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ABSTRACT 

 

 The focus of the study was to examine the perceptions of administrators 

responsible for monitoring implementation fidelity in the Response to Intervention (RTI) 

program in secondary literacy.  Using a mixed methods design, quantitative data were 

collected from a district administrator and from administrators on secondary campuses in 

a North Texas school district. Descriptive and inferential statistics were conducted on 

quantitative data to measure mean ratings and frequency distributions of scores.  In 

addition, a Mann-Whitney U test was used to measure variances.   

While the sample size was too small to reveal statistical significance, the overall 

general impression of implementation fidelity in secondary literacy RTI suggested that 

practices were perceived on average as occurring as often as intended.  The RTI practices 

closest to implementation fidelity were:  universal literacy screeners, the use of data to 

identify at-risk students, and providing Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions. The RTI practices 

occurring infrequently were actions related to data-based decision making, particularly 

for actions conducted by RTI teams (problem-solving teams). In addition, the overall 

results revealed a variance among the district’s secondary campus.   Results provided 

strong evidence that levels of implementation fidelity were higher for middle school 

campuses in the district than high school campuses. 

To further examine the factors causing variances between secondary campus, the 

qualitative phase of the study was conducted with selected secondary administrators.  

Administrators were identified based on the results of quantitative data analysis and were 

interviewed to divulge perceived factors affecting implementation fidelity.  Document 
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analysis was also conducted to triangulate findings from interviews.  The results revealed 

multiple factors that contributed to and hindered implementation fidelity among the 

district secondary campuses. The primary contributing factor was explicit policies, 

procedures and district supports from kindergarten through 8th grade.  The primary barrier 

to implementation fidelity was the district policy allowing for “contextual flexibility” for 

high school campuses.   

 Given the importance of adolescent literacy acquisition, the findings resulted in a 

recommendation for articulating RTI program policies, procedures, and district supports 

beyond middle school.  Findings suggested a need for balancing explicit guidance and 

district supports with the contextual flexibility that is necessary to implement RTI 

programs on high school campuses.   
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1. INTRODUCTION: LEADERSHIP CONTEXT AND PURPOSE OF THE ACTION 

The demands of literacy in the 21st century requires that adults have the ability to 

read to gain access to a world of knowledge, to synthesize information from different 

sources, to critique and evaluate arguments, among other things.  As the International 

Literacy Association (2016) posits, “literacy is the essential education, the learning 

through which all other learning takes place. Crimp, deny, reduce, or thwart robust 

literacy acquisition and the prospects for achieving all other educational attainments are 

correspondingly diminished, resulting in serious social consequences that are known all 

too well.”  It is through literacy acquisition that students are able to make meaning in 

other content areas.   

One of the challenges facing America’s schools is the reduction of the disparities 

in literacy outcomes for the most academically vulnerable populations of children.  At its 

basest level, literacy encompasses a complex set of skills, such as word-reading skills and 

knowledge-based literacy competencies.  However, at the secondary level, the increased 

demand of text emphasizes the high importance of knowledge-based literacy 

competencies – those competencies directly related to comprehension.  For academically 

vulnerable children, such as children from non-English speaking families and low-

income students, literacy challenges rise when the text deals with information 

unconnected to any existing schema in the reader’s knowledge base.  According to Kelly, 

“new urgency and challenge is added to the work of literacy educators by the nation’s 

schools changing demographics and persistent socioeconomic divide, a growing minority 

population, and continued ethnic disparities” (Kelly et al, 2008).  Instructional 

approaches for teaching conceptual and knowledge-based literacy competencies are 
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critical to the academic success of these vulnerable children.  These instructional 

approaches include how educators respond when students are not making adequate 

progress toward learning goals.  What a teacher does to intervene when students struggle 

in literacy at the secondary level is of paramount importance.   

Recognizing the growing number of students who need academic and behavioral 

interventions in secondary literacy, educators, policymakers and researchers have called 

for “school-wide intervention frameworks in which students’ response to quality 

intervention is monitored and used to inform decisions about future intervention and 

placement” (Fletcher et al., 2007, p. 39). Researchers have found that while schools have 

enhanced the effectiveness of delivering interventions for elementary-aged students, 

similar gains have not been observed for secondary students (Elliott & Morrison, 2008). 

Research has consistently supported systemic efforts to use the Response to Intervention 

(RTI) framework as one of the mechanisms by which educators intervene with students 

who are at risk for reading difficulties (National Association of State Boards of 

Education, 2005). The RTI framework uses assessment data to efficiently allocate 

resources in order to enhance learning for all students through multi-tiered systems of 

support (Burns & Van Der Heyden, 2006). Research has shown that the RTI framework, 

a systemic way to address secondary literacy acquisition, has shown to be an effective 

way to improve outcomes for academically vulnerable students. However, RTI in 

secondary literacy was vastly different from the RTI framework that has existed for many 

years for elementary-aged students for many reasons that are fundamental to the structure 

and culture of secondary schools.  
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1.1. Context 

1.1.1. National Context 

After decades of research on adolescent literacy within the context of a school 

system or district-level organization, it is clear that systemic reform efforts are important 

for improving the quality of adolescent literacy instruction. The process of implementing 

the instructional and organizational changes that are necessary to improve reading 

achievement are time-consuming and complex. However, recent national achievement-

level results in reading highlight the urgency of improving student outcomes.  

In 2019, a national report card on the overall educational progress in reading 

showed that 34% of eighth-grade students performed at or above the proficient level (i.e. 

cut score of 280) on the reading assessment. The National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP), which administered the reading assessment, defined “proficient” in 

eighth-grade reading as the ability to provide relevant information, to summarize main 

ideas and themes, to analyze text, and to make and substantiate judgments about text 

(NAEP, 2019). The national average reading score was 263 in the 2019 report, three 

points lower compared to 2017 results. When the average reading scores were 

disaggregated among racial groups, results showed a gap in achievement levels among 

groups with the subgroups. Consistent with NAEP results, research conducted by Solis et 

al. (2018) shows “a full 70% of U.S. middle and high school students require 

differentiated instruction—that is, instruction targeted to their individual strengths and 

weaknesses” (p. 221). Figure 1 shows the eighth-grade NAEP reading scores by student 

groups. The results underscore the importance of sustained efforts to improve adolescent 

literacy acquisition for all students.  
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Figure 1 

Eighth-Grade NAEP Reading Average Scores  

 

Note. Average scores for racial subgroups for eighth-grade students taking the 2019 NAEP 
reading assessment. Adapted from Trend in Eighth-Grade NAEP Reading Average Scores, in The 
Nation’s Report Card, n.d., Retrieved May 7, 2020, from 
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/groups/?grade=8. Copyright 2019 by National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Adapted with permission. 

 

1.1.2 Situational Context 

 The challenges associated with implementing RTI in secondary literacy are 

multifaceted, many of which are due to the structure and culture of secondary schools.  

As concluded by the National High Center (2010), “secondary schools must consider 

many unique features when implementing RTI, such as class schedules, grading 

requirements, course credits, and curricular focus” (p. 6).  Regardless, educators are still 

required to utilize the RTI framework to implement the instructional and organizational 

changes that are necessary to improve secondary literacy acquisition.  Despite the current 

challenges of implementing secondary literacy RTI programs, so much potential lies 
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within the reach of educators who will devote the time, energy, and resources needed to 

implement the RTI program as intended.   

A collaborative effort between district leadership and campus-level administrators 

to align RTI policies and practices is a necessary part of ensuring that the RTI program is 

being implemented as intended.  At the district level, a nuanced understanding of the 

effects of RTI policies and practices on implementation fidelity is critical to sustaining 

comprehensive RTI program at scale.  An examination of implementation fidelity should 

include an assessment of the program’s application across all secondary campuses and its 

application within the context of each individual secondary campus.  The results of the 

examination should assist district leadership with identifying and addressing any factors 

contributing to or hindering implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI 

program.  

At the campus level, secondary administrators tasked with leading the application 

RTI policies and practices on individual campuses should examine how implementation 

fidelity has been affected by contextual factors unique to each campus.  An examination 

of implementation fidelity at the campus level should include an assessment of any 

structural and cultural factors contributing or hindering implementation fidelity in the 

secondary literacy RTI program.  The results of the examination at the campus level, 

should assist secondary administrators with identifying and addressing those factors and 

could help identify what guidance and leadership supports are needed to ensure 

implementation fidelity. Without sufficient research and guidance on RTI implementation 

fidelity on secondary campuses, educators are left to devise their own plans for 
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interventions for secondary literacy students, resulting in variations across district 

campuses (Brozo, 2009). 

1.1.3. Purpose of the Action 

The purpose of the mixed methods inquiry was to determine if variances existed 

in the levels of implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI program across 

secondary campuses in a North Texas school district (referred to as “the district”).  The 

study sought to determine what structural or cultural factors contributed to or hindered 

RTI implementation fidelity at scale.  To accomplish this, the study measured both 

district leadership and secondary administrators’ perceptions of RTI implementation to 

determine the effects of current RTI policies and practices on program integrity between 

and among secondary campuses.  The study did not examine the effects of 

implementation as related to student performance outcomes.  

To facilitate capacity building for RTI implementation at scale, the study findings 

were used to identify factors that facilitated or impeded fidelity in the secondary literacy 

program.  In the study findings facilitated discussions regarding additional RTI guidance 

and leadership supports that were needed to address structural and cultural factors unique 

to individual campuses that limiting the implementation of RTI policies and procedures.  

Ultimately, the goal was to identify and mitigate any variances in implementation fidelity 

between secondary campuses in the secondary literacy RTI program, the framework used 

to improve secondary literacy acquisition.  

1.2. The Problem 

Measures of implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI program had 

shown variances in levels of implementation between the district’s secondary campuses – 
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consisting of six middle schools and five traditional high schools. District guidance, 

consisting of goals, policies, procedures, processes, staffing, and resources, were explicit 

about implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI program. Despite this, 

campus-level implementation fidelity within and among the secondary campuses in the 

RTI program could have been described as inconsistent. Inconsistencies in 

implementation fidelity were present among the middle school campuses; however, this 

phenomenon was considerable among the high school campuses in the district. 

Additionally, while the district was performing well in literacy overall, disparities existed 

in student performance for students participating in the secondary literacy RTI program.  

When district results were analyzed campus-by-campus, data showed variances in student 

performance. Administrators tasked with leading the implementation of the program 

needed a fuller picture of program integrity in secondary literacy RTI. 

1.2.1. Relevant History of the Problem 

The district’s literacy program was divided into two bands: kindergarten – eighth-

grade literacy and secondary literacy (grades 9-12). The RTI program, in kindergarten – 

eighth grade, had been implemented since 2014. The district had articulated the RTI 

program components in school board policy, in the audited Curriculum Management 

Plan, and through the district RTI procedural manual. The RTI program goals were 

published in the District Improvement Plan and in the Vision 2020 strategic planning 

document, which was publicly viewable via the district’s website. Despite specific 

district guidance and ongoing support in the secondary literacy RTI program through 

eighth-grade, variances in implementation fidelity still existed between the district’s 
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middle schools. Table 1 shows the district-provided RTI program supports and 

monitoring systems in secondary literacy.  

Table 1 
 
RTI Program Supports and Monitoring Systems 

K – 8TH GRADE RTI PROGRAM SUPPORTS AND MONITORING 
Supports 

Curriculum Delivery  
and Instructional Standards 

Written, Taught, and Assessed Curriculum 
Instructional Frameworks 

Staffing Reading Coach (district) 
Reading Specialist (campus) 

Professional Learning  Content-based professional development 
RTI professional development 

Instructional Technology (RTI) iStation, MobyMax, Edgenuity, etc. 
Systems for Monitoring Implementation Fidelity 

Continuous Improvement Plan  Curriculum Calibrations 

Student Performance Data Curriculum Management Audit 
Note. Adapted from the district RTI Implementation Manual (2019). 

 

For the RTI program in secondary literacy beyond eighth-grade, the district 

expected RTI implementation; however, the district provided a decreased amount of 

direct guidance and supports. The district granted authority to high school administrators 

to make decisions about RTI program implementation based on student needs. Dulaney 

(2013) refers to this practice as “contextual fluidity in the RTI program” (p.54). Because 

of this, the actual structure of the secondary literacy RTI program differed greatly 

between high school campuses in the district.  

1.2.2 Significance of the Problem 

 Without sufficient research and guidance on effectively implementing RTI, 

educators are left to devise their own plans or frameworks for interventions for students 

in higher grades, particularly in high schools. Administrators leading implementation are 
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often “improvising on the fly”, while navigating complex issues related to the structure of 

secondary campuses.  To effectively implement RTI in secondary literacy, in addition to 

managing the staffing and scheduling complexities that are inherent in the structure of 

secondary schools, secondary administrators must navigate state graduation requirements.   

To graduate in the state of Texas, high school students are required to following a 

high school graduation plan, earn 22 to 26 course credits, and pass five end-of-course 

(EOC) assessments (Texas Education Agency [TEA], n.d.).  In addition to tracking 

student performance on EOC assessments, TEA calculates: the five-year graduation rate 

for each campus, tracks the percentage of graduates who meet criteria to be college, 

career, or military ready , measures academic performance of at-risk students, and tracks 

the campus’s efforts to “close the gaps” between different subgroups of students (TEA, 

n.d.).  This poses a challenge to secondary administrators, as the preparation for high 

school graduation begins in middle school.  For districts engaging in systemic RTI 

implementation, the importance of providing guidance and leadership support to 

secondary administrators cannot be understated.   

Because secondary administrators are navigating competing academic priorities 

and negotiating structural and cultural factors affecting RTI implementation, the district’s 

contextual flexibility in grades 9 – 12 offered a path to ensure RTI implementation in 

secondary literacy.  However, what the district noticed was the application of contextual 

flexibility had a detrimental influence on implementation fidelity across secondary 

campuses.  A determination of ways to augment contextual flexibility by providing 

additional RTI guidance and leadership supports would be a pathway toward increasing 

district implementation fidelity.  To accomplish this, the mixed methods research 
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questions ensured that the study was focused obtaining the needed information to 

eliminate variances in RTI implementation fidelity.   

1.3. Research Questions and Hypothesis 

1.3.1. Quantitative Research Questions 

The purpose of the quantitative research questions was to assess administrators’ 

perceptions of RTI practices as an indicator of implementation levels and to identify any 

variances in the RTI program. The quantitative phase, which occurred first, answered the 

following research questions: 

1. What are secondary administrators’ perceptions of implementation fidelity in 

secondary literacy RTI program? 

2. Do administrators’ perceptions reveal any variances in implementation fidelity among 

and between secondary campuses? 

1.3.2. Qualitative Research Questions 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the factors influencing perceptions of 

RTI implementation fidelity, administrators were evaluated qualitatively as well, to 

search for supplemental themes to explain the quantitative results. The following 

questions were answered for the second, qualitative phase:  

3. What factors influenced the perceived implementation levels identified through the 

quantitative survey? 

4. What factors were viewed as facilitators of implementation fidelity? 

5. What factors were viewed as barriers to implementation fidelity? 

1.3.3. Integrated Mixed Methods Research Question 

The integrated mixed methods research question was as follows: 
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6. Do administrators’ perspectives of implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy 

RTI program reveal any factors contributing to variances among middle and high 

school campuses? 

1.4. Personal Context 

The totality of my teaching experience has been within the context of the middle 

and high school English Language Arts classroom. My deep concern for adolescent 

literacy issues drives the motivation to engage in research related to best practices that 

strengthen secondary literacy programs. Despite the multitude of challenges in secondary 

literacy, adjusting to the increased literacy demands are critical in order to impact student 

learning in a meaningful way. For the disengaged, academically vulnerable student, 

effective literacy interventions are essential. Because I’ve experienced disparities in 

education as a student and as an educator, I understand that raising standards without 

giving students ways of reaching them doesn’t raise student achievement.  But by 

providing students with the adequate support and resources, educators can go a long way 

in providing that high-quality and equitable education that we so critically need.   

What an administrator does to ensure implementation integrity in the RTI 

program is of paramount importance and is a crucial step to ensuring that struggling 

students receive supportive interventions. Administrators must work to improve 

adolescent literacy outcomes for all students, especially given the rise in prevalence of 

students who are considered academically vulnerable. Given my background and 

understanding of the urgency related to secondary literacy interventions, my work as both 

a district level and school-level administrator of RTI programs directly influenced the 

decisions about the mixed methods design process (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2013). Over the 
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course of my campus-level administrative experience, I have led multiple instructional 

leadership teams responsible for implementing RTI programs.   

The experience that piqued my interest in conducting research on secondary RTI 

implementation was my experience as a middle school principal.  Our goal was to 

improve student performance on state reading assessments by using the RTI framework.  

At the time, our team received professional development on research-based RTI practices 

and RTI implementation to ensure that the RTI components we used to be adaptable 

within the context of our school and based on our student needs.  As a result of the 

professional development, we determined that we needed to hire a campus reading 

specialist (instructional specialist), who would be responsible for providing the tiered 

interventions to struggling students.  What we realized was that RTI supports for middle 

school campuses was not available at the time due to the district’s focus on elementary 

RTI implementation.  Any RTI practices that we implemented were entirely funded 

through our campus budget.  Both the budgetary and contextual challenges greatly 

affected our ability to employ the campus reading specialist on a long-term basis. 

1.4.1. Researcher’s Role and Personal History 

Because of my experiences as a campus administrator, I am better able to support 

RTI implementation on secondary campuses. In my current role as director of instruction, 

our focus has been on ensuring RTI implementation fidelity by providing the necessary 

leadership supports (explicit RTI policies, professional development on RTI protocols 

and practices, funding for staffing, etc.). Over the past two years, our network support has 

been enhanced to provide campus administrators with the guidance and tools necessary 

for RTI implementation, as well as protocols to monitor fidelity.  The study’s focus on 
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mitigating variances in RTI implementation fidelity helped to build our district leadership 

team’s capacity to support secondary administrators. By obtaining a view of the effects of 

district RTI policies, protocols, and practices, we were about to use the study’s findings 

to make recommendations to district stakeholders on how to improve implementation 

fidelity.   

My role in the study was to integrate qualitative and quantitative methods of data 

collection and analysis to meet the research purpose; to attempt to access the thoughts 

and feelings (perceptions) of the study participants related to the problems of practice 

(implementation fidelity in secondary literacy RTI programs); and safeguard participants 

and participant data. During the quantitative phase of the mixed methods study, I 

recruited secondary administrators and administered the survey questionnaire. To 

eliminate or minimize researcher bias, the collection of data sources was coordinated in 

collaboration with the district director of RTI. Ivankova (2015) posited, “selecting data 

sources through collaboration with the stakeholders helps ensure that the collected data 

represents stakeholders’ views” (p. 210). The RTI director also provided feedback on the 

survey instrument and assisted in identifying potential survey participants.  

For the qualitative phase, I identified a select number of information-rich 

participants to ensure that each had a sufficient amount of knowledge about RTI program 

implementation to support a deeper inquiry into the factors. Participants who chose to 

part in semi-structured interviews were interviewed by me, one-on-one, at office 

locations or on their campus. I assured that the interview transcripts were checked for 

accuracy by each participant to reduce errors in interview text data.  In addition, I used 

district documentation to triangulate and confirm the data from both phases, in an effort 
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to reduce any bias. Finally, I translated the study’s findings to share with stakeholders 

and to inform practice.  Results were first shared with the district RTI director and who 

then reported the findings to the district’s executive leadership team.   

1.4.2. Significant Stakeholders 

The study’s findings add to the research on implementation fidelity in secondary 

literacy and furthers the understanding of the factors that contribute to or impede program 

integrity across secondary campuses within a school district. What administrators’ report 

is occurring on their campuses can be compared to current district policies and 

procedures and be use to improve implementation goals. Discrepancies found between 

the two can be used as data to make informed decisions related to implementation 

fidelity. Thus, the appropriate audience for this study are stakeholders in leadership 

positions, such as school boards, district leadership teams, and school leadership teams. 

Although the study’s participants were administrators, instructional staff, such as reading 

interventionists; general education and special education teachers; support professionals; 

and other professionals outside of a traditional school district would also be an 

appropriate audience.  

1.5. Important Terms 

Continuous Improvement Process is defined as the ongoing effort by districts and 

campuses to improve services or processes that are incremental over time (Hall & Hord, 

2006, p. 36). 

Curriculum-based Assessments refers to assessments created directly from 

material taught from selected academic content (Idol, 1996, p. 21). 



15 
 

Data-based Decision Making refers to the extensive use of data to guide decision 

making, to monitor progress, and to set and prioritize goals (Goldring & Berends, 2009) 

p.5). 

Differentiated Instruction refers to a form of instruction requiring teacher 

flexibility in implementing an instructional approach to provide a means for dealing with 

individual student differences within the same classes (Wendling & Mather, 2009, p. 10). 

Educators refers to all education professionals and paraprofessionals working to 

educate students (Ehren et al., 2010, p. 319). 

Evidence-based Instruction refers to “the integration of professional wisdom with 

the best available empirical evidence in making decisions about how to deliver 

instruction” (Wendling & Mather, 2009, p. 3). 

Every Student Succeeds Act refers to the law that replaced NCLB. ESSA/ESEA is 

the source of most federal K-12 education initiatives, such as Title I schools, 

accountability for student achievement, programs for English language learners, math-

science partnerships, and Title II professional development (Gov.Trac.us [ESSA], 2019).  

General Education is the program of education that typically developing students 

should receive, based on state standards and evaluated by annual state education tests 

(Hall & Hord, 2006, p. 35). 

