See Self-Regulated Strategy 
Development (SRSD)

sentence-combining. See 
Sentence-combining

CCSS for ELA toolkit, 47–48
CEFL-5 Screening Test, 37
Chmela, Kristen, 182
Classroom observations, 26–27, 36, 173, 175, 

194
Close reading

data collection for, 118–119
explanation of, 116
general procedures for, 116–118
questions based on, 118, 118
real-world example of, 110
skill sets developed in, 116

Collaborative Conversations
data collection for, 79–80
explanation of, 67, 71–72
general procedures for, 72–79
goal for, 71
lesson plans, 73, 74–78
open-ended questions, 75
real-world example of, 82
rubrics for, 80–81
writing extension, 78–79, 78–79

Collaborative team teaching, 17

Collective efficacy, inclusive language for, 21
College and Career Readiness anchor 

standards, 48
Common Core State Standards. See CCSS
Communication, social-emotional skills in, 

179
Computerized Spelling Sensitivity System 

(CSSS), 153
Conjunctions, 124
Contextualization, 110
Cool School, 191
Cornell note-taking system, 85–86, 87, 197
Critical thinking, 71
CUBED, 40
Cues-based note-taking, 83, 84
Curriculum-based measures, 30

D

Data collection
accuracy form for, 53, 54–55, 62, 153–154, 

195
for alphabet knowledge, 103, 198
for decoding, 105
for lexical vocabulary instruction, 144,  

149
for note-taking skills, 89
for phonological awareness, 101, 103, 198
for print concepts, 96–97
for public speaking, 92
for Readers Theater, 109
for reading strategies, 115–116
for sentence combining, 127–128
for story grammar, 63
for Story Talk, 66–67
for vocabulary instruction, 144, 149, 154
for vocal hygiene education, 178

Data sources, 23–32, 25–31
Decision points

contribution to Tier 1, 32, 33–36
data for, 24, 32
description of, 23, 24
summary of, 32

Decoding activities, 104–105
Developmental spelling assessment, 40
Diagnostic Evaluation of Language 

Variation, 37
Diaphragmatic breathing, 177
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DictionarySquared, 155, 159
Direct teaching

of transition words, 61
in vocabulary instruction, 138

Disability identification
discrepancy model of, 4–5, 5
MTSS for, 10–11
tools for, 52–53

Discrepancy model of disability 
identification, 4–5, 5

Dosage, 52
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy 

Skills (DIBELS), 40, 109

E

English Learners’ Robust Academic Vocabulary 
Encounters (EL RAVE), 155, 157–158

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), 7, 20
Excessive voice use, 176
Expanding Expression Tool (EET), 154–155

F

Feedback
grammar and syntax, 130
self-efficacy, 130
vocabulary, 130
on writing, 128–129, 130–132

Fluency, 105, 108
Fluharty Preschool Speech and Language 

Screening Test, 37

G

General outcome measures, 30
Grammar and syntax feedback, 130
Graphic organizers, 112, 114, 145, 200
Growth mindset, 128
Guided practice, 115

H

Hard of hearing, 189
Heggerty Phonemic Awareness, 103
High Noon Books, 105
Hoarseness, 176
Hydration, 177

I

Inclusive language, 21
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs)

description of, 10
MTSS Tier 3 and, 14

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA)

MTSS and, 20
reauthorization of, 5
speech-language services, 161

Inferential thinking, 65, 71–72
Informal reading inventories, 41
Instructional approaches

group size of, 51–52
for vocabulary. See Vocabulary instruction

Interactive book reading, 142–144, 143
IQ-achievement discrepancy model, 4

J

Janney, Rachel, 181

K

Kindergarten Language Screening Test, 37
Kucan, Linda, 140
K-W-L model, 111, 114

L

Language
screening tools for, 29–30
standardized tests of, 29

Language sample analysis (LSA), 28–29, 42
Language standards, CCSS

description of, 138
published programs and resources, 

153–154, 154–159
vocabulary instruction. See Vocabulary 

instruction
Larynx, 176
Least restrictive environment (LRE), 11
Letter bingo, 99
Letter identification, 99
Letters

to parents, 207
to school staff, 210
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Lexical vocabulary instruction
explanation of, 139–142
interactive book reading, 142–144, 143
storybook reading for, 142–144, 143
vocabulary-teaching of curricular words, 

