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CHALLENGES TO MTSS IMPLEMENTATION


A primary goal of the Illinois MTSS Network is to provide research-based professional learning and coaching to assist school districts in building educators’ capacity and conﬁdence in implementing a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS). The purpose of this guide is to share information about common barriers to successful MTSS implementation and potential solutions.
The Challenge: Whether you’re building a framework for the ﬁrst time or you’re reﬁning existing practices, achieving a well-implemented MTSS in schools can be transformative, but it also can come with several common challenges. As straightforward as this can sound, each piece of the framework requires planning, training and follow through coaching to function eﬀectively. Sometimes overcoming implementation challenges involves shifting mindsets and resulting adult actions.
Addressing Your Challenges:

	Hurdle
	Steps Toward Solutions

	Building Consensus
	· Develop and communicate shared purpose and goals.
· Build a common language about MTSS in your setting.
· Provide ongoing professional development that helps deepen understanding and operationalize the shared vision and improved practices, and helps ensure sustainability of these positive changes.

	Committed Leadership
	· MTSS is the work of leaders and teams who understand the MTSS framework and its supporting roles and responsibilities. Connect the vision regularly in your messaging and include a “call for action.” What is it that you want people to do with the information?
· Strive to balance the elements of complex change which include vision, skills, incentives/beneﬁts, resources, and action planning.
· Identify a plan to address each challenge individually (e.g., staﬀ turnover, leadership strength, quality of professional learning and coaching, etc.).

	Focus on the Core/Tier 1
	· A strong Tier 1 is the ﬁrst intervention for all students and is our largest opportunity to have an impact on student achievement (Gibbons, Born & Niebling, 2019); we cannot intervene our way out of a Tier 1 (core) problem!
· Take a close look at the strength of your Core/Tier 1, especially in terms of the quality of instructional strategies, diﬀerentiation, use of curriculum and materials. Use data to monitor progress and outcomes and to identify trends or new needs. Evaluate and reﬂect on Core/Tier 1 practices with intention and regularity.
· Keep positive classroom management and student engagement as high priorities in every classroom.

	Problem Solving and Data Use
	· Develop and ensure consistent use of a common problem solving process and decision guidelines to support eﬃcient and equitable decision-making.
· Model, support and train processes for consistent data collection used to guide
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	decisions about interventions.
· Carve out consistent time to meet and review data in a variety of ways with all educators.
· Resist the desire to jump too quickly to individual problem solving - begin with classroom, grade level or school wide data to see where large numbers of students have needs that can be addressed most eﬃciently and eﬀectively. Take time for the analysis step and ﬁnding the root cause before making a plan.

	Ongoing Professional Learning & Support
	· Consider the possibility that low consensus levels might relate to confusion or skill gaps among educators; support adult learning through ongoing, job-related PL.
· Strengthen collaboration and ongoing learning through regularly held PLCs that include usable information and opportunities for growth, improvement and alignment of eﬀective adult practices in your system.



A powerful ﬁrst step might be to draft a plan to address your local MTSS hurdles. Begin by identifying what changes you’d like to make, then plan for short-term solutions to deepen your knowledge,
mid-term solutions to support staﬀ capacity building and long-term solutions to inﬂuence changes to your system leading to sustainability.
Guiding Questions:
1. Sometimes ‘high familiarity but true understanding’ about MTSS can aﬀect implementation. (Clayton, 2023) With this in mind, would your setting beneﬁt from a reboot on the foundations and essential elements of the MTSS framework? In what speciﬁc areas?
2. Are there areas of your MTSS that are working but might need to be highlighted or communicated diﬀerently? Which of these, or other hurdles, need additional focus?
3. How are you evaluating your implementation of MTSS? Some reﬂection may identify levers to address challenges the school/district are facing.
4. What additional resources or connections with others are needed to help address your MTSS challenges?

For more information:
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· Hall, G. E., & Hord, S. M. (2020). Implementing change: Patterns, principles, and potholes (5th ed.). Pearson.
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· Mews, J., & Gonzalez, N. (2024). Leading organizational change: Navigating the most common stages of concern. Open Journal of Leadership, 13(3), 231–243. doi.org
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