Instructional Levels refers to the highest level at which a reader is not 

independent or text that students can read with assistance or instruction (Reed et al., 

2012, p. 21). 

Implementation Fidelity refers to the extent to which the intervention is 

implemented as designed (Benner et al., 2011, p. 80). 
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Multi-tiered System of Support refers to the tiered instructional model in which 

the instruction delivered to students varies depending on several aspects that are based on 

the nature and severity of the student’s academic and/or behavioral difficulties (Regan et 

al., 2015, p. 234). 

No Child Left Behind refers to 2002 law that reauthorized the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act, which included Title I, the government’s flagship aid program 

for disadvantaged students (No Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2002). 

Progress Monitoring refers to a practice assessment administered on a regular 

basis for the purpose of determining if students are benefiting from instruction, and to 

develop effective programming for those students who are not adequately responding to 

instruction (Bender, 2012, p. 27). 

Response-to-Intervention (RTI) Perceptions is the assessment of an educator’s 

understanding, interpretation, and belief that they have the skills and/or support to 

implement RTI practices (Castillo et al., 2016, p.31). 

Special Education refers to the practice of educating students with special needs 

in a way that addresses their individual differences and needs (Brozo, 2009, p.54).  

Student Performance Data refers to the academic progress of a single student, 

such as data from formative and summative assessment data, coursework, teacher 

observations, and other information pertaining to student achievement on assessments 

(Dulaney, 2013, p. 54). 

Tier I refer to the core instruction provided to all students in the general education 

classroom. Instruction is typically provided by the classroom teacher (Brozo, 2009, p. 

279).  
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Tier II refers to the small-group interventions and instruction provided to 

approximately three to five students (Brozo, 2009, p. 54). 

Tier III  refers to the intensive individual or small-group interventions provided 

for approximately one to three students (Brozo, 2009, p.54). 

Universal Screening refers to the use of an assessment tool to determine if a 

student is at-risk for learning difficulties (Reed et al., 2012, p. 21).  

1.6. Closing Thoughts on Section 1 

Research on instructional approaches for secondary literacy acquisition continues 

to be critical to student’s academic success. The need for a fuller picture of 

implementation fidelity in secondary literacy RTI programs from an administrators’ 

perspective was critical. This study added to the research on implementation fidelity in 

RTI and research related to perceptions of educators in the RTI program. By considering 

the perceptions of RTI implementation, stakeholders can better understand how the 

structure and culture of a particular school campus can enhance or inhibit the feasibility 

of a district-wide RTI program. In addition, findings shed light on the alignment needed 

within and between campuses in the same district.  
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2. REVIEW OF SUPPORTING SCHOLARSHIP 

2.1. Introduction 

RTI is a multi-level approach to tracking student progress which provides 

prescriptive research-based instruction, progress monitoring, and collaborative, 

instructional decision-making for students with reading difficulties. According to King et 

al. (2012), RTI was “most often conceptualized as a framework for providing multiple 

tiers of increasingly intensive instruction in an attempt to prevent academic failure” (p. 

5). The goal in RTI is to target a student’s specific learning challenges and to provide 

supplemental instructional support which increase in frequency if students lack academic 

progress or if students do not respond to the additional support.  

2.1.1. RTI Components 

In 2014, the National Center for Response to Intervention identified five essential 

components of RTI programs. The components, which focus on struggling students, 

include assessments, data-based decision making, multitiered instructional levels, 

infrastructure and support mechanisms, and implementation fidelity and evaluation. The 

components are geared toward early intervention of struggling students, increasingly 

intensive instructional levels, a universal screening process, progress monitoring to 

support the data-based decision-making progress, and curriculum-based assessments. In 

addition, fidelity of implementation and evaluation of the RTI program is as essential to 

the success of the program as the assurances that the program components are 

implemented. The RTI system allows educators to move students within the tiered model 

and creates a system of disability identification that is aligned with statutory legislative 

requirements related to special education services. RTI provides multiple tiers, commonly 
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three, of evidence-based instruction through which students move based on their level of 

academic need. Figure 2 depicts a visualization of the RTI tiered support framework. At 

each tier, the instructional intensity increases.  

 

Figure 2 

Tiered Support Framework 

 

Note. Some RTI models describe a fourth tier for special education. 

 

Tier 1 represents high-quality instruction and services available to all students in 

the school setting, typically meeting the needs of approximately 80% of students. The 

Tier 1 practices and procedures are focused on balancing the needs of the entire student 

population and the resources available to the building. At the classroom level, teachers 

provide quality, research-based classroom literacy instruction. In secondary literacy, 

English Language Arts teachers must implement differentiated instructional lessons in 

order to meet the needs of Tier 1 instruction. In addition, secondary literacy teachers must 

deliver differentiated instruction in whole group, small group, and/or assist individual 

students one-on-one, as required. Tier 1 instruction, according to Collins (2010),  

Tier 1
Universal

Tier 2
Targeted

Tier 3
Intensive
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Consists of general education instruction in the core curriculum and content 

interventions, including some implemented in differentiated instructional settings 

administered class-wide for struggling students who are identified through 

universal screening and/or benchmark assessments. Instructional strategies at this 

level are intended to build on student strengths and create a foundation for further 

learning and achievement. (p. 17) 

The major feature of RTI is how students are monitored. Instruction at Tier 1 is 

also a time during which, as described by Brown & Doolittle (2008), baseline data 

through universal screening are gathered for all students and achievement is monitored 

regularly. Problem-solving, using RTI, relies on the use of evidence-based curricula that 

is taught in a consistent manner. Under RTI, teachers should keep detailed records of 

student progress, above and beyond typical formative and summative assessment records. 

Detailed records serve as documentation for students, especially those who continue to 

struggle. Students who do not make adequate progress at the Tier 1 level may be placed 

in RTI Tier 2. For students who continue to struggle, despite Tier 1 instruction, RTI 

allows for more intensive support at Tier 2. This means the students will receive 

prescriptive interventions designed to address their specific area of academic difficulty.  

In the RTI framework, Tier 2 targets short-term instruction for a small group of 

students who need extra literacy instruction. In the original RTI pyramid, Tier 2 should 

represent approximately 15% of learners needing additional instructional support. The 

interventions administered during Tier 2 instruction need to be constructed from 

evidence-based practices. In secondary literacy, intervention can be offered as a part of 

small-group instruction in the regular classroom, pull-out instruction during the school 
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day, required intervention classes in place of elective classes, or before- and after-school 

programs. In middle and high school, Tier 2 interventions typically occur as its own class 

period, depending on school scheduling options. 

Tier 2 interventions should be prescriptive in order to target the specific needs of 

individual students or small groups of struggling students. Tier 2 interventions are not 

meant for long-term. The interventions are meant to give students additional instruction 

in areas of weaknesses so that they may return to Tier 1 instruction. The goal is to 

provide supplemental instruction for as long as necessary until the student begins to make 

academic progress. As with Tier 1 interventions, student progress is monitored for 

improvement or lack thereof. For students who continue to fail to meet adequate 

progress, according to the RTI framework, they are placed in Tier 3, the most intensive 

level of instruction.  

Tier 3 services are designed to address the needs of students who are experiencing 

significant academic problems and/or are unresponsive to Tier 1 and Tier 2 intervention 

efforts. At the school level, as Burns and Van Der Heyden (2006) explained, “procedures 

should be in place through which students who are experiencing very severe or 

significant academic, behavioral, or social-emotional problems can be triaged directly 

into Tier 3 to receive necessary intensive and individualized intervention supports” (p. 4). 

As shown in the Figure 3, Tier 3 typically represents approximately 5% of the student 

population. For secondary literacy, these interventions are usually provided in the one-

on-one context for students who have the most severe and chronic reading and learning 

difficulties. Tier 3 students are often referred for evaluation to determine eligibility for 

special education services if progress is not obtained. Overall, the RTI framework allows 
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for flexibility to meet the instructional demands and needs of students within the context 

of an individual campus.  

2.2. Relevant Historical Background 

Signed in 1965 by President Lyndon B. Johnson as a civil rights law and a part of 

broader “War on Poverty” initiatives, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) provided funding to states and attempted to ensure that every student had equal 

access to a quality education. ESEA’s stated purpose was to “to provide all children 

significant opportunity to receive a fair, equitable, and high-quality education, and to 

close educational achievement gaps” (Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 1965). 

ESEA funded primary and secondary education by offering federal grants to state 

education agencies to improve the quality of education. In addition, the law offered 

grants to districts serving low-income students, included grants for instructional materials 

(textbooks and library books), funded programs for special education, and included 

standards and accountability measures.  

ESEA was reauthorized every five years with revisions and amendments, called 

titles, that further strengthened components of the law and/or provided additional funding 

for specific needs (Paul, 2016). The Title I program, created by the United States 

Department of Education, granted additional funding to schools with a high number of 

students meeting the criteria for the free and reduced school lunch program, traditionally 

low-income students. The Title II program granted funding for libraries, instructional 

materials, and preschool programs and was amended in 1969 to include funding for 

refugee children. The Title III program, amended in 1968, created the Bilingual 

Education Act, the Education of the Handicapped Act, and provided funding for rural 
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education. The Title IV program funded the education of individuals with disabilities, 

Title VII funded vocational education, and Title VIII defined gifted and talented 

education and the Teacher Corps. In 1972, Title IX, Public Law No. 92-318, 86 Stat. 235, 

was enacted to “protect individuals from sex-based discrimination in schools or other 

federally funded programs” (Paul, 2016, para. 3). In 1994, the Improving America’s 

Schools Act (IASA) was a significant revision to ESEA in an attempt to better coordinate 

efforts and to continue to improve outcomes for students. IASA added an English 

language arts and mathematics assessment to be used to monitor student progress and to 

provide accountability. IASA also “reduced the threshold for schools to implement 

schoolwide programs from 75% poverty to 50% poverty and gave more local control in 

an effort to improve school” (Paul, 2016, para. 10).  

In the fifty-four years since ESEA’s enactment, many laws related to public 

education have sought to improve the education system and focus on equity, excellence, 

school choice, and standards and accountability. Every reauthorization of the ESEA has 

allowed stakeholders in public education to engage in the continuous improvement 

process to improve schools and the quality of education for all students. 

2.2.1. No Child Left Behind  

RTI was largely born from the No Child Left Behind Act (No Child Left Behind 

[NCLB], 2002) and the 2004 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA), which required schools to close the achievement gap for all 

students. These laws contained specific language that called for classifying students 

based on documentation of how well they responded to interventions – this is the process 

educators have come to know as RTI. 
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NCLB aimed to raise all students’ academic performance to a uniformly high 

standard; however, there is disagreement over whether the law achieved this goal. NCLB, 

passed into law in 2002, was complex, and its accountability plan included an expectation 

that all schools and school districts make “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) for every 

student subgroup toward the goal of 100% proficiency by 2014. NCLB’s accountability 

plan included punitive measures and required a restructuring plan for schools with did not 

make progress toward academic performance. According to Brown and Clift (2010), the 

purpose of NCLB was stated in its introduction:  

to ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain 

a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging 

State academic achievement standards and State academic assessments. To 

achieve this purpose, the law relied on a single pass/fail vehicle, the Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP) measure, to deliver its core accountability and incentive 

mechanisms. (p. 776) 

Any school that did not make AYP for every subgroup would be labeled a school 

in need of improvement, or it would face a series of increasingly weighty sanctions. 

Sanctions ranged from a simple notice for first year failing schools, to “corrective 

actions” up to and including closures. Schools were required to publish annual report 

cards detailing student achievement and demographic data.  

NCLB (2002) Title I promoted “schoolwide reform and ensuring the access of 

children to effective, scientifically based instructional strategies and academic content” 

(p. 115).  NCLB included rules and appropriated funds that required states to establish 

reading programs that used proven, scientifically-based strategies and measures that 
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assessed the effectiveness of reading interventions. While NCLB (2002) did not explicitly 

include the language of RTI, section 1208 (3) of the law stated that “a child shall not be 

identified to be a child with a disability if determinant factor is a lack of appropriate 

instruction in reading, including in the essential components of reading instruction” (20 

USC 6301). As Forte (2010) posits:  

the designers of NCLB were responding to real failures of the U.S. public 

education system, and the focus of the law on closing the testing gap, holding 

schools accountable, and forcing school systems to remain focused on student 

learning are all laudable public policy goals. But through its pass/fail design, 

NCLB fails to consistently correct the failures it intended to address. (p. 68)  

In some ways, the era of NCLB offered the strongest school improvement efforts, 

for example, greater expectations for schools serving low-income students in 

disadvantaged communities – the students representing a large population of those 

identified as needing interventions. In other ways, NCLB was a challenging. As Forte 

stated in 2010, “certainly, the next reauthorization of the ESEA will provide a great 

opportunity to address the shortcomings of the current version of the law and could do so 

without losing sight of the fundamental commitment to supporting high-quality 

educational opportunities for all students” (p. 69).  

2.2.2. Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act  

 When enacted in 2004, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement 

Act (IDEA) provided guidance for special education services. IDEA required local 

educational agencies to determine if a student responded to intervention as a part of the 

evaluation process to determine whether the student had a specific learning disability. 
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RTI, though not specifically stated in IDEA, was alluded to through the law’s 

requirement of the use of research-based interventions when identifying students with a 

learning disability. IDEA (2004) stated, “when determining whether a child has a 

learning disability…a local education agency may use a process that determines if the 

child responds to a scientific, research-based intervention as a part of the evaluation 

procedures” (20 U.S.C. §1414[b][A] and [B]). Additionally, IDEA included specific 

components favoring proactive, preventative measures through its Early Intervening 

Services. It required that up to 15% of IDEA funds be used to provide early intervention 

for at-risk students without an Individual Education Program (IEPs). These were students 

who required additional supports in order to make progress in general education classes. 

The IEP is an essential component in providing a free, appropriate public education 

(FAPE) to individuals with disabilities. In this way, IDEA provided a pathway for the 

further structured articulation of RTI as a part of a continuum of supports for struggling 

students because RTI focuses on helping all students in general education prior to 

evaluation for special education services. This eliminated the previous NCLB “wait-to-

fail” approach used when evaluating whether students qualified for special education 

services, which was ineffective and greatly disadvantaged students. In addition, IDEA 

had specific language that prevented a single source of data being used, including RTI, as 

sole data source for student referral to special education services.  

Consistent with IDEA (2004), RTI must be a part of a comprehensive evaluation, 

including “a variety of assessment tools and strategies and cannot rely on any single 

procedure as the sole criterion for determining eligibility for special education and related 

services” (Section 614[b][2]). Thus, RTI became a part of a problem-solving model that 
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also included evaluations in cognitive, linguistic, and motor functioning prior to a 

problem-solving team’s determination that a student had a specific learning disability and 

a determination that special education services may be required. Taken together, NCLB 

and IDEA worked in partnership to improve the academic achievement of all students – 

NCLB’s mandates for 100% proficiency for all students, paired with IDEA’s mandates 

for specially designed instruction for each student with a disability to participate in the 

general curriculum and make progress toward proficiency.  

2.2.3. Every Student Succeeds Act  

The reauthorization of the ESEA, signed into law by President Barack Obama in 

2015, is named Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). The purpose of ESSA, the current 

law related to student performance, is to provide all students a “significant opportunity to 

receive a fair, equitable, and high-quality education, and to close educational 

achievement gaps” (Sec. 1001).  ESSA, the current law, presents an opportunity for 

greater flexibility for state and local education agencies to determine the best approach 

for their students, while also maintaining protections for disadvantaged students, students 

with disabilities, and English learners. This flexibility is a departure from the one-sized-

fits-all legislation of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002. ESSA (2015) also amended 

the Education Flexibility Partnership Act of 1999 which required states to “identify three 

categories of schools: (1) those needing comprehensive support and improvement; (2) 

those needing targeted support and improvement; and (3) those needing additional 

targeted support and improvement” (Sec. 1204). ESSA (2015) defines schools identified 

as “comprehensive support and improvement” as representing the lowest-achieving 5% 

of Title I schools, high schools with graduation rates below 67%, and/or schools 
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previously identified as “additional targeted support and improvement” who did not 

improve (Sec. 1204). ESSA allows states to have flexibility in identifying schools 

needing “targeted support and improvement”, but in general terms, these are based on the 

performance of subgroups of students. For example, a school may be identified as 

“targeted support and improvement” if the students identified as economically 

disadvantaged perform in the lowest 5% of Title I schools in a particular state (Sec. 

1204). To qualify for the flexibility, according to Paul (2016), “states must demonstrate 

that they adopted college and career-ready standards and assessments, implemented 

school accountability systems focusing on the lowest performing schools with the largest 

achievement gaps, and ensured that districts were implementing teacher and principal 

evaluation systems” (para. 11). 

 A noted difference between ESSA and NCLB was in the language of 

interventions. ESSA replaced the language of “scientifically-based” strategies of the 

NCLB era with “evidence-based interventions”. ESSA (2015) emphasizes the use of 

“evidence-based activities, strategies, and interventions” (Sec. 1111), as detailed in the 

United States Department of Education’s four-tier evaluation criteria that was written into 

the law. ESSA legislation requires schools and school districts to provide a multi-tier 

system of supports, a comprehensive continuum of evidence-based, place-based, and 

responsive practices. ESSA requires the institution of positive behavior supports, and 

programs and support services for students with disabilities, English learners, and 

struggling students. ESSA’s Title I Program, which improves upon basic programs 

offered by states and local education agencies, provides all students a fair, equitable 
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education and included mandates to close the achievement gap. ESSA defines “evidence-

based interventions with proven results” as interventions that 

[Demonstrate] a statistically significant effect on improving student outcomes or 

other relevant outcomes based on: 

(I) strong evidence from at least one well-designed and well-

implemented experimental study; or 

(II) moderate evidence from at least one well-designed and well-

implemented quasi-experimental study; or  

(III) promising evidence from at least one well-designed and well-

implemented correlational study with statistical controls for 

selection bias; or 

(I) demonstrates a rationale based on high-quality research findings or 

positive evaluation that such activity, strategy, or intervention is 

likely to improve student outcomes or other relevant outcomes; 

and  

(II) includes ongoing efforts to examine the effects of such activity, 

strategy, or intervention. (Sec. 1111) 

ESSA also created four reading and literacy programs: Comprehensive Center on 

Literacy, which serves as a clearinghouse for literacy and students with disabilities and 

three grant programs, Comprehensive Literacy State Development, Improving Literacy 

through School Libraries, and Innovative Approaches to Literacy, all of which 

appropriates funding to support literacy acquisition from birth to grade twelve.  
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2.2.4. ESSA and Multi-Tiered System of Support 

Multi-tiered System of Support (MTSS) is a school-wide system that is a data-

driven and prevention-based framework for improving learning outcomes for every 

student. Through a layered continuum of evidence-based practices and systems, students 

are assessed, monitored, and assigned the appropriate interventions based on 

individualized needs. ESSA defines MTSS as “a comprehensive continuum of evidence-

based, systemic practices to support a rapid response to students’ needs, with regular 

observations to facilitate data-based instructional decision-making” (Title IX, Section 

8002 [33]). Patrikakou et al. (2016) noted, “the term appears three times in the law, with 

two additional references to a ‘schoolwide tiered model’ focused on behavior” (p. 234). 

In Title II of ESSA, local education agencies may use funds for teacher professional 

development on multi-tier systems of supports and positive behavioral intervention and 

supports. Title II, Section 2224(e)(4) of ESSA, provides for the use of funds for literacy 

multi-tier systems of supports under the comprehensive literacy state development grant. 

Taken together, ESSA provides more explicit working and guidance for use in tiered 

interventions and supports for all students.  

2.2.5. MTSS and RTI 

Although the ESSA’s language is MTSS, many local schools and school districts 

use the term “RTI” when discussing academic interventions rather than use “MTSS 

academic interventions and supports”. However, this is not problematic because MTSS 

encompasses RTI components and RTI is embedded within the overall MTSS 

framework. The National Center on Intensive Intervention (2017) defines MTSS as: 
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A prevention framework that organizes building-level resources to address each 

individual student’s academic and/or behavioral needs within intervention tiers 

that vary in intensity. MTSS allows for the early identification of learning and 

behavioral challenges and timely intervention for students who are at risk for poor 

learning outcomes. The increasingly intense tiers (i.e., Tier 1, Tier 2, Tier 3), 

sometimes referred to as levels of prevention (i.e., primary, secondary, intensive 

prevention levels), represent a continuum of supports. (para. 3) 

Under the MTSS umbrella of services, the principles of RTI and Positive Behavior 

Intervention and Support (PBIS) are integrated. MTSS includes a continuum of 

systemwide resources, strategies, structures and practices, such as school and community 

collaboration, parental action, professional development, teamwork and curriculum 

design. By including RTI and PBIS in the MTSS design, students are supported 

academically, as well as socially, emotionally, and behaviorally from early childhood 

through high school graduation. MTSS provides multiple levels of support for all learners 

on the continuum - from struggling students through advanced students. Additionally, 

MTSS aligns resources and supports for students, teachers, and support staff.  