144
Listening environment, 173
Literacy

description of, 93–94
phonological awareness and, 99
vocabulary and, 137

Literacy Curriculum, 107
Lively Letters, 107
Local education agency (LEA), 11, 20

M

Martin, Edwin, 161
McKeown, Margaret, 140
Mind maps, 87–88, 88
Morpheme book, 152, 152, 203
Morphemes

books that promote, 153
sorting of, 152, 202
teaching of, 151

Morphological awareness
definition of, 149
interactive activities that promote, 151–153

MTSS
Common Core State Standards and, 7–9, 10
data from

collection of, 53–56
special education eligibility based on, 

42–44
definition of, 3–4
for disability identification, 10–11
as early intervention, 14
elements of, 3–4
history of, 4
permission letters for, 207, 210
permission to participate in, 11–12
philosophy of, 3–4
positive outcomes associated with, 6–7
as prereferral process, 9–10
progress monitoring in, 39, 40–41
research support for, 6–7
RTI and, relationship between, 6, 6
special education eligibility based on data 

from, 42–44

speech-language pathologists in
caseload, 19
challenges for, 19, 21
data sources for, 23–32, 25–31
decision points for. See Decision points
involvement of, 15–18, 16–18
provision of services by, 15–18
role of, 48

students in
progress of, 39, 41–42
response of, 41–42
support for, mass screenings for 

determining, 36–39
for stuttering, 171
Tier 1. See Tier 1
Tier 2. See Tier 2
Tier 3. See Tier 3
Universal Design for Learning and, 7–9, 

10
MTSS toolkit

CCSS for ELA toolkit, 47–48
data collection, 53–55
social-emotional skills toolkit, 48
speech toolkit, 48
students with identified disabilities, 52–53
tool selection for, 49–51

Multidimensional Fluency Scale (MFS), 109
Multi-tiered systems of support. See MTSS
Muscle tension dysphonia, 177

N

Narrative language, 40
Narratives

classification of, 63
literacy and, 58
oral, 58–64
reading of, 60
sentence prompts in, 126
Story Talk, 65

National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), 93, 121

National Research Council Report, 4
New Era: Revitalizing Special Education for 

Children and Their Families, 11
Newsela, 115
No Child Left Behind (NCLA) Act, 7
Note-taking skills

Cornell system, 85–86, 87, 197
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cues-based, 83, 84
data collection for, 89
general procedures for, 88–89
graphic organizer for, 145, 200
importance of, 80
information to record, 80, 82
mind maps, 87–88, 88
pictography, 84–85, 86, 196
strategic, 83–84, 85

O

Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative 
Services (OSERS), 11, 161

Olweus Bullying Questionnaire, 191
On-demand writing prompts, 40–41
Onset awareness, 98, 100
Oral language skills, 57
Oral narratives, 58–64
Oral Reading Fluency (ORF), 109
Orton-Gillingham Approach, 107

P

Parents
letter to, 207
permission forms for, 208–209
speech-language screening and support 

form, 208
PAth to Literacy, 103
PeaceBuilders, 191
Periodic benchmarking, 30–31, 38–39
Phoneme blending, 98, 100–101
Phoneme counting, 98
Phoneme identity, 98, 100–101
Phoneme manipulation, 98, 100
Phoneme segmentation, 98, 101
Phonics

activities related to, 106
analytic, 104
description of, 104–105
published tools for, 107
synthetic, 104

Phonological awareness
data collection for, 101, 103, 198
definition of, 97
development of, 97
games with manipulatives that target,  

101

general procedures for, 99
literacy outcomes and, 99
phonics versus, 104
published tools related to, 103
real-world example of, 102
skills associated with, 97–99, 98
songs that target, 100
word games that target, 100

Phonological Awareness and Literacy 
Screening, 37

Phonological Awareness for Literacy (PAL), 
103

Phonological Awareness Screening Test 
(PAST), 101

Pictography, 84–85, 86, 196
Portfolios, 26, 41
Positive behavior, 182
Positive Behavioral Interventions and 

