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Early Intervening: What Works?
by Will Burrow

Theideatha formed the inspiration for Marion Wright
Edlemann’s phrase “No Child Left Behind” represents a
concept that has driven many educators since the early
years of our nation. The phrase was meant to inspire and
creste avison for amore effective educational system that
would serve the needs of dl children. The origina phrase
was never intended to assumethat al children were above
average or that dl children were of equd nature. Any
parent who has raised two or more children understands
the existence and importance of individud differences and
the need to value those differences. Parents have dways
understood that equa opportunity for the devel opment of
individud skills and interestsis not the same as expecting
two different children to achieve at the sameleve and in
the same way. “One Size Fits All” does not work for
children’s dothing or children’slearning.

The god of early intervening servicesis not to cregte
children who are al above average or who al meet certain
gandards of performance. Thegod of early intervening is
to ensure that each child has the gpportunity to perform at
alevd that is commensurate with thet child's abilities,

interests, and needs. The god is hot to create large groups

of children with the same skill sets, but individud children
who are informed, happy, and productive citizens. Early
intervening actions are focused on the individua child,
nothing more and nothing less.

Over the past four to five years the staff at School Union #

44 (Sabattus, Litchfield, Waes, Oak Hill CSD) developed
ast of activitiesthat evolved into afarly well integrated
system of erly intervention.  The Union's erly interven-

tion system remainsawork in progress. Theinitid effort at

early intervening started with afamiliar problem —too
many young children seemed to be fdling behind their
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peersa avery early age. Thefirst step wasto agree on
who wasfdling behind. The Assstant Principa a one of
the K-2 schools and the digtrict’s Specid Education
Director constructed grade level teams that included one
or more regular classroom teachers, the Title One
teacher, the Resource Room teacher, the Speech Thera
pis, the COTA, the Nurse, the Counsdlor, and the
Asssgtant Principa.  Each team met two or threetimes a
month for 30-90 minutes. Each grade team rated every
sudent in grades K, 1, & 2 asbeing at low, medium, or
high risk for academic fallure. Thiswas done a least
three times ayear and more often for identified at-risk
sudents. Initidly, the ratings were based on perception
and ateam discusson. Asthe team became more
proficient, specific classroom performance data was
examined (e.g. letter naming, DRA scores, writing
prompt ratings) in order to make judgments more
objective.

Theinitid purpose wasto classfy students so that
teachers could better focus thelr ingtructiond efforts.
However, the process soon included discussions on what
forms of additiond intervention might be possble to
address the needs of the medium and high-risk students.
Some of the early interventions were very smple and
included parent conferences, changing a seet assgnment,
inclusonin asocid skills group, and extra hdp from a
specid education pargprofessond who wasin the
regular education classroom to help areedy identified
specia education students. As the teams became more
effective & defining needs, the Principa and Assigtant
Principa began to consder the addition of after school
tutoring, summer tutoring and other more forma methods
of intervention. The Specid Education Director ap-
proved the participation of non-identified students with
identified students where instructional needs were
digned. Theteam's ability to maintain a highly individu-
aized approach to intervention was one of the keysto
the success of the program.

After the K-2 teams had been working for severa
months, the Principa decided to apply the same basic
procedures to the studentsin grades 3-8 in that school.
Similar teams were condructed and began to function in
amanner Smilar to the origind set of teams.  The focus
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of the 3-8 teams was not as much on basic kills asit was
on student motivation, behavior, content performance, and
organizationa skills. There was an increasing expectation
at al grade levels that student needs would be addressed
sooner rather than later. Small changes in negative student
performance were taken serioudy and addressed before
they became full blown problems.

Latein the first year and proceeding into the second year
the other large dementary school began to adopt smilar
procedures for identifying and addressing the needs of “ at-
risk” children. The teamsin the second school adopted
their own procedures and activities, but the results were
very smilar to those in the first school. By the end of the
second year the early intervening program was firmly
established in the second school.