For the purposes of this study, the terms RTI and MTSS were viewed as largely 

synonymous. For consistency, the term RTI was used throughout the study and was used 

to specifically address issues related to academic interventions that support secondary 

literacy acquisition, referred to as RTI in secondary literacy. Additionally, the study 

addressed other components of MTSS that had an impact on implementation fidelity of 

RTI processes. 
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2.2.6. Texas Secondary RTI Legislation 

 In addition to federal laws related to RTI, the State of Texas has educational laws 

associated with students with reading difficulties. These laws are relevant as the research 

occurred in Texas. The Texas Education Agency (TEA), the state agency that oversees 

education, clarified ESSA’s Coordinated Early Intervening Services (CEIS) provisions, 

applying the law to “services for K-12 children who have not been identified as special 

education” (TEA, n.d., para. 1). Schools may fund the campus RTI program with federal 

CEIS funds. Next, Senate Bill (SB) 1153 (85th Texas Legislature) requires local 

educational agencies to notify parents when offering an RTI framework and intervention 

to their child (TEA, n.d.). Finally, House Bill (HB) 2237 (80th Texas Legislature) requires 

districts and public charter schools to administer the Texas Middle School Fluency 

Assessment (or an approved alternative assessment) to seventh-grade students who did 

not demonstrate proficiency on the sixth-grade state reading assessment (TEC, §28.006, 

TEA, n.d.). The notification requirement is the most recent update to state laws related to 

intervening with students. 

2.3. Alignment with Action Research Traditions 

In the study, actions (implementation fidelity) between the district’s secondary 

campuses had variations due to contextual needs. Because of this, pragmatism was useful 

in the research design and methodology to appropriately answer the research question. In 

addition, pragmatism allowed for the use of abductive reasoning. Pragmatism is typically 

associated with abductive reasoning that allowed for transferability. Mitchell (2018) 

posits, “transferability is assessing whether the results from one particular study have 

implications for the use of similar programs in other contexts” (p. 32). By investigating 
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the factors related to implementation fidelity, the knowledge gained can be transferred to 

other settings. In the study’s case, knowledge gained on transference in and between 

campuses within the same school district can be useful for consideration in others school 

districts. For this reason, pragmatism using an abductive approach was appropriate to 

answer the research questions. 

2.4. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

Pragmatism was the a priori theoretical framework and conceptual lens that 

guided the inquiry (Clark & Ivankova, 2016, p. 199) and served as the foundation of the 

research study. Pragmatism, as argued by Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003), “makes it 

possible for researchers to collect and analyze both quantitative and qualitative data 

within a single study to address different aspects of the same general research problem 

with the aim of providing its more complete understanding” (p.27). Pragmatism fit the 

mixed methods study due to the recognition that the secondary literacy RTI program can 

be implemented differently depending on school characteristics and contextual 

constraints. Morgan (2014) further acknowledged pragmatism as useful to mixed 

methods studies. Morgan argued, “mixed methods can nourish research through 

acknowledgment of the importance of context” (p.29). Between secondary campuses in 

the studied school district, the inquiry determined if contextual variations arose as 

administrators led implementation. Additionally, the study provided a lens to better 

understand whether the decisions were based on the administrator’s interpretations of 

essential RTI program components, given that the district allowed for flexibility. Morgan 

(2014) acknowledged that “actions cannot be separated from the situations and contexts 

in which they occur” (p.26). Figure 3 depicts the theoretical and conceptual framework of 
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the study and shows the situational and contextual factors which may contribute to levels 

of implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI program. 

 

Figure 3 

Visual of the Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 
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2.5.1. Implementing RTI Framework 

Implementing a comprehensive RTI program is not a recipe to be followed by 

each school in the hopes that, despite the context, student achievement will be affected. 

Tackett et al. (2009) stated, “RTI is too sophisticated and its successful implementation 

too dependent on unique strengths, needs, and capacities of local schools, districts, and 
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states to be adequately addressed in ‘cookbook’ fashion” (p. 16). However, a better and 

more nuanced understanding of RTI’s application can help schools tailor its 

implementation and meet the needs of the school or school district. At the secondary 

level, RTI offers the potential to be helpful to all students, especially the academically 

vulnerable, if it allows educators to think about their entire school’s model for adolescent 

literacy. According to Tackett et al. (2009), “RTI implementation can be conceptualized 

in one of two ways: as a framework for enhancing instruction and improving student 

outcomes (tiered prevention model), or as a means of identifying students with specific 

learning disabilities” (p.17). For schools using RTI as an instructional framework, the 

strategies are influenced by local context and are a data-driven system of support for 

students who are struggling academically. Most of the studied schools that successfully 

implemented RTI programs contained similar models. Tackett et al. (2009) speculated 

that RTI implementation could be “better attained if the essential components [were] 

individually implemented with a high degree of fidelity” (p. 18).  

Davis Bianco (2010) also emphasized the importance of school systems 

guaranteeing implementation of interventions as intended through monitoring fidelity. 

According to Davis Bianco (2010), “recent research on RTI in secondary literacy reveals 

that implementation fidelity has received little attention” (p. 3). Without this, Davis 

Bianco (2010) noted, “RTI becomes a hollow shell that produces meaningless outcomes. 

Failure to truly implement the required intervention subverts RTI’s main goal of 

providing services” (p. 4).  

Dulaney’s (2013) study on the implementation of RTI in secondary literacy 

describes one school’s first year of RTI infrastructure building and implementation. The 
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focus of the study was to determine if the RTI processes, which are currently found in 

elementary schools, transfer to a secondary school context. The qualitative case study 

collected samples from field notes, focus groups and individual interviews. Dulaney 

(2013) found that school leaders need time to build consensus to prepare their school for 

implementation; leaders must identify resources (human and capital) to build RTI 

infrastructure; the school community must participate in data-driven decision making; 

and teachers must receive ongoing professional development on the use of best practices. 

Dulaney concluded that the procedures used to implement RTI at the secondary level 

must be innovative to account for challenges beyond academics. School teams attend to 

the challenges within the process and provide motivation for sustained staff participation 

in the new paradigm. From a procedural standpoint, there is not a specific template for 

secondary schools to follow. Rather, schools must embrace RTI’s principles and layer 

them in the context of their school communities. The study’s conclusion echoes and 

expands upon other studies that suggested the need for contextual fluidity in RTI 

frameworks for secondary schools.  

In a study conducted by Pyle and Vaughn (2012), specific challenges of 

implementing an RTI framework in secondary schools were identified, such as “the roles 

and responsibilities of staff members, schedules and structures, graduation requirements, 

and school culture, including the expected practice of teachers discussing how to meet 

students’ needs to support all students in a tiered approach” (p. 275). The study 

concluded that unique logistics are required to implement the RTI model in secondary 

schools.  In addition, Pyle and Vaughn (2012) identified individual student 

characteristics, such as “reading multiple years behind grade level or a lack of motivation 
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in school due to consistently low achievement” (p. 280), as additional challenges for 

implementing tiered interventions in secondary RTI programs.  The study suggested 

monitoring the efficacy of tiered interventions was critical to address the range of literacy 

needs for students with reading difficulties (Pyle and Vaughn, 2012). 

Another study that examined implementation in secondary schools concluded that 

successful RTI implementation relied on educators implementing RTI with fidelity or as 

intended (Fuchs et al. 2010). Implementation fidelity depended on quality job-embedded 

professional development that was offered to the school staff on an ongoing basis. The 

researchers suggested that implementation fidelity be embedded into school-wide RTI 

protocols and that school leaders monitor implementation fidelity on an ongoing basis.   

The studies on implementing the RTI framework in secondary schools all 

identified the need for contextual flexibility to help tailor the RTI programs to the 

specific needs of the campus or district. In addition, monitoring implementation fidelity 

and the efficacy of tiered interventions should be embedded into RTI practices.  This 

should occur at both at the campus level and district level.  

2.5.2. Teacher’s Role in RTI Implementation 

Multiple research studies examining teachers’ role in RTI implementation has 

shown the importance of classroom teachers, who are closest to implementation. 

According to Shanklin (2008), “under RTI, it is the job of the classroom teachers to 

recommend students for appropriate interventions and to deliver classroom-level 

interventions themselves. If students do not respond to classroom interventions, then 

teachers need to seek the help of specialists” (p. 62). Interventions need to be constructed 

from evidence-based best practices (Deshler et al., 2007) or can be teacher-created based 
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on the results of specific curriculum-based assessments. Classroom level interventions 

required the use of organizational structures, such as workshop time, small groups, and 

centers. General education teachers, ELL specialists, and special education teachers 

should work together to determine, based on applicable data, the best Tier 1 

interventions. They must also be knowledgeable of and have control over a range of 

sophisticated literacy strategies and instructional interventions. As Shanklin (2008) 

posits, “teachers need to help students transfer skills they are learning in interventions to 

the regular classroom work or assessments” (p. 62). Researchers suggest that ongoing 

professional communication is key among team members in order to assess the use of 

interventions, their results on student achievement, other available services for students, 

and next steps. Allington and Walmsley (2007) believed that opening up such 

communication and sustaining it is vital to improving the achievement of all regular 

classroom curriculum.  

As Brozo (2009) posits, “RTI’s goal is preventative. Preventative action in an RTI 

program should occur primarily in the general education classroom at Tier 1. At the 

secondary level, this means content area teachers” (p. 279). Often, it is difficult to 

overcome resistance by middle and high school teachers to incorporate responsive 

literacy practices into their daily lessons. If responsive literacy instruction is not provided 

at Tier I, Brozo (2010) explains, 

Many students who might otherwise be able to succeed will be referred to 

increasing intense interventions at Tier II and Tier III. Thus, if content teachers 

fail to provide quality literacy instruction to benefit every student and provide 
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differentiated assistance for those needing extra help, then the preventative 

potential of RTI is lost. (p. 280)  

However, when this did occur, research showed improvements in the quality of literacy 

instruction and a reduction of students referred to Tier II and Tier III interventions. 

Tackett et al. (2009) concurred: 

RTI’s focus on prevention also fostered a more collaborative spirit in several of 

the schools; the past tendency of immediately referring a student having 

difficulties to special education has been replaced by an increased awareness of 

the possibility and benefits of prevention. (p. 18) 

Likewise, a study conducted by Sullivan and Long (2010) studied how 

implementation of RTI varied at the teacher level. Specifically, the study intended to find 

the relationship between fidelity to implementation and student outcomes. The study 

focused on linking literacy coaching to teacher practice to student outcomes. Through 

their findings, the researchers showed that when teachers implemented instructional 

practices as intended, student outcomes were improved, as was the frequency of high-

intensity instructional coaching. Conversely, the study also revealed that when a teacher 

exhibited reluctance to provide interventions, to progress monitor, or administer 

assessments as intended, student achievement declined. Recommendations supported 

developing fidelity checklist to monitor low implementation and/or poor instructional 

delivery. This finding was confirmed by the Tackett et al. (2009) study that concluded,  

Schools appear to see a strong need to develop and use fidelity checklists to 

monitor basic program implementation. Ideally, fidelity data will be used for 
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teacher professional development and to prompt a schoolwide focus on high-

quality implementation of interventions in Tiers II–IV. (p. 21)  

The studies examining teacher’s role in RTI implementation concluded that 

professional communication was vital to implementation fidelity.  At the secondary level, 

RTI’s preventative actions occur in the core classroom (Tier 1) and should be monitored 

using fidelity checks.  Results suggested that when implementation fidelity occurred, 

student outcomes improved. 

2.5.3. Leadership’s Role in RTI Implementation Fidelity 

A 2018 report by the International Literary Association (ILA) on leadership in the 

RTI process revealed four common themes. Principals needed to protect master schedules 

and ensure staff members have sufficient time to understand and incorporate RTI into 

daily routines. Principals promoted buy-in from literacy teachers and interventionists by 

being personally involved in the planning, implementation, and creation of a culture of 

open communication. Principals who established RTI as an expectation, and a part of the 

school’s culture, promoted active participation and buy-in. Going further, the researchers 

posited, “when variation exist across schools within a district with regard to secondary 

literacy instruction, differences can have a considerable impact on student achievement” 

(ILA, 2018, p. 5). The report identified leadership as a key component to successful 

implementation of large-scale literacy initiatives, specifically identifying the building 

principal, assistant principal, and school leadership team as being critical to 

implementing RTI at the campus level. Key leadership moves by the school leadership 

team could either help or hamper implementation efforts. These included setting a strong 

vision for how RTI would be implemented, efforts to provide ongoing professional 
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development on implementation, and the active engagement of the data-based problem-

solving process.  

While research has consistently recognized the importance of implementing RTI 

programs in secondary literacy as intended, monitoring fidelity was deemed equally 

important. Implementation fidelity is defined broadly as, “the extent to which the 

intervention is implemented as designed” (Benner et al., 2011, p. 80). Monitoring 

implementation fidelity has posed a challenge and is an area requiring improvement. A 

2011 study of implementation fidelity in the RTI program at a middle and high school 

was conducted by Benner et al. (2011). The study documented the importance of well-

organized measures of fidelity to be used to guide ongoing coaching and principal visits. 

According to the study, “structured coaching and principal visits to ‘look for’ key 

instructional behaviors provide a measure of teacher capacity to implement evidence-

based approaches well” (Benner et al., 2011, p. 80). Study findings indicated that 

adherence to delivery of lessons as designed (i.e., follow the lesson format) appeared to 

have an effect on the reading intervention on students’ basic reading and passage 

comprehension skills. Further, the study’s findings concluded that “administrators and 

teachers may consider building these teacher actions into existing tools used for coaching 

or administrative classroom visits” (Benner, et al, 2011, p. 87). Establishing a fidelity 

check schedule to ensure that interventions are being implemented as intended should be 

built into the structure of the RTI program. Additionally, professional development 

sessions for teachers to learn about fidelity procedures, tools and checks help fully 

develop an RTI program. 
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Researchers suggested that other factors at levels including educator (e.g. beliefs), 

school (e.g., leadership, climate), and the district and state (e.g., policies and procedures) 

contribute to whether practices are implemented with fidelity (Hall & Hord, 2006). 

Implementation fidelity of RTI in secondary literacy was critically related to how 

successful the program will be in improving literacy acquisition. The degree to which 

educators are faithful to the critical RTI components should, therefore, be measured to 

understand why results within and across campuses in a district may be highly variable. 

Additionally, implementation fidelity should be measured to ensure that comparison 

between and across schools are not obscured by poor or uneven implementation.  

Studies on leaderships’ role in RTI implementation highlighted that variances in 

implementation fidelity across schools had an effect on overall student achievement.  For 

districts engaging in large-scale RTI implementation efforts, monitoring the factors 

affecting the implementation of the critical components of RTI program was necessary.  

To do so, school level leaders needed professional development on how to conduct 

fidelity checks and how to respond to the resulting data.   

2.5.4. Perceptions of RTI Implementation  

As RTI continues to be implemented in secondary literacy, researchers have 

suggested that, “it is important to consider how RTI is perceived by educational 

professionals involved and affected by implementation of the process” (Patrikkou et al., 

2016, p. 236). In several recent studies, researchers have shared the importance of 

understanding the perceptions of those closest to implementation – teachers’ and literacy 

interventionists, and administrators – and their links to implementation fidelity, as well as 

how their perceptions affect student performance outcomes. Identifying the perceptions 
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of all stakeholders involved in the RTI program was determined to be an important part 

of successful implementation.   

Conducted in 2010 by Greenfield et al., a research study investigated teachers’ 

perceptions of school wide changes related to policy changes resulting from the passages 

of IDEA to implement RTI models. The study interviewed elementary school teachers 

one year after implementing RTI and analyzed their attitudes toward interventions and 

the affect their attitudes had on student academic growth. The study concluded by 

acknowledging that school initiatives often “fail to take into account the feelings and 

opinions of those teachers who are responsible for implementing the educational changes, 

which in turn, negatively impact the program’s implementation” (p. 48). Findings showed 

that the strongest relationship between teachers’ perception of RTI and their 

implementation fidelity were motivated by accountability, time, procedures, and training. 

The study’s recommendation focused on improving perceptions of RTI and proving 

adequate training. While the study did not focus on student performance, it did highlight 

the importance of considering how initiatives are perceived by the educational 

professionals delivering the program.  

In a study conducted in 2014 by King Thorius et al., the assessment of the 

perceptions of those that lead implementation was identified as a critical practice in RTI.  

The researchers posited, “policy is never simply implemented, instead, it is interpreted, 

negotiated, and implemented by multiple actors in the educational environment” (p. 23). 

District-level and campus-level administrators are tasked with leading the 

implementation of RTI policy initiatives and monitoring RTI program fidelity.  

Therefore, identifying both district and campus-level administrators’ perceptions of RTI 
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is a critical part of measures of implementation fidelity, as they interpret and negotiate 

RTI policy initiatives and implement them within and across district campuses.   

A research study on educational leaders’ implementing MTSS also revealed the 

usefulness of examining the perspectives of school level leaders (Drury, 2018).  The 

study examined “whether school leaders perceived themselves as knowledgeable and 

prepared to implement MTSS in their schools” (p. 134).  The study revealed that school 

leaders had varying understandings of how to implement MTSS and limited 

understandings of the major components of MTSS, such as universal screenings, data-

based decision making, or tiered interventions.  In addition, the perceptions of school 

level leaders revealed a surprising finding.  School leaders perceived that, “MTSS was a 

novel and unique model as opposed to a combined model of tiered interventions that was 

essentially combining RTI and PBIS models into an integrated approach to student 

learning” (Drury, 2018, p. 135). The researcher posited that this was substantial 

misunderstanding of how MTSS developed as a policy initiative.  Finally, the findings 

revealed that school leaders received inadequate and/or limited training and support on 

RTI or MTSS.  According to the researcher (2018), that resulted in “a major shortcoming 

in leaders’ understanding of MTSS” (p. 135).  

Across all four research studies, the study of perceptions was linked to successful 

implementation.  They emphasized the need for leaders to share the responsibility for 

implementing and sustaining a comprehensive RTI framework in secondary literacy with 

a variety of stakeholders.  The studies recognized that aligning RTI policies and RTI 

practices within and across campuses was critical, considering the mandated 

implementation of RTI/MTSS expected by ESSA (Title IX, Section 8002 [33]). 
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2.6. Closing Thoughts on Section 2 

Research suggests that assessing the perceptions of RTI implementation and 

monitoring implementation fidelity can have a positive effect on student outcomes. By 

studying perceptions of RTI implementation fidelity, educational leaders can use the data 

to evaluate the effectiveness of their prior attempts at RTI implementation and use an 

iterative process to refine approaches until implementation fidelity is demonstrated.   

Studies focused on RTI implementation cannot disregard measuring program 

integrity as a part of the evaluative process. Fidelity checks should also accompany 

interviews with those closest to implementation as well as other stakeholders along the 

RTI continuum – central office or district level and school level – so that a holistic view 

of the status of implementation can occur. In this way, decisionmakers can make the 

appropriate adjustment to the RTI program to ensure that the program is effectively 

implemented as designed. According to King et al. (2012), “schools have two basic 

options regarding implementing RTI. They can sit back and wait a few more years until 

more empirical guidance exist or they can take on the challenge of becoming an RTI 

pioneer” (p. 18). Status quo RTI programs can be maintained, resulting in stagnant 8th 

grade reading proficiency rates on national reading assessments. Or educators can take on 

the challenge of implementing and sustaining a higher-quality RTI program that uses the 

problem-solving process to ensure that secondary literacy acquisition is a priority for all 

students.  
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3. SOLUTION AND METHOD 

Sustained implementation fidelity in a secondary literacy RTI program poses a 

challenge that is centered around the manner in which RTI components are organized and 

implemented within the context of an individual campus.  The challenge can be 

magnified as RTI practices are implemented across multiple campuses. When districts 

engage in systemic efforts to improve secondary literacy acquisition, implementing the 

RTI framework, at scale (e.g. across multiple campuses) requires a coordinated effort that 

emphasizes collaboration between district leadership and campus-level administrators 

across and between all district campuses.  District leadership should provide both 

technical and adaptive leadership supports that will guarantee implementation fidelity of 

the RTI components that are necessary to support students with reading difficulties. 

“Technical” refers to the critical, non-negotiable components of the RTI framework 

implemented on a campus.  “Adaptive” refers to ongoing guidance and supports to 

administrators as they are making decisions about contextual adjustments in the context 

of individual campuses, based on student needs (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002, p. 28). 

According to the International Literacy Association (2018), “reading performance 

improves when district policy and leadership support steady progress at the school level 

and suffers when district leaders knowingly or inadvertently are unsupported” (p. 4).  

3.1. Outline of Proposed Solution 

Examining the perceptions of administrators across the RTI continuum – district 

leadership and secondary administrators – on an ongoing basis can inform practice and 

can assist with identifying any factors affecting RTI implementation fidelity.  Data 

findings could be used to build capacity for RTI implementation by addressing the factors 
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that facilitate or impede fidelity.  Findings can help stakeholders understand how the 

structure and culture of a particular school can enhance or limit the feasibility of RTI 

implementation fidelity.  In addition, findings could help the alignment of RTI policies 

and practices to support fidelity and eliminate variance between secondary campuses.     

3.2. Justification of Proposed Solution 

Considering the multiple challenges facing educators: the challenge of adolescent 

literacy acquisition, the challenge of RTI implementation in secondary settings, and the 

challenges of a sustaining RTI efforts within and across campuses in a district, 

monitoring RTI implementation fidelity should be prioritized and ongoing if RTI is to be 

used as a viable solution for improving student performance. Research has supported a 

systematic effort emphasizing coordination within and across campuses on RTI 

implementation. Researchers posited, “district and school leaders must understand and 

know how to provide leadership support in two dimensions of the RTI process: the 

technical and the adaptive” (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002, p. 28). With any multi-campus 

improvement effort, district level policies can have an unintended impact on an 

individual campus. District leadership lacking knowledge about how to support 

individual campuses in RTI implementation can disrupt the process and contribute to 

poor student performance. As Dulaney (2013) posits, “district leaders must allow for and 

accommodate a reasonable level of principal discretion with respect to the sequence and 

components that are implemented at an individual campus” (p. 63). By assessing the 

perception of secondary administrators, district leadership will have data on factors 

affecting individual campuses and can use the data findings to facilitate leadership 

supports on RTI practices.   
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Likewise, research has shown, “leadership moves by the school leadership team 

can either help or hamper implementation efforts, these include setting a strong vision for 

how RTI will be implemented, efforts to provide ongoing professional development on 

implementation, and the active engagement of data-based problem-solving process” 

(Biancarosa & Snow, 2006, p.13). Without guidance on how to effectively lead RTI 

implementation at the campus level, secondary administrators at individual campuses can 

also disrupt the process and can contribute to poor student performance. Not only does 

the disruption occur within one campus, but can also disrupt the process across campuses 

and can have an effect on the sustainability of large-scale improvement efforts.  