Supports (PBIS), 179–180
Predictive Early Assessment of Reading and 

Language, 37
Preschool Language Scales, 37
Print concepts, 95–97, 97
Professional learning communities, 27
Progress monitoring, 39, 40–41
Prosocial books, 181–182
Prosocial skills, 180–184, 183
Public education

emphasis of, 7
standards-based, 7

Public speaking
anxiety associated with, 90
data collection for, 92
explanation for, 89–90
general procedures for, 90–92
real-world example of, 90
rubric for, 92
talking points for, 91

Q

Quick Interactive Language Screener, 37
Quick Screen for Voice, 38

R

Read alouds, 73, 110
Readers Theater

data collection for, 109
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Readers Theater (continued)
explanation of, 105, 108
general procedures for, 108–109
reading fluency benefits of, 108
scripts for, 108

Reading
close. See Close reading
storybook, 142–144, 143
struggles with, 93–94

Reading difficulties, 7
Reading fluency, 105, 108
Reading standards, CCSS

alphabet knowledge, 97, 99, 102, 198
close reading. See Close reading
decoding activities, 104–105
overview of, 94–95
phonics, 104–105
phonological awareness. See Phonological 

awareness
print concepts, 95–97, 97
Readers Theater. See Readers Theater
reading strategies. See Reading strategies

Reading strategies
contextualization of, 110
data collection for, 115–116
explanation for, 109–110
general procedures for, 110–115
online resources, 115
text lookback, 113, 199
text preview, 113, 199
types of, 111–112

Read It Again, 103
ReadWorks, 115
Referral, for special education, 9–10
Response to Intervention (RTI)

definition of, 6
MTSS and, relationship between, 6, 6
team approach to, 167–168
in urban school district, 168–169

Rhyme awareness, 98, 100–101
Robertson, Shari, 152

S

Scaffolding, 51–52
Scaffolding scale of stimulability, 41
School staff letter, 210
School surveys, 28

Seeing Stars, 107
Self-efficacy

definition of, 128
feedback related to, 130

Self-Regulated Strategy Development 
(SRSD)

concepts associated with, 133
definition of, 133
description of, 122
explanation of, 129–130, 133–135
general procedures for, 135–136
information sources, 134
steps of, 134–135
strategies, 130, 136

Semantic feature analysis (SFA), 145, 147, 
201

Sentence combining
in authentic classroom assignments, 

125–127
data collection for, 127–128
direct instruction of, 124–125
explanation for, 123
general procedures for, 123–127
goal of, 127

Sentence formation, 123
Shaywitz Dyslexia Screen, 38
Snell, Martha, 181
Social-emotional skills

behavioral expectations role-play activity, 
180–181

bullying awareness and prevention, 184, 
187–191

in communication, 179
federal policy support for, 179–180
prosocial skills developed through 

interactive activities, 180–184
toolkit, 48

Social-emotional vocabulary, 185–186
Social skills group, 184
Social Thinking® vocabulary, 182
Speaking and Listening standards, CCSS

active listening, 80
Collaborative Conversations. See 

Collaborative Conversations
inclusion of, 57–58
note-taking skills. See Note-taking skills
oral narratives, 58–64
public speaking. See Public speaking
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story retells, 58–64
Story Talk, 64–67, 65

Special education
eligibility for, 42–44
goals of, 10
least restrictive environment provisions, 

11
MTSS as prereferral process for, 9–10
referral for, 9–10

Specific language impairment (SLI)/
Developmental language disorder 
(DLD), 188

Speech
screening tools for, 29–30
standardized tests of, 29

Speech improvement class, 165–166
Speech-language pathologists (SLPs)

caseload of, 19
collaborative team teaching by, 17
consultation by, 16
educators and, partnerships between, 19, 

21
letter to parents about, 207
MTSS involvement by, 15–18, 16–18.  