Thethird and smdlest of the e ementary schools has never
had aformal “at-risk” process. However, the K-2 staff

have worked together for so long that every child is known

to every staff member. The culture of the school has
aways supported collaborative forms of intervention. As
the practices of the other schools gained recognition, the
third school began to incorporate awider range of inter-
ventionsinto its less formal process of early intervening.

Prior to the first year of the program the Specia Education

Director had started to look for specialized ingtructiona
drategies or programs that would be more effectivein
addressing the academic and behaviora needs that had
been highlighted to that point intime. In searching the

WEB he found one technique that seemed to have promise.

It was cdled Precison Teaching (PT). 1t was amethod
that had been in use since the early 70s with aresearch

The Maine Special Education/ _

Mental Health Collaborative ‘TE
Out-Reach Support Services: ™ N

e
- ILE” <'|-.l.:._l‘ II Ll
N

o
Providing Consultation, Training, and Clinical Services
for public schools serving students
with emotional and behavioral impairments
For information contact: Nicole Dennen, LCSW
(207)688-2253 ndennen@collaborativeschool.org

history that went back to B. F. Skinner and one of his
sudents, Ogden Linddey. Information gathered from
additiond research, participation on the PT listserve,
and direct ingtruction from one of Dr. Linddey’s origind
students provided enough background information to
suggest that PT might be responsive to some of the
identified needs.

Early inthat first year one of the K-2 specid education
resource teachers became very frustrated by one of her
students who was not making progress despite her best
efforts. She was looking for something better to do with
the student. Through the listserve a provider of PT
sarvices was found in atown south of Boston. The
Fluency Factory was a Speciaized tutorid program
operated by Richard McManus. We took the child and
his parents to see Mr. McManus a The Fluency
Factory. Over the course of four hours Mr. McManus
“hooked” the sudent and started dl of uson avery
different ingtructiond path.

Shortly after theinitia visit a second K-2 resource
teacher gtarted using some of the same PT techniques
suggested by Mr. McManus, including the charting of
student progress on the Standard Celeration Chart.
Over the next two years Mr. McManus and other PT
experts came to Maine to train additiona teacherson
PT methods. Michael Maoney, a practitioner/trainer
from Canada provided direct training to the didtrict’s
gpecid education teachers on his Direct Ingtruction (DI)
reading program, Teach Your Children Well. Elizabeth
Haughton, a master teacher from California brought
additiona ingructiond insghts and maeridsto the
specia education aff. The full PT story cannot be told
in this brief pace. However, the use of PT techniques
has made a substantial contribution to School Union
#A4' s eaxly intervening program.

What other e ements were integrated into the early
intervening sysem? Collaboration anong every mem-
ber of the school community was one of the keysto the
success of the early intervening effort. Commitment to,
and support of, the progress of individua students were
evident on aday to day basis. Without thistota school
invesment individud gaff efforts would have yielded
few sgnificant changes in sudent performance out-
COMeS.
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The Superintendent did not play adirect rolein the
evolution of the system, but without his support early
intervening would never have taken hold. Each of the
three eementary principas and the two assistant princi-
pals were absolutely critica to the success of the pro-
gram. They put local school resources on the table to
cregte avariety of regular education interventions (e.g.
after schoal tutoring, summer school, consstent rules,
Title 1, student and teacher accommodeations) that were
crucid in providing dternatives to the sandard school
program. Over the next three years over 30 interven-
tions were created by the principas.  The effectiveness of
the“a-risk” grade level teamswas adirect result of the
srong commitment of the adminigtrators.

One of the more unique interventions involved the specid
education teachers. On avery sdective bassthey
provided incidentd benefit to afew non-qudified Stu-
dents. In Stuations where a student was identified as “ -
risk” of school failure the sudent’ singructiona needs
were matched to those of a specid education student.
Adding one more student to a“group” of one or two did
not detract from the teacher’ s primary responshility to
her special education students. The interventions were
aways provided with parenta gpprovad. The intervention
might last afew weeks or the better part of ayear. If the
student was later referred for specia education services
the accumul ated data was used as part of the overall
assessment. If the student caught up with age peers, then
the student was dropped from incidenta benefit. Inciden-
ta benefit was often combined with Title | ingruction as
well as continuing indruction in the regular classroom.
Additiona practice in basic components was often dl that
was needed to remediate the student’ s apparent academic
deficits. In afew cases sudents made up to three years
of academic progressin lessthan aschool yesr.