If systemic reforms in secondary literacy acquisition are to be implemented and 

sustained, “complex educational systems require that key stakeholders take a system’s 

view of facilitating change and develop plans to address variables likely to relate to 

successful implementation” (Hall & Hord, 2006, p. 28). Although a comprehensive 

strategic plan designed to address these systemic factors is a necessary condition for 

successful implementation, it is not sufficient by itself. Studying the perceptions of 

secondary administrators can be used to inform practice.  

3.3. Study Context and Participants 

 The study took place within the context of a suburban North Texas school district, 

referred to throughout this work as “the district”. The district’s boundaries cover 

approximately 100 square miles, and attendance boundaries incorporates parts of multiple 

suburban cities. At the time of the study, the district employed almost 4500 employees, 

educating over 35,000 students in forty-five schools, including six middle schools and 

seven high schools. The diverse student population boasted over 100 students-spoken 
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languages and an ethnic diversity composed of 36% White, 29.7% African 

American/Black, 25.5% Hispanic, 7.2% Asian, and 4.6% two or more races.  

 The district’s strategic plan outlined the district’s mission, vision, core values, and 

goals. It provided a clear focus for improvement and served as a guidepost for measuring 

how the district was progressing toward the goals in the strategic plan. The district used a 

scorecard to document progress toward the five-year strategic plan by identifying the 

baseline measurements, the five-year goal, and the goal for each performance area. 

According to the district snapshot detail provided through the Texas Education Agency, 

the district earned the highest possible rating of “Met Standard” on the state 

accountability system, outperforming state averages in the reading/English Language 

Arts areas of the state assessments (TEA, n.d.). Table 2 shows the overall district and the 

campus-by-campus performance on the state English Language Arts assessment.  

 

Table 2 

District-level Secondary Results  

 State District Campus 
1 

Campus 
2 

Campus 
3 

Campus 
4 

Campus 
5 

Master Grade Level 
Reading 21 28 46 33 31 14 16 
Writing 14 21 31 30 17 * * 

Meets Grade Level  
Reading 48 60 69 59 60 61 69 
Writing 38 51 59 53 44 * * 

Approaches Grade Level 
Reading 75 84 91 87 87 76 85 
Writing 68 80 86 79 76 * * 

Note. Source - State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness, retrieved from: 
http://txschools.gov.  
* High School STAAR is a combined reading and writing score report. 
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The Curriculum and Instruction (C&I) Department, led by an associate 

superintendent, provided leadership, service, and support to the district’s staff on 

implementing the educational programs and practices. The department managed the core 

and enrichment curriculum and additional programs such as, advanced academics, special 

education, dyslexia services, English Language Learner/Bilingual services, educational 

technology, and Career and Technology Education. The RTI program was led and 

managed by district level administrators, as referenced in the organizational chart in 

Figure 4. The primary contact for the RTI program was the director of RTI who was 

directly responsible for implementing the program, ensuring program integrity, and 

providing professional development and support.  

 

Figure 4  

Organizational Chart 

 

Note. Adapted from the May, 2020 organizational chart for the studied school district which was 
located on the district website. 
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3.3.1. Participants 

 The study participants included administrators involved in the secondary literacy 

RTI program. In this research, I centered on determining if there was alignment between 

district guidance for RTI and perceptions of school-level administrators who were tasked 

with leading the program at their individual campuses. Therefore, I placed importance on 

obtaining participants from the available district administrators to determine the overall 

vision for the secondary literacy RTI program prior to obtaining perceptions from 

administrators tasked with carrying out the vision on the respective campuses. The 

district administrator’s perceptions, as well as a review of district strategic documents, 

guided, in part, the questions related to perceived factors contributing to or departing 

from implementation fidelity at individual campuses.  

 At the school level, I included as many campus-based administrators who were 

leading implementation in secondary literacy RTI as possible. A list of campus-based 

administrators was provided by the Director of RTI and reviewed to determine the best 

candidates for the inquiry. The secondary administrators in the district consisted of 

middle school and high school principals, associate principals, and assistant principals. At 

the middle school level, the administrative team consisted of a campus principal, a 

seventh-grade assistant principal, and an eighth-grade assistant principal. Typically, the 

campus principal assigned one of the two assistant principals with primary responsibility 

for implementing the RTI program at the campus. For the purposes of the study, priority 

was given to obtaining participation from the middle school principal and the assistant 

principal responsible for implementing the program. At the high school level, the 

administrative team consisted of a high school principal, an academic associate principal, 
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and up to six assistant principals, depending on the size of the campus. Typically, the 

academic associate principal was responsible for implementing the RTI program at the 

campus. For the purposes of the study, priority was given to obtaining participation from 

the high school principal and the academic associate principal. 

 From the list of available administrators, the maximum participation in the survey 

was determined to be twenty-five administrators, both district-level and campus-level. 

Ultimately, participants who took part in the inquiry were volunteers – individual who 

were willing to participate in the study. Priority was given to decision-makers, leaders in 

the implementation of the RTI program, those knowledgeable about the RTI process, and 

participants from campuses with either high implementation fidelity or low 

implementation fidelity.  

3.4. Proposed Research Paradigm 

 In this inquiry, I used an explanatory sequential mixed method design to study the 

perceptions of administrators in a suburban North Texas school district who lead the 

implementation of the secondary literacy RTI program. Mixed methods research 

“integrates quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection and analysis to best 

understand a research purpose and gain a deeper insight into the issue and to ensure the 

inferences made were valid” (Clark & Ivankova, 2016, p. 23). The mixed methods 

approach allowed me to target administrators responsible for implementing RTI and 

ensure program integrity through their leadership practices. Additionally, the mixed 

methods approach allowed me to capitalize on the strength of both quantitative and 

qualitative methods to produce a more credible study. The study design was informed by 

the desire to answer the research questions and to gain a deep understating of the 
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perceptual factors that cause a lack of program integrity in secondary literacy. Finally, a 

mixed methods research approach allowed me to tailor the study to the intended sample – 

secondary administrators (Dillman et al, 2014).  

3.4.1. Quantitative Phase  

 Quantitative data collection occurred first and was given priority, according to the 

study’s explanatory sequential approach. The quantitative data were used to inform the 

strategy, participants, and interview questions for the subsequent qualitative data 

collection. The goal of the quantitative phase was to measure the perceptions of 

implementation fidelity that were congruent to the underlying framework and reflected 

the core components of the RTI program. Additionally, the goal was to uncover whether 

perceptions of RTI reveal any variances in implementation fidelity on secondary 

campuses. Finally, the goal was to establish the level of intensity between the perceptions 

and implementation fidelity.  

 Considerations for the quantitative phase included ensuring enough stakeholder 

representation from administrators along the RTI continuum in the district. Participants 

for the quantitative phase were district-level administrators, high school administrators, 

and middle school administrators. Because the levels of fidelity and the intensity between 

perceptions and implementation was an important foundation of the study, administrators 

who perceived their campuses to have low levels and high levels of implementation were 

identified and engaged. In this way, the integrated question, which focused on revealing 

factors contributing to implementation fidelity, could be answered.  

 According to Teddie and Tashakkori (2009), “integration is an essential 

component of the mixed methods research process” (p. 91). Integration, or connecting, 
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first occurred in the study when the quantitative results were used to inform the 

qualitative data collections. I selected participants for the qualitative follow-up from 

those who responded to the quantitative survey. Additionally, the quantitative results 

helped to develop and refine the interview questions guiding the qualitative phase. 

Collins et al., (2006) referred to this process as participant enrichment, which “uses a 

quantitative method to optimize the study sample by improving recruitment and 

determining inclusion category” for the qualitative phase (p. 98). 

3.4.2. Qualitative Phase 

 The goal of the qualitative phase was to identify any factors - structural or 

contextual - that contributed to or departed from implementation of the RTI framework 

and the core components of RTI within the context of each campus. In addition, a deeper 

insight into administrators’ perceptions of this practice helped to determine whether there 

was alignment between perceptions within each campus (i.e., administrators at the same 

campus) and alignment across campuses within the district (i.e., administrators with the 

same position but at different campuses). Considerations for the qualitative phase 

included the following: individual experiences of each participant, the fact that some 

administrators may be new to the district, participants’ levels of engagement in the RTI 

program, and the level of implementation fidelity present at their assigned campus. In this 

way, a greater assortment of divergent views was used to diversity the understanding of 

the RTI program. The results from both phases were interpreted together “so that the 

qualitative findings can provide a better understanding of the initial quantitative results” 

(Clark & Ivankova, 2016, p. 122).  
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The study examined existing RTI practices, policies, and procedures to measure 

and confirm if implementation fidelity was present within and among the district’s 

secondary campuses. The confirmation occurred at the district level through the 

participation of district administrators responsible for leading RTI implementation and 

for ensuring fidelity. At the campus level, confirmation occurred through the 

participation of school-level administrators tasked with leading RTI at each individual 

campus.  

The study captured the diverse perspectives and viewpoints from secondary 

administrators across the RTI leadership continuum, allowing the study to be 

explanatory. In the context of administrator’s various roles within the RTI program, 

insights into district expectations and perceptions of campus-based administrators were 

obtained. Creswell & Plano Clark (2011), defined the kind of method used in the study as 

“focusing on research questions that call for real-life contextual understanding, multi-

level perspectives, and cultural influences” (p.8). Ultimately, the goal of the research 

study was to measure the extent to which the perspectives of secondary administrators 

have an effect on program integrity. Recommendations based on the results of the study 

could assist in transforming existing RTI policies, practices, or procedures that may 

impede the secondary literacy RTI program from being implemented as intended. In this 

way, the mixed methods design was appropriate and allowed the district to build capacity 

in administrators of the program. Figure 5 depicts the methodology flow chart of the 

study. 
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Figure 5  

Methodology Flow Chart 

 

 

3.4.3. Advantages and Disadvantages  

 Researchers consider the exploratory sequential mixed methods design as being 

advantageous to social and health sciences, which includes educational settings 

(Ivankova, 2015, p. 136). The advantages of using the mixed methods design for the 

study were:  

1. The sequential nature of the quantitative and qualitative data collection and 

analysis “makes the design more straightforward and easier to implement by one 

researcher” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011); 

2. The opportunity to further explore the quantitative results in more detail is 

attractive (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009, p. 153); 
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3. The design allows for more methodological flexibility “because the design 

components of the follow-up qualitative strand are shaped by the outcomes of the 

qualitative strand” (Ivankova, 2015, p. 137). 

The disadvantages of using the mixed methods design for the study were: 

1. The study progresses in a slower pace “due to the length of time to conduct the 

quantitative phase data collection and analysis before making a decision about 

which participants to approach” (Ivankova, 2015, p. 138); 

2. During the qualitative phase, re-contacting participants to complete the 

interview posed an additional challenge (Clark & Ivankova, 2016, p. 239); 

3. Considering which participants to conduct an interview with posed an 

additional challenge. “Choosing less important quantitative results and selecting 

the wrong individuals for follow-up may produce inconsistencies in the 

conclusions and result in erroneous and incomplete assessment of the program” 

(Ivankova, 2015, p. 138). 

3.5. Data Collection Methods 

3.5.1. Quantitative Data Collection Methods 

 For the quantitative phase of the study, the Perceptions of Practices survey was 

used to assess administrators’ perceptions of the implementation of the secondary literacy 

RTI program. Castillo et al. (2016), offered the following:  

Research suggests that educators implement new practices when they (1) 

understand the need and (2) perceive they have the skills and/or support to 

implement. Potential elements that impact whether educators understand the need 

to implement new practices involve data suggesting students are not meeting 
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performance expectations, beliefs that the new practices will help improve student 

performance, and acknowledging that the new practices are not currently being 

fully implemented (p.43).  

The survey used a questionnaire with numerically rated items to “collect the information 

from a sample of individuals through their responses to questions” (Check & Schutt, 

2012, p. 160). The survey was developed by the Florida Problem Solving/Response to 

Intervention (PS/RtI) Project as a part of a collaborative effort between the Florida 

Department of Education and the University of South Florida. The survey was a part of a 

suite of tools designed to “assist educational stakeholders in assessing which systemic 

factors contribute to and/or hinder implementation of PS/RtI practices” (Castillo et al., 

2016, p. 2). The tools designed for the project were aligned with a blueprint model 

outlined by the National Association of State Directors of Special Education (NASDSE) 

that provided a framework around implementation of RTI. The NASDSE RtI 

Implementation Blueprints outlined the components of a district level and school level 

strategy to implement RTI district-wide (Elliott & Morrison, 2008) and to provide 

support to individual campuses (Kurns & Tilly, 2008). The Perceptions of Practices 

survey contained 16 items and was used as a “self-report measure developed to assess 

educators’ perceptions of the extent to which their schools implemented PS/RtI practices” 

(p.43). Further, the survey instrument contained items that examined perceptions of 

implementation across the multiple tiers (i.e. tiers 1-3). Items were completed using the 

following scale: 

1 = Never Occurs (NO);  

2 = Rarely Occurs (RO);  
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3 = Sometimes Occurs (SO);  

4 = Often Occurs (OO);  

5 = Always Occurs (AO); 

0 = Not Applicable (N/A).  

In addition, the survey contained 15 open-ended questions designed to allow respondents 

to type a response more specific to their campus. The open-ended questions were 

designed to prompt respondents to elaborate on their perceptions and to give them space 

to further explain expound on their choices. The survey was administered electronically 

through SurveyMonkey™, a commercially available technology resource and was 

consistent with IRB approval of the survey approach. Informed consent was obtained 

electronically as well as via paper for study participants. Administering the survey 

electronically was practical for the study, considering the participants were at different 

campuses and had very different schedules. The survey data were triangulated with 

district RTI program documentation on secondary literacy, including the RTI manual.  

3.5.2. Quantitative Sampling  

 Nonprobability, convenience sampling (Creswell, 2014) was used to include 

participants who represented the studied population – secondary administrators 

responsible for and/or engaged in implementing the RTI program, both at the district and 

campus level. The goal of chosen sampling technique was to ensure a sufficient sample 

of secondary administrators was obtained. According to Dillman et al. (2014), “using a 

combination of methods of survey administration can help ensure better sample coverage 

(i.e., all individuals in the population having a chance of inclusion in the sample) 

therefore reducing coverage error” (p.133). To reduce both sampling and coverage errors, 
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to facilitate the data collection process, and to recruit a maximum number of participants, 

the director of RTI provided a list of all available secondary administrators. The director 

of RTI, acting as gatekeeper, also emailed all secondary administrators to explain the 

reason that the survey was being administered and to ensure that participation was 

confidential and voluntary. Following the director’s email introduction, the survey link 

was confidentially emailed to all secondary administrators. The survey was also available 

via paper copy to ensure a better response rate. In addition, the study employed multiple 

recruitment strategies, email, telephone, and in person, to maximize participants. When 

initial survey participant numbers were low, the director of RTI arranged an open 

computer lab during an administrator professional development day to accommodate any 

administrator who wished to complete the survey. I was on site for four hours to answer 

survey-related questions. The survey was completed independently and anonymously by 

participants.  

3.5.3. Between Phases  

A critical part of recruiting survey participants for the follow-up qualitative phase 

was linking survey responses to the survey participants. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) 

argue that “it is important to have the same individuals participate in both the quantitative 

and qualitative phase for the credibility of the survey results” (p. 65).  Special 

consideration for anonymity and confidentiality was considered for the study participants 

and settings for the qualitative phase of the study. The results from the quantitative 

survey data analysis formed the basis of the selection of a sample of administrators for 

the follow-up interviews. Therefore, each respondent was coded with a confidential 
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participant identification number to aid in the recruitment efforts for the qualitative 

follow-up interview.  

3.5.4. Qualitative Data Collection Methods 

The qualitative data included semi-structured interviews with selected 

administrators and document analysis from the following sources: school board policy, 

curriculum management plan, RTI manual, RTI related documentation from the 

individual campuses, and field notes. The interviews were conducted using a combined 

approach, starting with standardized interview questions and ending with open-ended 

questions to allow participants to expound up on perceptions and reveal factors 

influencing implementation fidelity. The interviews addressed the perceptions of and 

experiences with implementing fidelity of RTI in secondary literacy within the context of 

the individual campuses. The interview guide was developed, in part, as a result of 

quantitative findings to ensure that participants had the opportunity to expound upon the 

results and allowed participants to provide insights into factors that contributed to or 

hindered implementation fidelity. The interview questions were categorized into four 

areas, consistent and in alignment with the domains in the quantitative phase. The 

categories were screeners, tiered instruction, progress monitoring, and data-based 

decision making (Appendix E).  

3.5.5. Qualitative Sampling  

Qualitative purposeful sampling allowed a small number of “information-rich” 

participants to be intentionally selected from participants in the quantitative phase. 

Qualitative purposeful samples tend to be small. According to Ivankova (2015), “the size 

of a qualitative purposeful sample is determined based on whether a researcher has 
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achieved saturation – that is, the point in data collection and analysis at which additional 

individuals do not provide new information” (p. 183). In the case of this study, the 

sample size was small due to the number of overall participants in the study (N=17) and 

the purposeful selection of individuals to participate in the qualitative phase of the study. 

The participants were experienced administrators representing various perspectives of 

RTI practices along the leadership continuum of the studied district. Extreme case 

sampling further allowed me to include participants for the qualitative phase from 

campuses which had higher levels of perceived implementation fidelity and those 

campuses perceived to have lower implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI 

program. Ivankova (2015) described extreme case sampling as, “purposefully selecting 

individuals or cases that are extremely different from each other, often referred to as 

outlier cases” (184). The purpose of recruiting “extremes” was to understand any 

contextual or situational factors from the perspective of administrators who were leading 

program implementation.  

The number of participants (n=5) for the qualitative phase consisted of a district 

administrator and four campus-level administrators - two principals and a two 

assistant/associate principal. Further, the campus-level administrators represented 

“extreme cases” – a principal and assistant principal leading a campus perceived to have 

higher levels of implementation fidelity and a principal and assistant principal leading a 

campus perceived to have lower levels of implementation fidelity. The sample size was 

sufficient to answer the posed research questions and to achieve saturation.  

To recruit the selected participants, the researcher contacted each by phone to 

determine if they would be interested in participating in a 45-minute follow-up interview. 
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At the participant’s convenience, the researcher coordinated the dates and times and 

conducted each interview at the participant’s office or campus location. The informed 

consent form (Appendix C) was emailed in advance to allow participants to review the 

information prior to the interview. Participant interviews took place in the fall of 2019 

and in the spring of 2020. At the start of each interview, informed consent was explained, 

and each participant signed the form granting consent to participate in the study. All 

research files and data were protected and secured.  

3.6. Justification of the Use of Survey Instrument  

 The study used the Perceptions of Practice survey instrument to measure 

secondary administrators’ perceptions of the implementation of RTI practices in 

secondary literacy.  According to Castillo et al. (2016), the survey was appropriate to use 

as an indicator of implementing RTI practices (p. 32) and the use of the results of the 

survey were appropriate for district leadership to use when making decisions on any 

adjustments to RTI policies and RTI practices that affect implementation fidelity (p.32).  

Because the survey instrument identified item-level RTI practices and well as domain-

level RTI components, both were useful for facilitating discussions about implementation 

fidelity.  In addition, both a districtwide view of implementation levels, as well as a 

campus level view of implementation levels was useful for evaluating trends across and 

between campuses.  Finally, the survey instrument allowed for ease of data triangulation 

with district RTI documentation, given the survey was in alignment with the expected 

district RTI components.   

 

 



64 
 

3.7. Data Analysis Strategy 

3.7.1. Quantitative Data Analysis 

 Descriptive and inferential statistical analysis was used to analyze data from the 

survey instrument to measure means, frequency, distributions and to identify any 

variations between participants. According to Ivankova (2015), “The main focus of the 

descriptive statistics is to describe and summarize quantitative information with the 

purpose of identifying trends and patterns in the data and uncovering potential 

relationships among the variables” (p. 220). For the quantitative phase, the Florida PS/RtI 

Project that developed the perceptions survey recommends two techniques for analyzing 

the survey results. According to Castillo et al. (2016), “first, the mean rating for each 

item to determine the average level of perceived practices reported by educators that 

complete the Perceptions of Practices survey” (p.47). By calculating item means, I 

obtained an overall impression of the perceived level of implementation fidelity in the 

secondary literacy RTI program and the extent to which administrators perceive certain 

practices are being implemented. The data were then used to identify specific practices 

that are at high levels or low levels of implementation fidelity. The second technique for 

analysis, as recommended by the survey, was the calculation of the frequency of (i.e., 

frequency distribution). Castillo et al. (2016) advised, “each response option selected by 

educators can be calculated for each survey item” (p. 47). By calculating the frequency, 

the data provided information on the range of levels of perceived practices that assisted 

determining the associations between the two data points. The data were displayed 

graphically to analyze the trends in perceptions for each item and for each domain. A 
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visual analysis of the frequency of educators reporting the levels of implementation 

allowed for an interpretation of the extent of implementation fidelity. 