See also MTSS
professional development by, 15
role of

parental letter about, 207
school staff letter about, 210

small-group work by, 18
teacher and, partnerships between, 19, 21
whole-class teaching by, 16–17

Speech sound disorders
academic challenges, 162
data collection for, 170–171
listening environment, 173
short-term intervention for, 163–170, 

164–170
studies for, 164
supportive listening for, 171–173, 173, 175
tiered approach to, 162

Speech-specific disorders
academic challenges, 162
special education framework for, 161–162

Speech toolkit, 48
Speedy Speech, 166–167
SPELL-Links, 107
SQ3R, 111

Standardized achievement tests, 25, 35, 38
Standards-based education

Common Core State Standards. See CCSS
description of, 7
goals of, 8

Storybook reading, 142–144, 143
Story Champs, 64
Story Friends, 154, 156
Story grammar

data collection for, 63
definition of, 59
description of, 59–60, 60, 62
elements, 60
organizer for, 62

Story Grammar Marker, 64
Story retells, 58–64
Story Talk

class questioning record for, 71
data collection for, 66–67
explanation of, 64
general procedures for, 64–66
real-world example of, 68
rubrics for, 66–67, 69–70
scaffolds for, 67
targeted skills in, 65

Strategic note-taking, 83–84, 85
Student Language Scale, 37
Stuttering, 171–173, 189
Sublexical vocabulary instruction

affixes, 150–151
explanation, 149–150
general procedures, 150–153

Summative assessments, 25–26, 38, 42
Supportive listening, 171–173, 173, 175
Syllable awareness, 98
Synonym scales, 145, 147
Synthetic phonics, 104

T

Teachers
discussions with, 27
speech-language pathologists and, 

partnerships between, 19, 21
Team teaching, collaborative, 17
Teasing and Bullying: Unacceptable 

Behaviour (TAB), 191
Text lookback, 113, 199
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Text preview, 113, 199
TextProject, 115
Tier 1

description of, 12
instructional approaches, 14–15
speech-language pathologists

challenges for, 33, 34–35
description of, 33–36
process-related challenges, 34
screening tools used by, 37–38
structural challenges, 34
student-level factors, 35
students needing help beyond Tier 1, 

36–39
student classification, 13–14
visual representation of, 13

Tier 2
description of, 12
instructional approaches, 14–15
student classification, 13–14
students needing help at, 36–39
visual representation of, 13

Tier 3
description of, 12
IEPs and, 14
instructional approaches, 14–15
special education services, 14
student classification, 13–14
students needing help at, 36–39
visual representation of, 13

Transition words, 61, 62

U

Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
description of, 49–50
MTSS and, 7–9, 10
principles of, 9

V

Verbal rehearsal, 125
Vocabulary

direct instruction on, 138
evidence-based instruction in, 138
literacy and, 137
social-emotional, 185–186
social interactions, 182, 183, 184

tiers of, 141
tools for supporting, 138–139
word lists for, 141

Vocabulary.com, 155, 157
Vocabulary feedback, 130
Vocabulary instruction

data collection for, 154
direct instruction, 138
elements of, 140
lexical level of

data collection for, 144, 149
explanation of, 139–142
interactive book reading, 142–144,  

143
storybook reading for, 142–144, 143
vocabulary-teaching of curricular 

words, 144
published programs and resources, 

153–154, 154–159
sublexical level of

affixes, 150–151
explanation, 149–150
general procedures, 150–153

vocabulary tiers in, 141
word lists for, 141

Vocabulary knowledge, 137–138
Vocal cords, 176
Vocal cysts, 176
Vocal hygiene education

data collection for, 178
data sheet for, 178
explanation for, 174–175
general procedures for, 175–178
voice-related terms, 176

Vocal nodules, 176
Vocal polyps, 176
Vocal quality, 176–177
Voice, 176
Voice disorders, 174
Volume of voice, 176

W

Walker, Hill, 4
Whole-class teaching, 16–17
Wired for Reading, 107
Word awareness, 98, 101
Word games, 100
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Word Generation, 154, 156–157
Work sample review, 26, 41
Writing

feedback on, 128–129, 130–132
higher education and, 121–122
job opportunities and, 121–122
linguistic skills for, 121
in schools, 122
struggles with, 121

Writing extension, 78–79, 78–79
Writing standards, CCSS

feedback on writing, 128–129, 130–132
focus of, 122
Self-Regulated Strategy Development. See 

Self-Regulated Strategy Development 
(SRSD)

sentence-combining. See 
Sentence-combining
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