Key points:
· Supporters: RTI can identify students with disabilities; keep some out of special ed 

· Despite benefits, RTI no panacea, still a lot of work for educators, expert says 

Despite fanfare, RTI can create tensions, experts say
Supporters of response to intervention say it can help teachers identify children with disabilities quickly while keeping other children out of the special education system altogether. 
But that doesn't mean RTI is a panacea, according to Robert MacMillan, chairman of the special education department at Bridgewater State College in Bridgewater, Mass. In fact, the state has long been doing something similar, called early intervening, and it hasn't worked out as well as hoped.
"I'm wondering why we think RTI is going to work when early intervening has been around 10 or 15 years," he said.
The problem with both approaches, MacMillan said, is that general education teachers are asked to implement a set of tiered interventions for students they previously referred for special education.
It's a lot of work, he says. First, they have to document their interventions, which may last as long as six weeks. Then they have to go through an RTI team and make the case for what they've done, he said. Finally, they may have to let another professional come into their classrooms, "which they may not be happy about."
In short, such a teacher may feel that when it comes to children with disabilities, "it's not my problem, and the sooner the kid gets that kind of placement with that kind of help, I'll be better off, [because] I can focus my attention on those 19 or 20 kids who are more typical [and that] I'm better trained to serve," MacMillan said.
OSEP Research Director Lou Danielson acknowledges some general education teachers may feel that way about RTI, especially if it means going beyond the interventions they traditionally use.
"If you implement this and you don't have support for Tier 2, then I think there is potentially the risk" of a teacher resenting the additional responsibility, he said. 
However, he sees many upsides to RTI, especially when it comes to catching children earlier. For example, he noted the tendency to operate "almost with the expectation that there would be kids at the end of first grade that could not read." 
These kids have sometimes been written off, Danielson said. But if you implement Tier 2 interventions, "they in fact respond, and at the end of first grade, they are reading at the level of their peers."
He is not oblivious to the issues raised by MacMillan, however.
"I can almost guarantee that if you impose this on a school that does not want to do it ... you're going to get resistance and people are going to do it badly," he said. "And once people do it badly, people are going to say it doesn't work."
Missed the boat on RTI? Click here for fast access to comprehensive coverage.
Mark W. Sherman, a Washington bureau correspondent, covers special education issues for LRP Publications.
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