3.7.2. Qualitative Data Analysis 

The qualitative phase used both a deductive and inductive thematic approach. The 

qualitative analytic process involved “segmenting data into relevant categories and the 

naming of these categories with codes” (Creswell, 2014, p. 76). The interviews conducted 

with the selected administrators were transcribed for data analysis to “make meaning.” 

The interviews were audio recorded using the researcher’s voice memo recording device. 

Recordings of all interviews were uploaded into an online transcription service to convert 

the audio files into text files for ease of analysis. Participants reviewed transcripts and 

made corrections, where needed. A confidentiality agreement (Appendix F) was obtained 

from the online transcription service. Data analysis began with, first, listening to audio 

recordings and then reading text transcriptions to get a general sense of the data. 

Boeije (2009) defined qualitative analysis as, “segmenting of data into relevant 

categories and the naming of these categories with codes” (p. 76), the purpose of which 

was to transform data into findings. NVivo (Windows), a qualitative data analysis 

software, was used to complete the data analysis process. The analysis process included 

the development of codes, categories, and themes. Data were cleaned by correcting any 

transcription errors and uploaded into NVivo. Adu (2016) explained, “in NVivo, coding 

is the process of gathering related material into a container called a node” (p.6). Codes 

were generated a priori from the quantitative and connecting phase of the study 

(deductively). Using the results from the quantitative phase, the following codes were 

identified: staff, problem-solving team, tiered instruction, instructional 
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materials/resources, collaboration, data, time, training, priorities, responsibility, and 

screening. From the connecting phase, an additional code was identified - district 

supports. Cases were assigned for each participant and data were arranged into nodes. 

Participant’s characteristics were displayed on a table. Next, thematic analysis of 

interview data was completed. Data were explored via word frequency queries and 

through the creation of visualizations (word clouds) to identify reoccurring concepts and 

patterns. The resulting concepts were arranged into emerging themes, which were then 

interpreted for meaning. A visual model of the qualitative data analysis process is 

illustrated in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6 

Visualization of Qualitative Data Analysis  

 

Note. Adapted from Adu (2016). 
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3.8. Timeline 

The inquiry was approved by the North Texas school district on March 21, 2018. 

The signed letter of approval, along with a copy of the informed consent was sent to the 

Texas A&M University Division of Research’s Institutional Review Board. Document 

review began in May 2018 and continued through January 2020. On August 20, 2019, the 

study (IRB 2018-1254M) was approved and determined to be exempt in accordance with 

45 CFR 46.104. Data collection and analysis for the quantitative and qualitative phase of 

the study occurred from August 2019 through January 2020, beginning with the 

quantitative survey and qualitative interview of district administrators. Figure 7 depicts 

the study’s data collection and data analysis process, along with the resulting outputs.  
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Figure 7 

Data Collection and Analysis Process 

 

3.9. Reliability and Validity 

3.9.1. Quantitative 

 Conclusions drawn by, particularly from the quantitative phase, had the potential 

to reveal factors that contributed to and/or hindered implementation fidelity in secondary 

literacy, as perceived by those who led the program. Because of the importance of the 

program on secondary literacy acquisition, the reliability and validity of the chosen 

instruments was given additional consideration.  
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 For the quantitative portion of the study, the survey instrument’s reliability and 

validity were reported by the Florida PS/RtI Project: content validity, construct validity, 

and internal consistency reliability. Content validity refers to the extent to which the 

items on the perception survey were designed to measure what it intended. Castillo et al. 

(2016) posited, “in the context of the Perceptions of Practices survey, the content-related 

validity evidence is based on expert judgment that the sample of items is representative of 

the educator practices required for RTI implementation” (p.46). Construct validity also 

refers to the extent to which the individuals scores represent a meaningful measure of 

each domain in the perceptions survey. Castillo et al. (2016) reported that 

In the case of the Perceptions of Practices survey, an exploratory factor analysis 

was conducted to assess the internal structure of the instrument and to develop 

evidence to support the validity of interpretations based on individuals’ scores on 

the resulting factors. Results of a common factor analysis using the responses 

from 2,140 educators in 62 schools from seven school districts suggests that the 

Perceptions of Practices survey taps into educators’ perceptions of the extent to 

which RTI practices are occurring. (p.47) 

  Internal consistency reliability relates to item homogeneity, or the degree to which 

the items on a test jointly measure the same domain (Henson, 2001, p. 177). The internal 

consistency reliability estimates, provided by the Florida PS/RtI Program, as measured by 

Cronbach’s alpha, for the domains (factors) yielded by the factor analysis was: α = .97.  

3.9.2. Qualitative 

 The study did not assume that each secondary campus was aware of the district-

level RTI processes and procedures. The study also did not assume that each campus 
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implements RTI consistently. The qualitative phase gave insight into the structural and/or 

contextual factors affecting implementation fidelity. In addition, conclusions from the 

qualitative phase revealed hinderances related to implementation fidelity that could be 

used by stakeholders for ongoing learning of systemic changes necessary to the RTI 

program. Both of these affected outcome and process validity.  

 Creswell (2009) recommended that researchers utilize at least two verification 

strategies in any study to reduce “the researcher’s experiences, orientations, and 

preconceptions that may have affected the research approach and interpretation of the 

data” (p.123). Multiple verification procedures were employed to establish 

trustworthiness and credibility during the qualitative phase. First, interview transcripts 

were shared with and checked by each participant to ensure accuracy. In addition, the 

study included “rich, thick descriptions” (Creswell, 2009) that provided a detailed 

narrative of the themes and sub-themes that emerged from qualitative analysis. Finally, to 

improve the study’s reliability and validity, document analysis was used to triangulate the 

information collected through semi-structured interviews.  

3.9.3. Integration of Findings 

 To further enhance the credibility of the data findings and interpretations, 

triangulation of multiple data sources was used. Creswell (2014) suggests that 

“triangulation is an important concept in research: combining different types of data and 

individual perspectives helps enhance the creditability” (p. 121). The joint interpretation 

of both the quantitative and qualitative data results created meta-inferences that provided 

evidence for implementation fidelity in the RTI program. The interpretation of meta-

inferences elucidated the perceptions of administrators leading the RTI program, 



71 
 

provided a realistic understanding of the problems that persist with fidelity of 

implementation, and answered the integrated mixed methods question.  

Both the quantitative and qualitative phase of the study created democratic 

validity. Both phases represented data from sources along the RTI continuum in the 

district, revealed multiple perspectives, and included both district-level and campus-level 

administrators. Results, when shared with additional stakeholders, can create catalytic 

validity in that it will allows for a determination of any needed adjustments to the RTI 

program in light of the results. In this way, the study findings allow stakeholders to 

address current issues and be proactive in addressing areas that cause a lack program 

integrity.  

3.10. Closing Thoughts on Section 3 

 Using a mixed methods approach was appropriate for the study because it allowed 

me to balance the district’s expectation of implementation fidelity with the perceptions 

and experiences of the administrators responsible for leading the secondary literacy RTI 

program. Because the goal of RTI programs is to positively affect secondary literacy 

acquisition, implementation fidelity serves as the foundation of a successful program. 

The findings and recommendations of the study can impact conversations regarding 

implications for RTI implementation, can be used to aid in needs assessments, and can be 

used to facilitate consensus building among stakeholders. 
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4. ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

4.1. Introduction of Analysis 

In this research study, I sought to investigate whether perceptions of practices 

were related to implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI program. Priority 

was given to recruiting administrators from both middle school and high school, 

representing a variety of perspectives from those responsible for administering the 

secondary literacy RTI program.  

Seventeen secondary administrators completed the survey instrument (n=17). 

Data were gathered from campus-level administrators consisting of 70.6% 

assistant/associate principals and 29.4% principals. Although a smaller number of 

principals were surveyed, the number of principals and assistant/associate principals 

surveyed was enough to answer the research question and to give insights into the study’s 

problem of practice.  Likewise, of the total available administrators in the district (N=25), 

68% of administrators completed the survey instrument (n=17). Table 3 shows the study 

participant demographic data, such as secondary level, position, years in education, and 

years in current position. To protect the confidentiality of survey participants, a 

participant number was created for each respondent.  
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Table 3 

Quantitative Participant Data 

Campus Number 
Participant 

 ID Position 
Secondary 

Level Gender 

Yrs. 
in 

Educ. 
Yrs. 

Position 

Campus 
1 

1 07 Assistant / Associate Principal Middle School Male 23.00 9.00 

2 10 Assistant / Associate Principal Middle School Female 5.00 2.00 
3 13 Principal Middle School Male 26.00 10.00 

Total N 3      

Campus 
2 

1 09 Assistant / Associate Principal Middle School Male 11.00 6.00 
2 12 Assistant / Associate Principal Middle School Female 18.00 11.00 
3 16 Principal Middle School Female 31.00 5.00 

Total N 3      

Campus 
3 

1 01 Assistant / Associate Principal Middle School Female 7.00 .50 
2 05 Assistant / Associate Principal Middle School Female 12.00 7.00 
3 17 Principal Middle School Male 12.00 7.00 

Total N 3      

Campus 
4 

1 03 Assistant / Associate Principal High School Female 5.00 .50 
2 06 Assistant / Associate Principal High School Male 6.00 2.00 
3 08 Assistant / Associate Principal High School Female 8.00 1.00 
4 14 Principal High School Female 14.00 8.00 

Total N 4      

Campus 
5 

1 02 Assistant / Associate Principal High School Female 14.00 5.00 
2 04 Assistant / Associate Principal High School Female 7.00 1.00 
3 11 Assistant / Associate Principal High School Male 10.00 5.00 
4 15 Principal High School Male 10.00 2.00 

Total N 4      
 Total  N 17      

Note. All campuses are located in the same suburban district. Campuses 1-3 are middle school 
campuses. Campuses 4 and 5 are high school campuses.  

 

4.2. Presentation of Quantitative Data 

4.2.1. Research Question 1 

The purpose of the quantitative research question was to assess administrators’ 

perceptions of RTI practices as an indicator of implementation levels. The Perceptions of 

Practices survey (Castillo, et al., 2016), a 16-item survey instrument, was used gauge the 

intensity of administrators’ perceptions of RTI practices. Research question one asked:  

what are administrators’ perceptions of RTI implementation fidelity in the secondary 

literacy RTI program?  
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The data collected from the survey instrument was used to answer broad and 

specific questions about perceived levels of implementation fidelity at the campus-level 

and provided a general impression of the extent of program integrity across the studied 

district. All statistical data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS, Version 24.0. A 

quantitative codebook was created with the response categories and assigned values for 

each of the items on the survey instrument. Data were entered into SPSS and checked for 

any errors or for missing data.  

4.2.1.1. Descriptive Statistical Analysis 

The recommended method of data analysis, according to the Perceptions of 

Practices survey manual (2016), was calculating the mean rating and frequency 

distribution for each item to determine the average level of perceived RTI practices 

reported by each secondary administrator. As such, 16 mean scores were available for 

analysis. Table 4 summarizes administrators’ perceptions after completing the survey 

instrument.  
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Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics for Response Survey 

Item N Range Minimum Maximum Mean Skewness 

Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Std. 
Error 

Statistic Std. 
Error 

3 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.41 .285 -2.25 .550 
4 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.29 .254 -2.16 .550 
5 17 3.00 2.00 5.00 4.47 .212 -1.81 .550 
6 17 2.00 3.00 5.00 4.70 .143 -1.98 .550 
7 17 3.00 2.00 5.00 4.82 .176 -4.12 .550 
8 17 3.00 2.00 5.00 4.41 .211 -1.63 .550 
9 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.23 .278 -1.65 .550 

10 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.35 .256 -2.26 .550 
11 17 3.00 2.00 5.00 3.29 .281 .162 .550 
12 17 3.00 2.00 5.00 3.59 .258 -.437 .550 
13 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.18 .286 -2.02 .550 
14 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 3.65 .270 -.726 .550 
15 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.12 .240 -1.99 .550 
16 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 3.76 .291 -.962 .550 
17 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.12 .256 -1.71 .550 
18 17 4.00 1.00 5.00 3.94 .254 -1.76 .550 

         
Note. Calculated using SPSS 24 descriptive statistics function. 

 

4.2.1.2. Calculated Item Means 

Ratings approaching 5.00 (always occurs) are an indication that perceived RTI 

practices are closest to implementation fidelity. Ratings between 4.00 (often occurs) and 

5.00 (always occurs) can be interpreted, on average, as the perceived RTI practices 

occurred as often as intended. Scores from the following items recorded the highest 

calculated means, suggesting that administrators perceived that the practices were closer 

to implementation fidelity:  

• Q3 (4.41) “data from literacy screeners were used to determine percent of 

students receiving core instruction (Tier 1)”; 
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• Q5 (4.47) “data were used to identify at-risk students in need of 

supplemental and/or intensive interventions (Tier 2 and Tier 3)”; 

• Q6 (4.70) “identified at-risk students routinely received additional 

instruction (Tier 2 and Tier 3)”; 

• Q7 (4.82) “progress monitoring occurred for all students receiving 

interventions (Tier 2 and Tier 3)”; and 

• Q8 (4.41) “progress monitoring data was used to determine percent of at-

risk students who achieved grade-level benchmarks” (movement back to 

Tier 1). 

Ratings between 3.00 (sometimes occurs) and 4.00 (often occurs) can be 

interpreted, on average, as the perceived RTI practices occurred infrequently or less often 

than intended. Scores from the following items reported the lowest calculated means, 

suggesting that administrators perceived that the practices were further from 

implementation fidelity than others:  

• Q11 (3.29) “the Problem-Solving Team developed hypotheses to explain 

why at-risk students were not performing on grade level”; 

• Q12 (3.58) “data were collected to confirm reasons at-risk students were 

not performing on grade level”; 

• Q14 (3.65) “the referring teacher routinely received staff support to 

implement the intervention plan”; 

• Q16 (3.76) “data were routinely graphed to aid in interpreting student 

performance”; and 
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• Q18 (3.94) “a student’s RTI data were routinely used to determine 

whether or not the student’s performance was due to a disability”. 

4.2.1.3. Frequency Distributions 

Calculating the frequency of secondary administrators who selected each response 

option for an item involved calculating and displaying the number of secondary 

administrators reporting that the RTI practice(s) never occurred (NO), rarely occurred 

(RO), sometimes occurred (SO), often occurred (OO), or always occurred (AO). 

Frequency distributions were useful for providing general information on overall “the 

range of perceived practices” and “what percentage of administrators perceive a given 

practice is occurring” (Castillo et al., 2016, p.6). Table 5 shows the frequency 

distributions of the 16-item survey instrument, along with the frequency number and 

percentages.  
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Table 5 

Frequency and Distributions  

Item N Never 
Occurred 

(NO) 

Rarely 
Occurred 

(RO) 

Sometimes 
Occurred 

(SO) 

Often 
Occurred 

(OO) 

Always 
Occurred 

(AO) 
 Statist

ic 
F % F % F % F % F % 

3 17 1 5.9 1 5.9   3 17.6 12 70.6 
4 17 1 5.9   1 5.9 6 35.3 9 52.9 
5 17   1 5.9 1 5.9 4 23.5 11 64.7 
6 17     1 5.9 3 17.6 13 76.5 
7 17   1 5.9     16 94.1 
8 17   1 5.9 1 5.9 5 29.4 10 58.8 
9 17 1 5.9 3 17.6 3 17.6   10 58.8 

10 17 1 5.9   1 5.9 5 29.4 10 58.8 
11 17   6 35.3 3 17.6 5 29.4 3 17.6 
12 17   4 23.5 2 11.8 8 47.1 3 17.6 
13 17 1 5.9   1 5.9 8 47.1 7 41.2 
14 17 1 5.9 1 5.9 5 29.4 6 35.3 4 23.5 
15 17 1 5.9   1 5.9 9 52.9 6 35.3 
16 17 1 5.9 2 11.8 2 11.8 7 41.2 5 29.4 
17 17 1 5.9   2 11.8 7 41.2 7 41.2 
18 17 1 5.9   2 11.8 10 58.8 4 23.5 

Total 17 10  20  26  86  130  
Note. Calculated using SPSS Version 24 frequency distributions function. 

 

To determine the general perceptions of implementation of RTI, practices scores 

were computed for each respondent by calculating the sum of the ratings for each item 

measured by the instrument. The values corresponding with the responses were added 

together to obtain the total value of perceptions of RTI practices (Castillo et al., 2016, 

p.5). The total value of 1,152 [i.e. (10x1) +(20x2) +(26x3) +(86x4) +(130x5) =1152] was 

divided by the total number of response items of 272 [i.e. (16 items) x (17 participants) 

=272] to obtain an average overall score of 4.24. The average score of 4.24 could be 

interpreted as secondary administrators perceived on average that secondary literacy RTI 

practices often occurred. 
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4.2.1.4. Visual Distributions of Data 

 To visually show the distribution of the data and for efficient comparisons of the 

averages, ranges, and outliers, boxplots were drawn for the ratings on each item of the 

survey instrument. Figure 8 depicted the boxplots for items 3 – 10 of the survey. Note 

that the boxplots for these items were comparatively short suggesting an overall high 

level of agreement in ratings for items 3-10. The median line of the boxplot showed that 

on average the perceived practices measured on items Q3-10 were scored as “always 

occurred” or (5.00). The whiskers on items Q4-5 and Q8-10 represented the lower 25% 

of the scores on the items and show that these items were negatively skewed. The overall 

spread, as shown by the extreme values, were depicted with circles (o) or asterisks (*) at 

the end of the lower whiskers. These scores were checked for data-entry errors and none 

were found. Note that the ratings for participant 14 were outliers for all items in Figure 8 

(Q3-10). Ratings for participant 8 were outliers on items Q3 and Q5. Participant 6 was an 

outlier for item Q4. Finally, item Q6 showed outliers for participants 2, 9, 12, and 14. 
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Figure 8 

Boxplots for Items 3 – 10 

 

 

The median line for items Q11-18, as depicted on Figure 9, showed the lowest on 

average rating for item Q11 at 3.00 (rarely occurred) and was positively skewed. The 

interquartile ranges for data on items Q11 and Q16 show that the data were more 

dispersed. For Q12-Q15 and Q17, the data were less dispersed and negatively skewed. 

Data for participant 14 were outliers for Q13-18. Finally, for item Q16, the median rating 

on perceived practices was 4.00 (often occurred); however, extreme values were depicted 

for seven survey participants. 
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Figure 9 

Boxplots for Items 11 – 18 

 

 

 

4.2.1.5. Domain-Level Analysis  

The Perceptions of Practices survey manual (2016) recommended calculating the 

average by domain level to determine the perceptions when applying practices across the 

various components of the secondary literacy RTI program. Calculating averages by 

domain level also allowed for analysis of general trends in RTI practices.  

Average domain-level scores were computed by calculating the sum of the ratings 

of items that comprised the domain. The values were added together and divided by the 

number of items within the domain. The results were the average level of perceived 



82 
 

practices for each domain, as suggested by the Perceptions of Practices survey manual 

(Castillo et al., 2016, p.5).  

To accomplish this, the 16 items on the survey instrument were categorized into 

domains, representing the four components of RTI implementation articulated by the 

National Center on Response to Intervention (Risk, 2014). The four domains were: 

screening, tiered instruction, progress monitoring, and data-based decision making. 

Survey items 3, 4, and 5 were group together for analysis in the Domain 1: Screening. 

Items 6, 7, and 8 concerned adjustments to instruction for at-risk students and were 

analyze together in Domain 2: Tiered Instruction. Items 9 – 13 were analyzed together in 

Domain 3: Progress Monitoring, as they involved using performance data to respond to 

student needs. Finally, items 14-18 were related to monitoring, goal setting, and decision 

making and were analyzed together in Domain 4: Data-based Decision Making. Figure 

10 depicts the item and domain breakdown of the 16-item survey instrument used for 

domain-level analysis. 

 

Figure 10  

Items Categorized by Domain Level 

Note. Item domain categorization is consistent with identifiable practices and components 
outlined in RTI frameworks (Patrikakou et al., 2016). 

Domain 1 
Screening

• Q3 Universal Screeners
• Q4 Changes to Tier 1
• Q5 ID At-risk Students

Domain 2
Tiered Instruction

• Q6 Additional 
Instruction

• Q7 PM for At-risk
• Q8 PM on 

Improvements

Domain 3
Progress Monitoring

• Q9 ID Student Needs
• Q10 ID Current 

Performance
• Q11 Develop 

Hypothesis
• Q12 Data Confirmation
• Q13 Intervention Plans

Domain 4
Data-based Decision 

Making
• Q14 Teacher Support
• Q15 Intervention 

Fidelity
• Q16 Data on 

Performance
• Q17 RTI Data vs Goals
• Q18 RTI Data to Refer 

to SPED
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4.2.2. Research Question 2 

The purpose of research question two was to assess whether administrators’ 

perceptions would reveal any variances in implementation fidelity that may exist among 

and between secondary campuses. Studying variances among campuses allowed the 

study to “detect meaningful patterns and relationships” (Ivankova, 2015, p.220) and to 

identify areas requiring a deeper level of analysis.  

4.2.2.1. Demographic Analysis of Average Domain Levels 

When applying demographic data to domain-level analysis, trends in perceived 

practices were analyzed to determine the extent to which various components were 

implemented across all secondary campuses and used to answer research question 2. 

Therefore, a demographic analysis of average domain levels was conducted by campus, 

by secondary level, and by administrative position to measure: 

• overall perceptions of RTI practices across all studied campuses (vertical 

articulation); 

• the average perceptions of RTI practices across all studied middle school 

campuses; 

• the average perceptions of RTI practices across all studied high school 

campuses; and  

• average perceptions of RTI practices within and between administrative 

positions. 