At the gart of the fourth year an early intervening specid-
ist was added to the mix of interventions. This teacher
provided individua and small group (1-3 students)
ingtruction on specific reading and math skills. She
moved from school to school each day and provided
each of her sudents with 15-20 minutes of highly focused
indruction. The results of thisintervention are not yet
known.

Data based decision making gradualy seeped into the
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early intervening system. For yearsthe K and 1 teachers
and the Title | teachers had been collecting student
performance information (e.g. number of letters and letter
sounds recognized, DRA reading levels, sght words
read). This data created the framework within which
additiona forms of data (e.g. handwriting, writing
prompts, ora reading passages, activity level, behavior)
were collected and then reviewed by individua teachers
and the"at-risk” teams. Most staff have acquired new
skills and new attitudes toward the role of dataiin the
school. Asthe specia education teachers began to bring
PT charts to student mestings the direct measurement of
student behavior was dowly accepted as the norm and
not the exception for describing student progress. Em-
bedding the use of data for ingtructiona purposes into the
schoal culture remains awork in progress.

The process of referring students to specia education has
changed substantidly over the last three or four years.
Higtoricdly, an individud teacher would decide when a
referra would be made and what information might be
included in the referrd. By the middle of the second year
most individua teacher referrals were stopped. Only the
“at-risk” teams could refer. The team process generated
better questions and systematically examined the response
to previous interventions as a means of ensuring thet dl
dterndatives to referrd had been exhaugted. Over the next
two years the number of referrds dowly fdll and those
who were referred tended to be found eligible more often.

Has early intervening made a difference? Yes. During the
fird three years the differences were most noticesble a
the individua student level. Individua students who were
struggling with a broad variety of school requirements
were identified very early. Often the only need wasfor
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some classroom modifications or some extra parental
communication. Many of theidentified problems were

addressed quickly and effectively and the student needed

no long-term sarvice. In other Stuations the “at-risk”
teams were able to try avariety of interventions, some
successful and some not. In these Stuations even signifi-

cant performance problems did not get out of control and
were managed within the framework of regular education

sarvices.

Over time the teams became very proficient a trying
credtive interventions. When performance problems
persisted the teams were satisfied that they had done
everything possible to help the student make desired
progress. The data and generd information gathered
during this process aso contributed to the fund of infor-
mation congidered by the specid education igibility
determination team. In afew cases, the“at-risk” team
recognized very quickly that specid education services
would be needed, and in these cases, the referrd was
able to proceed expeditioudy, often while additiond
interventions were being provided.

Case studies from two different K-2 resource teachers
illugrate the individua effects of the early intervening
system.

During summer school of 2004, | had one
little girl that was going to be an in-coming
second grader that fall. Her classroom
teacher had referred her to summer school
because shewas at aDevelopmentd Read-
ing Assessment (DRA) levd 4, which was
abeginning first grader leve. | soon found
sheknew very few sight wordsand il had

not mastered dl letter recognition or the
associated sounds. We quickly began
working on her letters and their sounds by
doing one-minute timed tests with a deck
of aphabet cards and charting her daily
progresson her Standard Celeration Chart.
When school began, | picked her up for
incidental benefitin my resourceroom, with
parental permisson. She camefivedaysa
week for forty minutes. After she mastered
her |etters and sounds, we began to work
on her sght words. A one-minutetimed test
began every class. In fact, my students
would not alow dass to begin until they
didtheir “tests’. They wereawaysanxious
to “best the previous score” My student
soon began reading 30 words per minutes
with few errors, or “learning opportunities.”
By the time she reached the 4" group of
words, she was reading 74 words per
minutewith“O” learning opportunities. We
worked at reading in a first grade basal
book, which was a chdlenge. By Febru-
ary vacation, she was reading in a second
grade reader. Her DRA test at the begin-
ning of April showed that she was now on
aDRA leve of 20, which is early second
grade. May brought a DRA score of 24
and charting of group 11 sght wordsat over
88 words per minutewith no mistakes. She
finished thelast group of sght wordsby the
end of school. With a supportive mother
who saw to it that she read 30 minutes ev-
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ery day during the summer, this student en-
tered third grade reading on grade level.
Her mother telsmethat reading is now her
favorite pastime!