To summarize and compare descriptive statistics by group (compare means) across 

factors, categorical values (campus number, position) were used to subset the dependent 

variables (item ratings) in SPSS. Table 6 delineates the sum of items, the number of items, 
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and the average levels by domain. Further, Table 6 groups the average levels by overall 

domain, by campus, by secondary level, and by position.  

 

Table 6 

Domain-Level Analysis 

 Domain 1 
(Q3-Q5) 

Domain 2 
(Q6-Q8) 

Domain 3 
(Q9-Q13) 

Domain 4 
(Q14-Q18) 

 Sum Num Avg. Sum Num. Avg. Sum Num. Avg. Sum Num. Avg. 
Overall 
Domain 224 51 4.39 237 51 4.65 334 85 3.94 333 85 3.92 

By Campus and Level 
Campus 1 44 9 4.89 44 9 4.89 66 15 4.40 68 15 4.53 
Campus 2 40 9 4.44 42 9 4.67 57 15 3.80 58 15 3.87 
Campus 3 41 9 4.56 43 9 4.78 62 15 4.13 63 15 4.20 
Overall 
Middle 125 27 4.63 129 27 4.78 185 45 4.11 189 45 4.20 

Campus 4 42 12 3.50 52 12 4.33 65 20 3.25 65 20 3.25 
Campus 5 57 12 4.75 56 12 4.67 85 20 4.25 80 20 4.00 
Overall 

High 99 24 4.13 108 24 4.50 150 40 3.75 145 40 3.63 
By Position 

Overall 
Asst/Assoc 158 36 4.39 172 36 4.78 243 60 4.05 244 60 4.07 

Middle 
Asst/Assoc 81 18 4.50 85 18 4.72 99 30 3.30 106 30 3.53 

High 
Asst/Assoc 77 18 4.28 87 18 4.83 120 30 4.00 118 30 3.93 

Overall 
Principal 66 15 4.40 65 15 4.33 91 25 3.64 89 25 3.56 

Middle 
Principal 44 9 4.89 44 9 4.89 61 15 4.07 62 15 4.13 

High 
Principal 22 6 3.67 21 6 3.50 30 10 3.00 27 10 2.70 

Note. A two-layer analysis report was run using the SPSS Compare Means procedure to 
simultaneously view the averages with respect to each factor.  
 

 The overall average scores for Domain 1 (4.39) and Domain 2 (4.65) could be 

interpreted as administrators’ perceiving that screeners (the use of data to make changes 

to core instruction and identify at-risk students) and tiered instruction (providing 

supplemental and/or intensive instruction) tended to almost always occur. Average scores 

for Domain 3 (3.94) and Domain 4 (3.92) for practices related to monitoring student 
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performance and data-based decision-making practices were perceived to occur less 

often. From Table 6, several observations were made about the patterns and trends when 

applying demographic data to domain-level analysis: 

• Across all domains, the overall impression of the level of perceived 

implementation was higher for middle school campuses as compared to high 

school campuses. 

• The highest average levels for each domain were reported by Campus 1 (4.89, 

4.89, 4.40, 4.53), a middle school campus, indicating that perceived RTI practices 

nearly always occurred. 

• The lowest average levels for each domain were reported by Campus 4 (3.50, 

4.33, 3.25, 3.25), a high school campus, which can be interpreted as RTI practices 

occurring on certain occasions or in certain circumstances.  

• Middle school principals, on average, rated perceived levels of implementation 

greater than 1 point higher across all domains as compared to high school 

principals (4.89, 4.89, 4.07 and 4.13 versus 3.67, 3.50, 3.00, and 2.70 

respectively). 

4.2.2.2. Demographic Analysis of Experience 

In addition to data related to campus levels and administrative positions, 

demographic data on years of experience in education and years in current position for 

each participant were collected to further analyze perceptions of RTI practices. The data 

were useful during the in-between stage of data analysis to select participants for the 

qualitative phase of the study. Descriptive statistics for the “position” variable were 

computed for mean, standard deviation, minimum, maximum, range, and standard error 
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of mean. All participants (n=17) reported their total years of experience in education, 

years in current position, secondary level (middle or high school), and gender. Of the 

administrators surveyed, 58% were middle school administrators and 41.2% were high 

school administrators. 58.8% of survey participants were female and 41.2% were male. 

Although the gender demographic data were obtained, it was not used as a part of the 

data analysis. Table 7 shows that the total years of experience in education ranged from 5 

to 31 years with a mean of 12.88 years (± 1.84 standard error of means). Skewness of less 

than 1.0 represents normal distribution. The skewness statistic (1.22) shows the data for 

years of experience in education were highly skewed. The participant’s years in current 

position ranged from .50 (six months) to 11 years with a mean of 4.83 years (± .84 

standard error of means). The skewness statistic (.27) shows the data were approximately 

normally distributed.  

 

Table 7 

Participant Work Experience 

 
N Range Minimum Maximum Mean Skewness 

Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error 
Yrs. in 
Education 

17 26.00 5.00 31.00 12.8824 1.83688 1.222 .550 

Yrs. in 
Position 

17 10.50 .50 11.00 4.8235 .84447 .269 .550 

Valid N 
(listwise) 

17        

Note. Calculated using SPSS Version 24 descriptive statistics explore function. 

 

4.2.2.3. Inferential Statistical Analysis  

For further analysis of the survey results, a Mann-Whitney U (M-W) 

nonparametric statistic test, was used measure the difference between two independent 
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groups (middle school administrator, high school administrator) when dependent 

variables were ordinal (Fritz et al., 2011). SPSS was used for all calculations, including 

the critical value for sample sizes (n1 = n2 = 15). The mean ranks allowed for 

comparisons between each group’s ratings for each item. Testing the hypothesis was 

needed to determine whether the observed data (U) supported a difference in the 

responses of secondary administrators (Fritz et al., 2011). If the U value was less than or 

equal to 15, the research hypothesis is rejected. If the U value exceeded 15, the research 

hypothesis is not rejected. The U values for all items (Q3-Q18) exceeded the critical 

values (15), ranging from 18.50 to 36.00; therefore, the hypothesis was rejected (Type I 

error). There was sufficient evidence to conclude that the perceptions of implementation 

fidelity as rated by middle school administrators differed from high school 

administrators.  

Table 8 depicts the result of the Mann-Whitney U test which provided the mean 

ranks, U statistic, Z value, and the effect size. The effect size, r, was calculated by 

dividing the Z value by the square root of N, according to Cohen’s (1988) guidance for 

interpreting effect sizes. The sample size was too small to conclude any statistical 

significance. Fritz et al. (2011) posited, “Z is sensitive to sample size; dividing by a 

function of N removes the effect of sample size from the resultant effect size estimate" 

(p. 12). Therefore, for r a large effect is .50, a medium effect is .30, and a small effect is 

.10.  
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Table 8 

Mann-Whitney U Test  

Test Statistics 
Items Mean Ranks Mann-Whitney U Z ES (r) 

Q3 Middle 9.00 36.00 .00 0 
No effect High 9.00 

Q4 Middle 10.11 26.00 -1.07 -.26 
Smaller than typical High 7.75 

Q5 Middle 9.50 31.50 -.51 -.12 
Small  High 8.44 

Q6 Middle 9.22 34.00 -.26 .06 
No effect to small High 8.75 

Q7 Middle 9.50 31.50 -1.06 -.26 
Smaller than typical High 8.44 

Q8 Middle 9.17 34.50 -.16 -.04 
No effect to small High 8.81 

Q9 Middle 9.67 30.00 -.65 -.16 
Small High 8.25 

Q10 Middle 8.83 34.50 -.16 -.04 
No effect to small High 9.19 

Q11 Middle 10.17 25.50 -1.05 -.26 
Smaller than typical High 7.69 

Q12 Middle 10.28 24.50 -1.18 -.29 
medium High 7.56 

Q13 Middle 7.67 24.00 -1.27 -.31 
medium High 10.50 

Q14 Middle 10.94 18.50 -1.76 -.43 
Larger than typical High 6.81 

Q15 Middle 8.94 35.50 -.05 -.01 
No effect High 9.06 

Q16 Middle 9.78 29.00 -.71 -.17 
Smaller than typical High 8.13 

Q17 Middle 9.11 35.00 -.10 -.03 
No effect High 8.88 

Q18 Middle 10.83 19.00 -1.79 -.49 
large High 6.94 

Note. The critical value 15 and the decision rule is to reject research hypothesis (H0) if U ≤ 15. 
 ͣ Grouping Variable: Secondary Level 
 
Note that the means ranks of all items are similar except for items Q4, Q11, Q12, Q13, 

Q14, and Q18.  
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Q4: High school level administrators had lower mean rank (7.75) than middle 

school administrators (10.11), U = 26, p = .29, r = -.26, which was not statistically 

significant and had an approximately medium effect size.  

Q11: High school level administrators had a lower mean rank (7.69) than middle 

school administrators (10.17), U = 25.5, p = .29, r = -.26, which was not statistically 

significant and had an approximately medium effect size. 

Q12: High school administrators had a lower mean rank (7.56) than middle school 

administrators (10.28), U = 24.5, p = .24, r = -.29, which was not statistically significant 

and had a medium effect size. 

Q13: High school administrators had a higher mean rank (10.50) than middle 

school administrators (7.67), U = 24.00, p = .21, r = -.31, which was not statistically 

significant and had a medium effect size. 

Q14: High school administrators had a lower mean rank (6.81) than middle school 

administrators (10.94), U = 18.5, p = .08, r = -.43, which was not statistically significant 

and had an approximately large effect size. 

Q18: High school administrators had a lower mean rank (6.94) than middle school 

administrators (10.83), U = 19.0, p = .07, r = -.44, which was not statistically significant 

and had an approximately large effect size. 

4.2.3. Summary 

 For research question one, secondary administrators (n=17) were invited to 

respond to the online Perceptions of Practices survey (Appendix D). Administrators were 

asked to identify the perceived levels of implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy 

RTI program. The means ratings and frequency distributions for each survey item were 
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calculated and reported on Table 4. The overall general impression of implementation 

fidelity in secondary literacy RTI was 4.24, suggesting that practices were perceived on 

average as often occurring. Analysis conducted on the individual item level indicated that 

administrators perceived that RTI practices were closest to implementation fidelity in (a) 

data from literacy screeners (4.41), (b) identifying at-risk students (4.47), (c) providing 

strategic and/or intensive instruction (4.70), and (d) using data to progress monitor (4.82). 

Finally, the RTI practices that were perceived to occur less often and those which 

measured the lowest levels of implementation fidelity were the actions completed when 

engaging in data-based decision making (3.29, 3.58, 3.65, 3.76, 3.94).  

 In order to determine if variations existed in levels of implementation fidelity 

between secondary campuses and to answer research question two, a domain-level 

analysis (factors) was completed and reported on Table 6. The overall impression of 

perceived implementation fidelity was higher for middle school administrators, with 

Campus 1 administrators rating the highest per domain (4.89, 4.89, 4.40, and 4.53, 

respectively). The overall impression of perceived implementation fidelity was lowest for 

high school administrators, with Campus 4 administrators rating the lowest per domain 

(3.50, 4.33, 3.25, and 3.25, respectively).  

 To further measure variances between campuses, a Mann-Whitney U 

nonparametric test (Table 8) was used to compare the two groups of administrators by 

mean ranks. The overall results indicated that there was sufficient evidence to conclude 

that perceptions of implementation fidelity in secondary literacy was different for middle 

school administrators and high school administrators. The sample size was too small to 

conclude any statistical significance and the effect sizes were smaller than typical to 
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large. Overall, high school administrators had lower mean ranks on 68% of survey items 

than middle school administrators, with the greatest difference on item Q14 (U = 24.00, p 

= -1.27, r = -.43, larger than typical effect size) and item Q18 (U = 19, p = -1.79, r = -.49, 

large effect size). To assess whether the data from the variables were reliable, a 

Cronbach’s alpha was computed. The alpha was .94, which provides strong evidence for 

internal consistency reliability.  

4.3. Connecting Qualitative Phase 

 Selecting an appropriate sample of participants for the qualitative phase was 

accomplished in two ways: between-strategies data collection and purposeful (extreme 

case) sampling. Both methods yielded participants who were “information-rich” and 

provided insight into the quantitative results. In addition, Stringer (2014) recommended 

“identifying a sample from individuals who are affected by or had an effect on the 

problem of interest” (p.77). The selected participants consisted of both district-level and 

campus-level administrators who were tasked with leading the implementation of RTI 

and monitoring program integrity.  

4.3.1. Purposeful Sampling  

4.3.1.1. Outlier Cases 

To aid in the selection of administrators to participate in the qualitative phase of 

the study, a visual analysis of frequency distribution was conducted to identify outlier or 

extreme values among survey respondents. Mills (2011) emphasizes the relevance of 

following up with outlier cases using qualitative methods to further understand critical 

situations (p. 249). A visual analysis of frequency distributions (Figure 8 and Figure 9) 
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indicated outliers or extreme values for participant 6, participant 8, and participant 14. 

Ratings for participant 14 were outliers on nearly all survey items (10 of 16). 

4.3.1.2. Domain Analysis by Campus, by Secondary Level, and by Position 

 A review of the domain-level analysis by campus, by secondary level, and by 

position (Table 6) also informed the selection of qualitative phase participants. In order to 

examine the factors that contributed to implementation fidelity, data were reviewed to 

identify participants whose ratings were closest to “always occurred”. The results by 

campus indicated that Campus 1, a middle school campus, had the highest average 

domain ratings (4.89, 4.89, 4.40, and 4.53, respectively). When results were analyzed by 

position, the highest average domain ratings (4.89, 4.89, 4.17, and 4.13, respectively) 

were by participant 13, a middle school principal.  

 In order to examine the factors that hindered implementation fidelity, data were 

reviewed to identify participants whose ratings were farthest from “always occurred”. 

The results by campus indicated that Campus 4, a high school campus, had the lowest 

average domain ratings (3.50, 4.33, 3.25, and 3.25, respectively). When results were 

analyzed by position, the lowest average domain ratings (3.67, 3.50, 3.00, and 2.70, 

respectively) were associated with participant 14, a high school principal.  

4.3.2. Interview Protocol Development  

4.3.2.1. Open Ended Responses 

Participants were invited to identify factors that contributed to or hindered 

implementation fidelity in the RTI program. To accomplish this, participants were asked 

open-ended questions (Appendix D) to elaborate on RTI practices within the context of 

the participant’s campus and specific to his or her administrative position. The most 
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salient commonalities in those responses were comments about implementation support 

from district-level administration, adequate professional development at the district-level, 

time for collaboration between reading specialist and core content teachers, and the 

absence of a literacy universal screener. Based on this, the interview guides (Appendix E) 

were created, adding specific questions to allow participants to elaborate on the findings 

from the quantitative phase and to elaborate on the responses from the open-ended 

questions. In addition to questions about RTI practices, the following question was added 

as a result of the open-ended questions: What supports does your campus receive from 

district leadership that helps with implementing the secondary literacy RTI program? 

4.3.3. Summary  

 The criteria for selecting participants for the qualitative follow-up resulted from 

identifying outlier cases, reviewing data on perceived levels of implementation fidelity, 

and a review of responses on open-ended questions. The following participants were 

selected for the qualitative phase: 

1. Participant 1, Director of RTI 

2. Participant 7, Campus 1 

3. Participant 13, Campus 1 

4. Participant 8, Campus 4 

5. Participant 14, Campus 4 

The selected participants provided a broader range of stakeholder perspectives, including 

perspectives from district leadership, high school leadership, and middle school 

leadership. In addition, the participants were able to identify any structural or contextual 

factors contributing to their perspectives.  
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4.4. Presentation of Qualitative Data 

4.4.1. Qualitative Phase Participants 

Qualitative interviews took place in the fall of 2019 and in the spring of 2020 at 

the participants’ office or campus location. The five participants for the individual 

interviews were asked to reflect on their leadership practices to clarify or expound upon 

the survey responses. Participants were also asked to think about the applicability of 

district guidelines and expectations on their RTI practices. Table 9 shows the participant 

characteristics of those who were interviewed for the qualitative phase of the study. 

 

Table 9 

Qualitative Participants’ Characteristics 

Participant 
(pseudonym) 

 

Campus Secondary 
Level 

Position Yrs. in 
Education 

Yrs. in 
Position 

Participant 1 
(Mary) 

District 
Administration 

ALL Director of RTI 19 7 

Participant 7 
(Daniel) 

Campus 1 Middle  Assistant/Associate 
Principal 

23 9 

Participant 13 
(Thomas) 

Campus 1 Middle  Principal 26 10 

Participant 8 
(Keisha) 

Campus 4 High Assistant/Associate 
Principal 

8 1 

Participant 14 
(Sharon) 

Campus 4 High  Principal 14 8 

 

4.4.1.1. Participant 1: Director of RTI 

 Mary was interviewed on August 29, 2019 and again on September 3, 2019. At 

the time of the study, Mary (pseudonym) was the director of RTI. She had overseen the 

district’s RTI program since 2013, having been promoted from primary reading 

coordinator. Her primary responsibilities included providing professional guidance and 
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support on behalf of academically vulnerable students to districtwide stakeholders in the 

areas of monitoring, implementing, and sustaining the RTI, Dyslexia, and 504 Programs. 

In addition to ensuring compliance with district, state, and federal regulations, Mary’s 

focus was to build the systems and processes necessary to support program integrity and 

to improve student academic performance. As the director of RTI, Mary was responsible 

for identifying and providing guidance on appropriate instructional strategies, evidence-

based interventions, instructional resources, and assessment tools to be adopted by the 

district. Mary collaborated with the executive leadership team, curriculum coordinators, 

and campus-based administrators to manage and analyze RTI data for districtwide 

improvement. Mary facilitated professional development and monitored classroom 

instruction to ensure that sound teaching practices and evidence-based interventions were 

being implemented with fidelity. Mary had direct supervision of two district reading-level 

specialists, who were responsible for supporting all district high schools. As director of 

RTI, Mary was interviewed twice. The primary purpose of the first interview was to 

capture the district expectations for implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI 

program, as lead and managed by the director of RTI. The district RTI Manual, 

curriculum management plan, and board policies were used to corroborate information 

from the director’s interview (Ivankova, 2015). The intent of the second interview was to 

gain an understanding of the factors that contributed to or hindered fidelity in the district, 

from the director’s perspective.  

4.4.1.2. Daniel, Participant 7: Middle School Assistant Principal 

 Daniel was interviewed on September 9, 2019 at Campus 1 in his office. At the 

time of the interview, Daniel was the eighth-grade assistant principal. He had overseen 
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the campus-level implementation of the RTI program since 2010. Over the span of his 

administrative career (nine years), Daniel had been employed at the same campus and 

with the same principal. Daniel shared, “I’ve been here long enough to know what works 

and what don’t work with our kids. The district has expectations, but we have latitude to 

figure out what works in our building. Our scores are high enough.” Given Daniel’s 

longevity leading the campus’ RTI program, his perspectives revealed some background 

information on the history of RTI implementation within the district. 

4.4.1.3. Thomas, Participant 13: Middle School Principal 

 Thomas, the Campus 1 principal, was interviewed on September 10, 2019 in his 

office. At the time of the interview, Thomas’s career in education spanned 26 years. He 

has worked at Campus 1 since its inception, starting as the campus assistant principal. He 

has been the campus principal for ten years. Thomas shared, “I’ve seen all the RTI 

changes in the district. I think we started doing RTI when the school opened, before any 

other campus really had anything in place.”  

4.4.1.4. Keisha, Participant 8: High School Associate Principal 

 As a new associate principal, Keisha was a bit hesitant to take part in the research 

study. Although she was first interviewed on September 9, 2019, her responses were not 

forthcoming, and she often answered, “I don’t know.” After reassuring her that both the 

district and her campus principal supported the study, the interview was rescheduled. In 

addition, a copy of the district approval letter was emailed to her for review. Informed 

consent was reviewed again in detail and additional contact information was shared. I 

shared my background information and the reasons why the study was initiated. To build 



97 
 

trust and to develop a relationship, Keisha’s interview was rescheduled to September 18, 

2019.  

 At the time of the second interview, Keisha was new in her role as the school’s 

associate principal, having been promoted mid-year the previous school year from 

assistant principal. Her eight-year educational career included experience as a classroom 

teacher, mathematics department chair, assistant principal, and now associate principal. 

Keisha shared, “I am so careful to do everything by the book. I don’t want to fail in this 

position. I’m sorry to be so hesitant, but everything I do now is about academics and 

student performance. If I make one wrong step, it affects a lot.” 

4.4.1.5. Sharon, Participant 14: High School Principal 

 At the time of the study, Sharon had been a high school principal for eight years, 

five at Campus 4. She was hired from a neighboring district where she was a middle 

school principal. She was completing her 14th year in education. Sharon was interviewed 

on September 10, 2019 in her office. She shared, “there’s a lot of work that we have to 

accomplish this year. Every school year we have to identify one goal. Last year we chose 

literacy. This year, I want to make sure we deepen our practices.” 

4.4.2. Baseline Implementation Fidelity Measure 

 The purpose of the research study was to investigate the administrators’ 

perceptions of RTI implementation fidelity. To establish a baseline understanding of 

district expectations for implementation of the secondary literacy RTI program, several 

data sources were utilized as a part of the qualitative phase of the study. Documents, 

including the district RTI manual, curriculum management guide, and board policies 

were analyzed to set a baseline for implementation fidelity. In addition, an interview with 
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the director of RTI measured her perspectives on the level of implementation fidelity for 

the secondary campuses in relationship to the district expectations. Figure 11 illustrates 

the district RTI components, as compiled from document analysis and confirmed by the 

director of RTI. 

 

Figure 11 

District RTI Components 

 

Note. Adapted from district RTI procedural manual and district curriculum management plan. 
* No guidance for high school RTI at Tier 2 and Tier 3 

Tier 1
Universal Screeners (6-8, TMSFA)

Curriculum & Differentiated Instruction
Organizational and Study Skills

Vocabulary-embedded Literacy Instruction
(Content Area Teachers)

Tier 2 *
Middle schools have designated 

intervention period.
60 minutes weekly (min. 7-8)

6:1 Ratio
(Any trained teacher or paraprofessional)

Tier 3 *
80 mins weekly (7-8)

3:1 Ratio
( certified teacher or 

interventionist)
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4.4.2.1. Interview 1: Director of RTI 

At the start of the interview, Mary was asked to give an overall impression of RTI 

implementation fidelity in the district. Mary reported that her biggest professional 

accomplishment within her role was the elementary (K-6) RTI program. She reported: 

I can say for sure that we implement in K-6. We have staff - a reading specialist at 

each campus. We do tiered instruction, especially Tier 1. We progress monitor, 

and we’ve shown student improvement. I think elementary does RTI pretty well”. 

Her comments are in alignment with numerous research studies that suggested that 

districts are more prone to have well-establish RTI frameworks and engage in 

implementation fidelity monitoring to a greater extent at the elementary school level 

(Tackett et. al, 2009). Mary was asked to share what her current goals were in 

relationship to the RTI program. She shared a goal of moving beyond K-6 

implementation fidelity, adding that “I think the movement is toward an increased 

support for RTI across the board.”  

 To establish baseline levels of implementation fidelity from Mary’s perspective as 

the district director, she was asked to rate the levels of perceived implementation fidelity 

for each expected RTI component (Figure 11). To offer clarification and to aid in the 

determination of variances between middle and high school campus, Mary was asked to 

first give a general perception of implementation fidelity overall, then rate domains levels 

by middle school and high school. Table 10 captures Mary’s domain-level ratings, 

including evidence (comments) gleamed from interview transcripts to support the ratings. 
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Table 10 

Baseline Implementation Fidelity (District) 

  Evidence  
Middle School 

Evidence  
High School 

Domain 1:  
Screeners 
 
 
Avg. Domain Score:  
 
4.25 
 
 
Often Occurs  
 

Rating: Always Occurs 
(5.00) 

 
“Yes, all students are screened 
in middle school. Scores are 
not always accurate due to 
fidelity with testing and student 
disinterest.” 
 
“They're doing the Texas 
middle school fluency 
assessment, but then they're 
also using a digital resource. 
They're using Mobi Reading.” 
 
 

Rating: Sometimes Occurs (3.50) 
 
“There is a variance between high school 
due to choice in assessments. 
STAAR/Curriculum based assessments 
are primary sources of information.” 
 
“High schools receive a list of Tier 2 and 
Tier 3 students that are promoting up, so 
they are aware. But there’s not a 
universal screener other than that. They 
all do different things.” 
 

Domain 2:  
Tiered Interventions 
 
 
 
Avg. Domain Score:  
 
4.00 
 
 
Often Occurs  
 
 

Rating: Always Occurs 
(5.00) 

 
“All responsible staff is 
provided training in 
interventions 
and receive ongoing prof. 
development. I train them.” 
 
 
“Middle school interventionists 
are equipped to deliver 
evidence-based interventions.” 
 
 
“For middle school yes. For 
middle school. Absolutely 
because we monitor how many 
students are in those classes. I 
set that guideline for middle 
school.  
 
 

Rating: Sometimes Occurs (3.00) 
 
“Some forms of PD provided, but most 
are not school based or do not support 
continuous improvement.” 
 
“Reading specialists are well trained and 
have very small groups that target 
intervention but not my classes. There's 
so many different layers there. They 
mainly do dyslexia classes. Secondary 
teachers are not always experts in 
foundational skills, so it may be STAAR 
practice.” 
 
The secondary level interventions 
consist of a variety of strategies; only 
some are evidence-based. This is done 
mainly in core classes. I’m not 
convinced.”  
 
“Only one high school has intervention 
class in place specifically targeting 
below grade level skills.  
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Table 10, continued 

  Evidence  
Middle School 

Evidence  
High School 

Domain 3:  
Progress Monitoring 
 
 
 
Avg. Domain Score:  
 
 
3.50 
 
 
Sometimes Occurs  
 

Rating: Always Occurs 
(5.00) 

 
“Middle Schools are required 
to progress monitor and have 
regular RTI meeting with RTI 
leadership teams. Schedules 
are set by campus, not 
district.” 
 
 
“It's not always a team. But 
they are progress monitoring. 
District... they have to 
progress monitor. They do 
progress monitor.” 
 
 
 
 
 

Rating: Rarely Occurs (2.00) 
 
“High schools do not always 
differentiate between Tier 2 and Tier 
3 instruction, so there’s a concern 
with progress monitoring. Like I 
mentioned, there’s only one high 
school progress monitoring. That’s 
because they have an intervention 
class for Tier 2 and Tier 3. The other 
high schools don’t have that. Not in 
reading. I know quite a few have it in 
math because of STAAR Algebra 1. 
But not for reading.” 
 
“High school has kind of come and 
go with it. I think it's a staffing issue. 
I think that if they have the staff I 
think that they would love to have 
something in place. I do. And they've 
expressed that with me. But I think 
it's a staffing issue.”  
 

Domain 4:  
Data-based  
Decision Making 
 
Avg. Domain Score:  
 
3.00 
 
 
Often Occurs  
 

Rating: Rarely Occurs 
(4.00) 

 
 
“MS has higher degree of 
fidelity with structure, 
resources, etc. When students 
are in the MS elective class, 
parents are notified about what 
the class is and why students 
are there. Parent involvement 
in RTI meetings is campus 
based.” 
 
“I think that the fact that the 
middle school's principals are 
still buying in and supporting 
that class, says a lot. And they 
don't buck me on how many 
kids to put in there or what 
kids to put in those classes.” 
 
 
 

Rating: Rarely Occurs (2.00) 
 
 
“High School does not have 
regular RTI meetings unless 
considering for SPED. Yeah, high 
school won't have a RTI meeting 
unless they are considering SPED. 
And then they're calling it an RTI 
meeting just because they're 
supposed to but it’s just a... It's not.” 
 
District communication in the area of 
defining and describing RTI and the 
RTI process for high school can be 
improved.  
 
 

Note. Adapted from the director of RTI interview transcript dated August 29, 2019. 
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 Ratings of perceived levels of implementation fidelity for the director of RTI were 

compared to the overall ratings by campus-level administrators and is depicted in Table 

11.  

 

Table 11  

Ratings of Implementation Fidelity  

 Domain 
1: 
Screeners 

Domain 2: 
Tiered 
Instruction 

Domain 3: 
Progress 
Monitoring 

Domain 
4: 
Data-
based 
Decision 
Making 

Secondary 
Overall 

4.3 4.65 3.94 3.92 

Director 
Overall 

4.25 4.00 3.50 3.00 

Middle 
Overall 

4.63 4.78 4.11 4.20 

Director 
Middle 

5.00 5.00 5.00 4.00 

High 
Overall 

4.13 4.50 3.75 3.63 

Director 
High 

3.50 3.00 2.00 2.00 

Note. Data combines director’s domain ratings (Table 10) with campus-level administrators’ 
domain ratings (Table 6). 
 

It was noted that the director’s ratings of perceived levels of implementation 

fidelity was lower on all domains of RTI practices. To better understand the reasons for 

the variations between the two, data were shared during the director’s second interview to 

allow her to share any insight into why she perceived the overall implementation fidelity 

levels as lower than campus-level administrators. Mary responded,  
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I think that they want the perception to be that they’re doing very well with 

fidelity. The hard part, as you go up the grades, is to see as true intervention and 

not just test prep, especially when campuses are limited with their staffing and 

how they use their staffing. That's what a lot of it boils down to and that's where 

we are at now. So, when I rate true implementation, I am rating it as I’m looking 

at actual intervention, meaning skills practice, going on in those classes. At some 

high schools, I have to be honest and say that it’s test prep for the EOC and not 

skills practice which is what we’re supposed to do. Because of that, I rated it 

lower.  

Mary’s response to the discrepancies brought to mind one of the disadvantages of self-

report survey instruments, as shared in the study’s limitations. As Noell and Gansle 

(2006) posited, “self-reports tend to be upwardly biased” (p. 33).  To ensure the 

credibility of the research findings (Ivankova, 2015, p. 265), campus-administrator’s 

domain-level ratings were triangulated with different participants (assistant/associate 

principals and with participants at other secondary campuses), using member checking 

(p. 266) of participant survey data, and through document analysis.  

Mary was then asked to then share why she rated middle school fidelity higher 

than the middle school administrators. She shared,  

I see those campuses really using data to drive what they're doing with their 

students. I also see regular communication between the administrators and the 

interventionists on their campus. Yeah, because the middle school level could 

produce clear progress monitoring, targeting some instruction. The middle school 

could produce clear that, I can't promise that the high school could produce that. 
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Consistent with a document analysis of middle school RTI structures, middle school 

campuses were staffed with district-funded reading specialist at each campus whose 

responsibility include RTI implementation monitoring. Additionally, reading specialist 

conduct campus data analysis on a monthly basis with the director of RTI, confirmed by 

the district RTI professional development calendar and resulting student performance 

monitoring outputs. In addition, the data were shared quarterly with the district executive 

council during Cadence of Accountability (COA) meetings.  

Finally, Mary was asked to clarify ratings of Domain 3: Progress Monitoring and 

Domain 4: Data-based Decision-Making for high school. Note that the campus-level 

administrators rated progress monitoring 3.75. For data-based decision-making, high 

school administrators rated implementation fidelity at 3.63. Mary’s rating of 2.00, was 

much lower. Mary shared, 

High school is complex. They've had some administrator changes, so as they've 

had administrator changes and they have had to prioritize what they work on from 

year to year. RTI just hasn't been a stated priority. They've really been working on 

a lot of social emotional growth, so RTI has kind of not been a focus. And then 

they had to work on tier one. Some high school principals feel like they can 

handle RTI in tier one, in the core classes. I just lost another principal. With the 

old principal RTI was actually going to be a priority on that campus this year. 

Priorities restart with every new principal.  

As a follow up question, Mary was asked, “what RTI professional development do you 

have in place for new principals (new to campus or new to district)? She responded, 

“none.” Going further, she was asked, “do you expect this to change considering the 
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staffing changes, and the districts new focus on RTI across the board?” A pregnant pause 

preceded Mary’s response of “I don’t know.” Mary added, 

I think they try, sometimes their hands are tied by their staffing, by a lot staffing. 

They do the best they can with what they have, I do, but I also think that 

sometimes we've got classes maybe designated as, I know I'm beating this dead 

horse, but maybe designated as EOC classes that could be reallocated for 

intervention. 

4.4.2.2. Summary of Director’s Interview 

 To measure the perceptions of implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy 

RTI program, both campus-level administrators and the director of RTI completed the 

survey instrument to determine if any variances existed between district expectations and 

campus-level perceived RTI practices. The director of RTI was interviewed to share her 

viewpoints on variances between the domain-level ratings. Mary cited the following 

factors as contributing to the higher domain ratings for middle school campuses: district-

funded reading specialist at each middle school campus, explicit district policies and 

procedures outlining middle school RTI expectations, and the consistency of data 

monitoring between Mary and the executive council.  

Mary rated the high school domain-level ratings lower than campus-level 

administrators. The primary factor causing lower ratings was Mary’s observations of RTI 

practices within the designated high school intervention classes. Mary perceived that the 

intended intervention classes functioned as test prep classes for state end-of-course exams 

rather than skill-based, individualized true intervention. She also cited staffing as a factor 

presenting a barrier to implementation fidelity, specifically the lack of high school 
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reading specialist at each campus and the frequency of secondary principal staffing 

changes. Finally, Mary considered if the lack of explicit district guidance for high school 

presented a barrier, in and of itself, due to the complexity of the structural and contextual 

factors present at each individual high school campus.  

4.4.3. Research Questions 3, 4, and 5 

The purpose of the qualitative phase of the study was to gain insight into structural 

and/or cultural factors present at secondary campuses that may have had an effect on 

implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI program. To answer the qualitative 

research questions, campus-level secondary administrators (n = 4) were interviewed. The 

qualitative phase research questions were:  

3. What factors influenced the perceived implementation levels identified through 

the quantitative survey? 

4. What factors were viewed as facilitators of implementation fidelity? 

5. What factors were viewed as barriers to implementation fidelity? 

During the process of qualitative data analysis, district documents were again 

analyzed to triangulate findings and assist with informing the development of emerging 

themes. A thematic analysis of interview transcript data resulted in the generation of five 

emergent themes. Table 12 aligns the emerging themes that were identified as a result of 

the rearrangement of text data via word frequency queries and visualizations. Table 12 

aligns the emergent themes with the representative codes, data sources, and connection to 

qualitative research questions.  
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Table 12 

Emerging Themes From Qualitative Data Analysis 

Theme #1 
Administrators perceive that variations in RTI implementation 
fidelity between middle and high schools are the result of limited 
district guidance at the high school level. 

Codes Data Sourcesa Research Question 
problem-solving, 

team, instructional 
materials/resources, 

training, 
responsibilities 

1, 2, 3, 4 3, 4, 5 

Theme #2 
Administrators desired explicit, consistent communication 
between district administrators and campus-level administrators 
on strategies to improve RTI implementation fidelity. 

Codes Data Sourcesa Research Question 
data, district 

supports, priorities, 
responsibility  

1, 2 3, 4, 5 

Theme #3 
Structural factors at the campus level, such as staffing and 
scheduling, have a direct effect on secondary administrators’ 
perception of implementation fidelity.  

Codes Data Sourcesa Research Question 
staff, team, tiered 

instruction, district 
supports 

2, 3 3, 5 

Theme #4 
To minimize the effect of competing academic priorities, the 
presence of a campus-based reading specialist was a significant 
factor to maintaining implementation fidelity.  

Codes Data Sourcesa Research Question 
staff, team, 

priorities, time, 
problem-solving 

team 

2 4, 5 

Theme #5 
If not supported by professional development on RTI best-
practices, contextual flexibility in RTI implementation becomes a 
barrier.  

Codes Data Sourcesa Research Question 
Responsibility, 

training, 
collaboration 

1, 2 4, 5 

Note. a Data sources are: 1 - survey responses, 2 - interviews, 3 - RTI manual, 4 - Curriculum 
Management Guide 
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4.4.3.1. Theme 1: Variances Between Middle and High Schools 

RTI implementation fidelity ratings from the survey revealed that middle school 

administrators perceived that overall RTI practices occurred almost always as intended. 

Conversely, high school administrators perceived that overall RTI practices occurred 

“sometimes” as intended, indicating a lower level of fidelity. Interview participant were 

asked to identify any factors that may have had an effect on implementation fidelity and 

to share thoughts about how the factor affected middle school versus high schools. The 

director of RTI shared that she considers the principal the greatest factor on if 

implementation happens in high school. Participant 1 (district director) shared,  

Right now, it’s more structured in middle school because we have guidance 

through 8th grade. With high school, it’s a little different. High school principals 

can define their RTI programs. So it depends on what they see as a priority. I have 

a high school campus that’s rockin’ it because they do see it is a priority. The 

buy-in has so start with the campus administrator and trickles its way down, so 

however important that the campus administrator deems intervention, is how 

much time is going to be allotted and how much emphasis is going to be placed 

on the RTI process on that campus.  

Campus-level administrators, however, had a differing view of the factors contributing to 

variations between middle and high school campuses. Campus 1, rated by both 

administrators as implementing RTI practices nearly always as intended, explained their 

view of the factors affecting variances between secondary campuses. Participant 7 replied 

with the following: 
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 We have a reading specialist that handles RTI. I mean, I lead RTI but all of the 

managing of the RTI program is handled by our reading specialist. She monitors 

the data, makes sure the right kids are in the classes, and makes sure interventions 

happen. I monitor the data and schedules. Between us both, we get it done. High 

schools don’t have that option.  

Participant 8, the campus principal, added, “if you ask high schools what they’re doing 

for RTI, they’ll all have different answers. I don’t know how it’s all tracked, well I know 

how it’s tracked when our kids go to high school because we work together.” For 

campuses with high implementation fidelity, such as with Campus 1, explicit district 

guidance on the structure, staff, and policies related to implementation serve as a factor 

contributing to high fidelity in RTI practices. In addition, the campus principal shared a 

close working relationship with his feeder pattern high school principal as a reason why 

both campuses rated high implementation fidelity.  

Conversely, for campuses rated low implementation fidelity, the limited district 

guidance was a barrier to program integrity. This was the case at Campus 4. The campus 

principal shared,  

the lack of communication, lack of consistency, and unwillingness to stand by a 

statement given in a meeting is the factor. For example, they’ll say, ‘you should 

do XYZ’. When XYZ is questioned by campus administration, the response is 

‘well every campus does it differently.’” 

Participant 8’s response was similar. She stated, “every campus does everything 

differently. When we talk about RTI in AP meetings, it’s not the same. We try to help 

each other with strategies, but it keeps going back to ‘it depends on your school.” Both 
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administrators expressed frustrations that more guidance from the district level was not 

provided, citing high school programmatic choice in RTI as “a double-edged sword.” 

4.4.3.2. Theme 2: Communication 

 Administrators along the entire RTI continuum, from the assistant superintendent 

to campus-level administrators shared a desire for more explicit, consistent 

communications about RTI implementation between all levels in the district: executive 

leadership team, district-level administrators, and campus-level administrators. The 

primary repeating factor that was revealed from multiple interviews was the failure to 

retain institutional knowledge when employees leave or when organizational charts were 

realigned. This factor caused a lack of continuity and caused RTI knowledge issues that 

resulted in variances in implementation levels from year to year and between and within 

campuses. At the time of the first interview, the director of RTI was navigating a change 

in her supervisor due to a realignment of the organizational chart. She shared,  

Well, every supervisor has had a little different focus. When I turned in my yearly 

focus plan to my new supervisor, she returned it saying it was too broad. But it is 

literally a continuation of what we started last year. And I thought I'm going to 

take a deep breath. If this new boss were here. I don't have to make a lot of 

changes. I've got to build on what we have. So, that’s why maybe it could be a 

little narrower. But still, I just need to stay with somebody for a couple years.  

The instances of changing priorities from year-to-year was also revealed in relationship to 

campus principals. The director shared,  

One high school campus was high fidelity, until they lost a person who was 

phenomenal at it. They have in the past had dedicated reading support that wasn't 
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necessarily just all test based. That's new this year that they don't and I'm thinking 

that it might just be a staffing, something that he's probably going to pick back up 

again because he did see the importance of that.  

Communication was a factor present within campuses, as well. Participant 8, an associate 

principal new to her campus shared an experience at her previous school. She explained, 

“We had principal changes and we changed what we worked on from year to year. One 

year we were getting our RTI up and running and had a specialist. When the principal 

changed, the new principal did not keep the position.” The Campus 4 principal shared the 

importance of consistent, explicit communication of RTI practices, considering she had 

several new and novice assistant principals. When sharing annual campus academic 

goals, Participant 14 remarked, “last year we focused on English 1, and our goal was 

tiered instruction. We are going to keep that same goal, just deepen it to focus our work.”  

 Going further, Participant 7 added, “I think that the communication between the 

campus level specialists to the teachers can be improved. Sometimes there’s not enough 

time allotted for them to do that. The training that the teachers get is not near as involved 

in the training that the specialists get.” 

4.4.3.3. Theme 3: Structural Factors 

 Structural factors at the campus level, such as staffing and scheduling, can have a 

large effect on administrators’ perceptions of implementation fidelity. Staffing, in 

particular, appeared to have a greater impact on implementation fidelity. In the studied 

district, the director of RTI was solely responsible for leading the RTI program. She did 

not have assistance at the district level. Going further, her direct reports consisted of two 

high school reading specialists, who were responsible for all the high school campuses. 
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Participant 1’s direct supervisor shared a concern about the alignment of the 

organizational chart: 

She's one person, okay. And yet, she's required to be knowledgeable of all things. 

That's impossible. It’s an impossible task without some time of collaboration amongst 

the ELAR (English Language Arts and Reading) people and the math people. So, the 

ELAR people, here's the thing is that they're all about tier one and writing the 

curriculum and the content. But when it comes to what if the kids don't get it, then 

what? 

Mary added, “Yeah, when I asked them for help, they see it as they are doing my job.”  

Having the director of RTI as the sole leader of RTI implementation fidelity was deemed 

a barrier by both district administrators.  

At the middle school level, the district provides funding and staffing allocations 

for a campus-based reading specialist. Depending on the availability of additional 

funding, for example, through Title 1, middle school campus administrators can fund an 

additional reading specialist. This was the case at Campus 1. With two campus-based 

reading specialist, RTI implementation supports and fidelity monitoring was split 

between both interventionists. In addition, both specialists were solely responsible for 

delivering Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions. Students identified as Tier 2 or Tier 3 were 

automatically assigned additional instruction through the “Skills for Success” course, 

taught by the reading specialist. Participant 13 discussed his rationale for funding an 

additional reading specialist in addition to the district-funded specialist. He explained, 

we have too many kids. Our school has the largest population, and we are 

expected to be over capacity in two years. We also have the highest STAAR 
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scores in middle school. I’m going to keep it that way. Our reading specialist can 

manage the student workload and we have growth in student performance. As 

long as I’m allowed to have two reading specialists, I’ll keep it that way. 