Branden was referred to specia education when hewasin
the first grade. He had a history of frequent visitsto the
principa’s office for aggressive behaviors toward his
peers. Branden was also having a great deal of difficulty
making adequate gains in the area of reading Asa part of
the referral process Branden was tested using a standard-
ized assessment tool. During the testing Branden told the
tester that he needed help, and wanted to come to the
resource room. His scores did not support his identification
as a student with a disability, despite the fact that he was
failing in the mainstream reading class. The “At-Risk
Committeg” met at the beginning of the following grading
period. The members determined that Branden required
some type of intervention for him to make adequate gains.
With his parents’ approval Branden began to come to the
resource room five times aweek for an hour aday for
direct ingtruction in reading. Branden remained in the
resource room for reading for the remainder of hisfirst
grade year and all of his second grade year. Hisreading
scores increased to near grade level by the end of second
grade. Branden was awarded the school’ s Phoenix Award
at the end of his second grade year for his excellent
behavior and his improved academic performance.
Branden’s success stayed with him as he transitioned to a
new school and a new grade.

The impact of early intervening was less obvious when
viewed from the school or digtrict perspective. During the
firg three years there were no noticesble changesin the
number of sudents identified as digible for specid
education services. Toward the middle of the third year
there even seemed to be a spike upwards in the number
of studentsidentified. Clear dataon new referrals was
not tracked, but the impression was that these numbers
gradudly declined. Specific dataon “behavior” issues
was not kept, but again the impression was that problems
in the middle schools appeared to have declined.

Late in the third year and early in the fourth year there
was a noticeable didtrict wide impact. For the previous
five years the number of students identified asin need of
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gpecia education services had hovered at or just under the
dtate wide average. The state wide average and the
digtrict average had been dowly climbing from 15to 16 to
17 percent of the total school population. Thedidrict's
identification rate rose to just over 17% (290 of 1715
dudents) a its maximum. By late June of that year the
number of digible sudents had falen to 250. By the
following October the number was down to 240 and by
December 1 the number was 218, arate of just under
13%. Pending referralsto specid educetion in late Octo-
ber of year four included only 4 students. Clearly, some-
thing dramatic had taken place.

Do we know how we got to this point or where we might
be headed? Only patidly. Thereisno directly observ-
able link between our early intervening actions and the
decline in the need for specid education services. How-
ever, there are afew tentative observations that can be
made a this point in our ongoing process. If any of the
key elements cited above (e.g. a-risk teams, administra-
tive support, collaboreative efforts, PT methods) were
absent or compromised then the results likely would have
been different. No single dement in the system can
account for our overal success, but the absence of any
one of the eements could have created failure. Our
ultimate success was dependent on our ability to engage
and motivate sudents who were struggling. Only through
their efforts have we been able to achieve a degree of
SUCCESS.

Going forward we will continue to refine each of the
elements described above. As staff and leaders change
we will be chalenged to incorporate new contributors into
the process. Changing resources and regulations will need
to be integrated into our efforts. Our search for more
effective scientifically-based indructiond interventions will
be ongoing for regular and specia education. We have no
expectation that NCLB' s anti-scientific goal of 100%
proficiency for al sudents will, or should, ever be met.
We do expect to create ingtructiond programs that will be
increasingly responsive to individua needs and that only
those students who need specidized ingtruction will find
their way into specia education programs. We know that
early intervening must be an integra part of our school
culture if every student isto have access to an appropriate
educationa opportunity and regp the full benefits of the
public education experience.