Conversely, Participant 14 identified staffing barriers at the high school level. She shared, 

“There are only two reading specialists assigned to all of the high schools, and they only 

do dyslexia.” As a follow-up question, she was asked to share what campus-based 

structures are in place to minimize the staffing issue. She shared, “we do interventions in 

the core content areas. It’s done by the content area teacher.” I further probed how the 

Tier 2 and Tier 3 students were getting additional instructional time for interventions, she 

responded, “it’s done by the classroom teacher.” This was further corroborated by the 

director of RTI. She added, 

not only is there not an intervention class, there's not even a class in place, 

interventions in place for students who aren't passing their EOCs. It's to be taken 

care of within the tier one teachers’ classroom, so that support. The support for 

the teachers and the students on that campus has not been, in my experience, has 

not been evident. 

As an additional question, Mary was asked, “what structures do you foresee as being 

beneficial to ensure that contextual factors within individual campuses are mitigated? 

Mary responded, “every year we get closer so I definitely think we're knocking on the 

door of high school, we're knocking on the door.” 

4.4.3.4. Theme 4: Campus-based Reading Specialist 

 Administrators at all levels identified competing academic priorities as a factor to 

implementation fidelity. Unified across interviewees was prioritizing tier one instruction. 
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Within the RTI framework, it is anticipated that 80% of students will be serviced within 

tier one. It is not surprising that administrators reported strengthening tier one as a 

priority. However, MTSS/RTI tiered instruction and interventions is required by law 

(federal and state) and through local board policy. To minimize the effect of competing 

academic priorities, the presence of campus-based reading specialist was perceived to be 

a significant factor in maintaining implementation fidelity. The RTI director shared 

expectations for campus reading specialist. She shared,  

I expect them to come to trainings to stay current with their practices. They 

manage any screeners, anything like that on their campuses, making sure that the 

help like being part of that RTI leadership team. That's the expectation of the 

interventionists, it's not just to teach the kids, but it's also to make sure all those 

processes run smooth on their campuses to be a part of that team. 

The director also communicated the impact of a lack of campus-based reading specialist 

at the high school level: 

For tier two, for high school, that takes place within the tier one classroom so 

that's on the teacher if the student's not grasping a concept. I mean, it's on the 

burden, it's to take place in the tier one classroom. A lot of times it's in the form of 

tutoring and things like that outside of their class and then that's it the student 

goes. If I just had one more reading specialist, because three could cover the five 

high schools. Like I said, at least A day and B day one intervention class, I mean 

that would even be huge. Then they could still service their students with 

dyslexia.  
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Participant 14 explained, “we have no other option other than to try to do interventions in 

tier one. We do not have the staff. Also, we have to focus on STAAR assessments. 

Without staff, it will be impossible to do interventions. I wonder what other schools are 

doing. Can you share?” 

4.4.3.5. Theme 5: Professional Development 

 The interaction with RTI implementation and fidelity monitoring for middle 

school administrators is a different experience from high school principals. For middle 

school administrators, RTI structures, processes, and procedures are outlined in district 

documents and supported through district-provided resources. For high school 

administrators, the district has provided flexibility to adapt the RTI framework within the 

context of the individual campus. However, data findings from the survey results 

provided a numerical measure of implementation fidelity, as perceived by administrator 

leading campus implementation. Findings show disparities between secondary levels, 

consistent with the district’s granting of “contextual flexibility” which occurs at the high 

school level. The director of RTI was asked to share the professional development plan 

and detail how RTI processes and procedures are communicated with stakeholders. Mary 

explained, 

At the very beginning of the year before school even starts, I meet with all of the 

campus reading specialists so we start that conversation then. Then again, before 

school starts, all the administrators are in and I have a brief amount of time with 

them in a rotation, just to communicate anything new or any changes in our 

program. Then we have a fall interventionists networking, and usually in 

September where I meet with all of the interventionists in the district again. Then 
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we have a timeline set where they're supposed to turn around and communicate to 

teachers, just an overview of our RTI program, the services provided, any 

changes, any updates. That's done in September, communication with the 

teachers. Then any time a student begins an intervention or intervention changes, 

there's a parent, a required parent letter that has to go home. That has what the 

intervention is, when it's beginning, who's providing the service, how long the 

service is and then when that plan's going to be reviewed. That information is 

supposed to be sent home to the parents at that time. 

A review of district documentation related to RTI professional development offerings 

corroborate the director’s explanation of the process. All K-8 are exposed to multiple 

opportunities for professional development and collaboration. For high school reading 

specialist, since their primary focus is dyslexia services, both attend dyslexia training 

both inside and outside of district offerings. The director was asked to share the 

onboarding process for new principals (new to district or new to campus) related to 

academic initiatives related to RTI or on RTI processes and procedures. She replied, 

“none”. 

Participant 8 reported that the lack of RTI professional development for new 

administrators had a personal impact on her practice. She expressed frustrations saying, 

“There is no definite solution for us. The district doesn’t have anything in place for highs 

school, except to say it’s up to the individual administrator.” This concern was echoed 

Participant 13, “it’s up to the principal. If they don’t care, no one else does either.” 

Finally, during the second interview with the director, she added, “We have had 

discussions on onboarding since our last interview. Some of us have even outlined that, 
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that there is nothing in place. We would love to see an onboarding process, so we've seen 

some really good onboarding processes in other districts.”  

4.4.4. Summary 

 Research question three sought to examine the factors causing variations in the 

perceived levels of implementation fidelity between middle and high school campuses. 

Qualitative data analysis revealed that the primary influencing factor was the varied 

guidance between middle and high school campuses. The district provided K-8 campuses 

with explicit RTI implementation guidance, staffing, and supports. In addition, fidelity 

monitoring was completed on multiple levels – executive leadership, director of RTI, 

campus administrators, reading specialist, and RTI Teams. High school level RTI 

guidance consisted of a single statement in the RTI manual indicating that high school 

administrators had the authority to implement RTI based on the needs of the campus 

(contextual flexibility). 

 The fourth research question examined the factors that facilitated implementation 

fidelity in the RTI program. In addition to the explicit K-8 guidance, the following were 

identified as factors contributing to RTI implementation fidelity in secondary literacy:  

• a district-provided campus reading specialist at each middle school campus; 

• middle school administrators had the freedom to use other funding to allocate 

staffing to employ an additional reading specialist; 

• explicit communication processes, led by the director of RTI; and 

• professional development and collaborative opportunities for all campus-level 

reading specialist. 
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Research question five examined the factors presenting barriers to RTI 

implementation fidelity. While all campuses had complexities with implementation, 

high school administrators reported the following additional barriers resulting from 

“contextual flexibility”: 

• limited staffing – 2 high school reading specialists to all five traditional high 

schools; 

• due to caseload, reading specialist could only provide dyslexia services; 

• instances of high school administrators using other funding sources to employ 

a campus-based reading specialist was 1 campus out of 5; 

• limited communication from district RTI leadership on expectations of RTI 

implementation; and 

• changing academic priorities with staff changes. 

4.5. Interaction Between the Research and the Context 

 Research has an impact on the study’s context in multiple ways. Research has 

supported a systemic effort to coordinate RTI within and across campuses, allowing for 

both technical and adaptive adjustments (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). In context of the 

studied district, the limited guidance on both the technical and adaptive aspects of RTI 

implementation has left some secondary administrator to their own devices. Secondary 

administrators that participated in the study understood that limited guidance provided a 

barrier and sought ways in which research findings could be used to support additional 

district supports on implementation fidelity.   

Research on secondary implementation fidelity has consistently recognized the 

unique challenges with implementing RTI on secondary campuses. Pyle and Vaughn 
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(2012) posited that the best strategy to sustain collective efforts is to remove obstacles to 

progress by providing supportive resources and supports. Staffing was a recurring theme, 

cited in numerous interviews with administrations across the RTI continuum, and has 

been identified as a consideration for the future directions in the program. The director 

shared: 

I think we need a reading interventionist at every high school, but with that comes 

separate dyslexia staff. We need separate dyslexia staff because right now our 

interventionist, reading interventionist is also our dyslexia specialist. Our reading 

interventionist could devote more time to true reading intervention if we had a 

different person servicing students with dyslexia. 

Decades of research has also underscored the impact of reading specialist on RTI 

implementation efforts (Dulaney, 2013). In an effort to support RTI implementation 

fidelity, the district funded reading specialist on all K-8 campuses. The campus-based 

reading specialist provided cohesion, assisted with providing literacy interventions, 

engaging stakeholders, and monitoring fidelity. At the high school level, however, the 

number of reading specialist factors into levels of implementation among high school 

campuses. At best, high school reading specialist provided dyslexia services to students, 

rotating between high schools. For most high schools, staffing considerations affected the 

ability to implement the secondary literacy RTI program. For campuses that did not chose 

to allocate a position to a campus-based reading specialist, structural factors were 

intensified. For administrators participating in the study, district funding allocations for 

more campus-level reading specialist was “based on the needs of the district”, as reported 

by several administrators.   



120 
 

 

Biancarosa and Snow (2006) identified, “setting a strong vision for how RTI will 

be implemented, efforts to provide ongoing professional development on implementation, 

and the active engagement of data-based problem-solving process” as critical leadership 

practices that support high levels of implementation fidelity. While research also 

recognizes the need for contextual flexibility, leaving secondary administrators solely 

responsible for determining what the “flexibilities” are can be a barrier to implementation 

fidelity. The study’s findings, shared with district leadership, highlighted the need to 

activate the professional learning for secondary administrators, such as what occurred for 

elementary administrators.  For new secondary administrators, suggested onboarding and 

ongoing professional development on best-practices of RTI implementation and fidelity 

monitoring can mitigate the instances where contextual flexibility caused barriers. This 

training should be offered regardless of hiring status (i.e. new to the district or new to 

campus (either promotion or lateral move). 

Research on RTI implementation fidelity has cited a lack on consistent 

communication as a hinderance to implementation fidelity. King et al. (2012) describes 

inconsistent communication as “disruptions in the RTI process across campuses that can 

have an effect on the sustainability of large-scale improvement efforts” (p.8). In the 

study’s context, the inconsistency of explicit, consistent communication at all levels of 

administration on expectations for RTI implementation fidelity can be a barrier to 

district-wide levels of fidelity. This can trickle down to the classroom-level as well, as 

was evident at Campus 4.  Secondary administrators citing communication as a factor 

causing a barrier to implementation fidelity shared a concern that students experiencing 



121 
 

reading difficulties on secondary campuses were not being adequately serviced through 

tiered interventions.  More communication, such as guidance and supports for tiered 

instruction in high schools, were requested.    

4.6. Closing Thoughts on Section 4 

 Perceptions of secondary administrators leading the implementation of the RTI 

framework in secondary literacy was important in light of the recent national NAEP 

eight-grade reading average scores. Persistent challenges in providing RTI in secondary 

literacy continued to exist. The mixed methods study design allowed the inquiry to 

measure the perceived levels of implementation fidelity and to also assess any perceived 

factors contributing or hindering implementation fidelity from occurring throughout the 

studied district and on individual secondary campuses.  
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5. DISCUSSIONS  

5.1. Summary of Findings 

The purpose of this mixed methods inquiry was to assess administrators’ 

perceptions of implementation fidelity in the secondary literacy RTI program to 

determine what factors, if any, contributed to variances between and among secondary 

campuses in a suburban Texas school district. The study’s findings detailed the extent of 

administrator’s perceptions of implementation fidelity and identified contributing factors 

affecting program integrity. In this study, I did not examine the effects of implementation 

fidelity as related to student performance outcomes.  

The study’s findings assisted with making recommendations to improve upon the 

study’s problem of practice. The integrated mixed methods research question (question 6) 

asked: 

Do administrators’ perspectives of implementation fidelity in the secondary 

literacy RTI program reveal any factors contributing to variances among middle 

and high school campuses? 

The results of the quantitative phase findings revealed variances between secondary 

levels as measured by a survey instrument, finding that middle school campuses came 

closer to implementation fidelity than high school campuses. Among the five secondary 

campuses included in the results, the middle school campuses rated consistently rated 

implementation higher, with Campus 1 registering the highest ratings of fidelity (4.89, 

4.89, 4.40, 4.53). The results suggest Campus 1 had implemented RTI practices closest to 

“always occurred” as intended. In contrast, Campus 4, a high school campus, registered 

the lowest ratings of fidelity suggesting that RTI practices were implemented 



123 
 

“sometimes” as intended. High school administrators had lower ratings of 

implementation fidelity on 68% of survey items. Domain-level ratings were considerably 

lower when compared to middle school ratings. While the sample size was small, the 

alpha was .94 providing strong evidence for internal consistency reliability. The effect 

sizes were small to large. 

The qualitative findings revealed specific factors (contributing and hindering) that 

caused variances between and among secondary levels and campuses. Contributing 

factors identified were explicit district procedures and supports from K-8th grade, 

consistent, ongoing RTI professional development, district-funding reading 

specialist/interventionist, instructional resources, assessment resources, and the ongoing 

monitoring of student performance data. The primary factor causing barriers to RTI 

implementation fidelity across all secondary campuses was a broad application of the 

contextual flexibility to high school administrators.  As reflected in district 

documentation and confirmed through semi-structured interviews, the district instituted a 

policy granting high school administrators the authority to determine their campus RTI 

program “based on student needs” (RTI manual, 2020, p. 4). As a result, district guidance 

and supports were substantially limited to high school campuses which caused variances 

in implementation fidelity.  Limited RTI guidance and communication from district 

administration, limited staffing, and the absence of RTI professional development for 

high school administrators were barriers.  Additional hindering factors included: absence 

of high school literacy screeners, fidelity issues resulting from staff changes, and shifting 

academic priorities.   
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5.2. Discussion of Results in Relation to the Extant Literature 

The findings were consistent with research studies in my literature review on the 

impact of examining the perceptions of educators tasked with implementing RTI 

programs and monitoring program integrity (Dulaney, 2013; Hall & Hord, 2006).  The 

studies linked implementation fidelity to the study of perceptions, specifically the degree 

to which educators are faithful to the critical RTI components should, therefore, be 

measured to understand why results within and across campuses in a district may be 

highly variable. The studies emphasized the need for leaders to share the responsibility 

for implementing and sustaining a comprehensive RTI framework in secondary literacy 

with a variety of stakeholders.  The studies recognized that aligning RTI policies and RTI 

practices within and across campuses was critical, considering the mandated 

implementation of RTI/MTSS expected by ESSA (Title IX, Section 8002 [33]).  In the 

study, secondary administrators’ overall perception of implementation fidelity was that 

RTI practices in secondary literacy were, on average, occurring “often” as intended. The 

overall impression of implementation fidelity was higher for middle school campuses 

than high school campuses. There was significant evidence to conclude that variances 

existed in implementation fidelity between middle school campuses and high school 

campuses.  The resulting findings provided information on how to better align RTI 

policies and RTI practices to support implementation fidelity across all secondary 

campuses.   

The findings were consistent with Hall & Hords (2006) study of other factors 

affecting implementation fidelity. Researchers (2006) suggested that other factors at 
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levels including educator (e.g. beliefs), school (e.g., leadership, climate), and the district 

and state (e.g., policies and procedures) contribute to whether practices are implemented 

with fidelity (Hall & Hord, 2006). The study’s findings identified the primary 

contributing factors for variances between middle school and high school campuses as: 

explicit guidance and district supports for middle school campuses and the allowances of 

“contextual flexibility” for high school campuses.  

Findings are also consistent with Dulaney’s (2013) study that found that leaders 

must:  identify resources (human and capital) to build RTI infrastructure; the school 

community must participate in data-driven decision making; and teachers must receive 

ongoing professional development on the use of best practices. Specific factors identified 

as contributing to implementation fidelity were: presence of campus reading specialist, 

adequate staffing, explicit communication and collaboration between district 

administrators and campus level leadership, and ongoing professional development.  

Specific factors identified as hindering implementation fidelity (barriers) were: limited 

access to reading specialist at the high school level, inadequate staffing to deliver tier 2 

and 3 interventions, shifting academic priorities due to staffing changes, and contextual 

flexibility without professional development on RTI implementation best-practices.  

5.3. Implications for Practice 

5.3.1. Connection to the Field of Study 

Statistics on the national overall educational progress in reading underscores the 

urgency of using the RTI framework to improve literacy outcomes for secondary 

students.  RTI leadership at the district and campus-level should not disregard measuring 

implementation fidelity as a part of the evaluative process. Information from 
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administrators who are responsible for implementation can provide a wholistic view of 

the status of RTI program integrity. This information can assist decisionmakers in 

making appropriate adjustments to RTI programs where needed, whether scaling up best-

practices across campuses or mitigating factors preventing implementation fidelity. I 

found that studying the perceptions of secondary administrators helped to measuring 

levels of RTI implementation and to identifying factors affecting fidelity among and 

between secondary campuses. This is important because secondary literary RTI program 

implementation is challenging, especially given the complexities associated with 

implementing RTI on middle school and high school campuses.   Through this study, I 

found that monitoring implementation fidelity and understanding the perceptions of 

secondary administrators in RTI leadership roles were both critical to program integrity.   

5.3.2. Connection to the Context 

When assessing implementation fidelity across secondary campuses, district 

leadership should carefully consider policies granting total “contextual flexibility” and 

should measure the effects of such policies on district RTI program integrity. Without 

proper guidance and supports, contextual flexibility can lead to variances between 

secondary campuses.  I found that middle school campuses were implementing RTI 

practices, as intended, due to explicit guidance and district supports that were embedded 

in district policies, processes, and procedures.  While middle school administrators were 

allowed to make programmatic adjustments based on student needs, there were unified, 

non-negotiable RTI program components that were foundational to middle school 

implementation.  Middle school administrators subsequently made adjustments to 

augment RTI program components to better meet the needs of the campus.  This was not 
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the same for high school campuses, which were granted complete flexibility to determine 

RTI program components based on student needs.  I found that the different levels of 

contextual flexibility resulted in lower levels of implementation fidelity in the secondary 

literacy RTI program.   

At the high school level, I found that contextual flexibility was generally 

translated to mean having the autonomy to define what RTI program components existed 

on a given campus, if any.  Although high school administrators were responsible for RTI 

program implementation, practically speaking, I found that variances campus-to-campus 

resulting from contextual flexibility limited the ability to monitor high school 

implementation fidelity.  In addition, because district leadership allowed for high school 

flexibility the district-level guidance and programmatic supports were greatly diminished.  

The findings suggested a need for balancing explicit guidance and district supports with 

the contextual flexibility that is necessary to implement RTI programs on high school 

campuses.   

5.4. Limitations 

 There were three study limitations: generalizability, a small sample size, and the 

use of a self-reporting instrument. Because the study took place within the context of a 

single school district, the study has a lack of generalizability. However, this was 

intentional. The problem of practice centered around variability between RTI 

implementation across secondary school in a specific school district.  

 The context of the study presented another limitation related to sample size. The 

total number of available secondary administrators to participate in the study was 25, and 

participation was voluntary. The sampling method and recruitment efforts for the 
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quantitative phase resulted in a small sample size (n=17).  Nevertheless, the sample size 

represented a majority of available secondary administrators in the district.  For the 

qualitative phase, participants for semi-structured interviews were selected from those 

who participated in the quantitative phase, resulting in a smaller sample (n=6). For 

qualitative studies, researchers have to consider sample size and determine when data 

saturation is achieved.  According to Fusch and Ness (2015), data saturation is defined as 

the point when “no new data, no new information, no new themes, and no new coding” is 

obtained (p. 1409). Participants interviewed included both district level RTI 

administrators and multiple campus level administrators across secondary campuses. The 

data revealed nuanced views on RTI implementation fidelity from various perspectives. 

Considering the quality of the participants no new information could be revealed and data 

saturation was met.   

 Finally, the Perceptions of Practices survey used during the quantitative phase of 

the study was a self-report instrument. Noell & Gansle (2006) highlighted the importance 

of supplementing survey data with other measures, “given that self-report can be 

upwardly biased” (p.5). By using a mixed methods design, data from multiple sources 

was triangulated to improve the reliability and validity of the study.  The additional data 

sources use to minimize the limitation included: semi-structured interviews, document 

analysis, and field notes.  

5.5. Recommendations and Closing Thoughts 

 This study demonstrates the value of measuring perceptions of administrators 

tasked with leading implementation. Additionally, the study highlights the value of 
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monitoring implementation fidelity. Overall, the findings suggest a need to examine the 

perceptions of secondary administrators over time. This is helpful in a number of ways.  

First, results could be used to start conversations regarding broader implications 

for RTI implementation, including monitoring fidelity across multiple campuses. 

Examining perceptions can lead to ongoing reflections by administrators on ways in 

which their leadership practices effect motivation and consistency. Reflective practices 

should engage the continuous improvement cycle which is foundational to RTI 

implementation fidelity.  

 Another useful recommendation would be to use perceptions ratings to conduct 

root cause analyses to understand what factors cause specific RTI practices to occur less 

frequently than intended. In this way, factor analysis of infrequent practices will allow 

administrators to adjust structural and cultural factors to facilitate better implementation 

fidelity. Trends resulting from a study on administrators’ perceptions of RTI 

implementation fidelity can be used to target professional development, coaching for 

instructional leadership teams, and the development of individual administrators.  

Finally, the study revealed a need for balancing explicit guidance and district 

supports with the contextual flexibility that is necessary to implement RTI programs on 

high school campuses.  Secondary administrators at high school campuses could benefit 

from more explicit communication and professional development from district leadership 

on RTI best practices and guidance on how to apply best practices within the context of 

their individual campus.   
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