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A Brief Review of MTSS Evaluation Measures and Empirical 
Support for MTSS Implementation: An NeMTSS Research Brief 

Key Points: 

• With Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) growing in popularity and implementation
nationwide, there is a critical need for fidelity measures and associated student
outcomes.

• Several measures for assessing MTSS implementation fidelity exist and are briefly
explained on page 3.

• A literature review on the impact of MTSS implementation found that MTSS
implementation has been associated with some academic gains, social-emotional
improvements, and reduced negative behavior and suspensions.

• One common theme in the literature regarding MTSS evaluation was the lack of some
school’s progress monitoring and consistent data tracking of MTSS implementation and
student outcomes (Reedy & Lacireno-Paquet, 2015; Scott et al., 2019; Dillard, 2017).

• Having MTSS Fidelity/Implementation teams or coaches to help school personnel
translate the core values of MTSS into their everyday classroom teaching practices may
improve fidelity of implementation and student outcomes, which both enhance MTSS
sustainability (Mathews et al., 2014).

Overview 

With Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) growing in popularity and implementation 
nationwide, there is a critical need for fidelity measures and associated student outcomes. The 
framework of MTSS is geared toward addressing the academic, social-emotional, and behavior 
needs of students through a tiered system of increasingly intensive and individualized 
interventions and supports. Effective implementation requires schools to create a progressing of 
evidence-based practices that are responsive to the differing levels of needs that students have 
across those domains (Horner, Sugai & Anderson, 2010). Interestingly, while many schools 
across the nation have adopted the MTSS framework, a nationwide survey revealed that only 
24% of the school districts that responded had an operational MTSS model that utilized the 
MTSS framework daily (Spectrum K-12 School Solutions, 2011). A successful MTSS is directly 
related to educational leaders building a system where school staff works collaboratively to 
solve problems and monitors fidelity of implementation (Samuels, 2016; Sugai & Horner, 2009). 
MTSS evaluation and outcome measures in the current research could provide insight on how 
implementation and fidelity influences student achievement and systems-level change. 

Student and School Outcomes Associated with MTSS Implementation 

Scott et al. (2019) investigated the association between MTSS implementation fidelity 
and student outcomes in 29 elementary, middle, and high schools over four years in an eastern 
sate in the US using the Academic and Behavioral Response to Intervention School 
Assessment (ASA). The researchers used suspension rates and academic achievement scores 
in reading, math, and language to assess the influence of MTSS on the domains of behavior 
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and academic achievement. Results showed that schools implementing MTSS has 30% fewer 
suspension incidents and 5% fewer behavioral referrals than non-MTSS schools. Results were 
statistically significant. In terms of academic outcomes, higher fidelity in the reading domain was 
associated with more students at or above proficient on both the language mechanics measure 
and the mathematics measure, but not reading; and higher fidelity in the math domain was also 
associated with more students at proficient or above on the language mechanics but not in math 
or reading. While the academic results were not in the direction the researchers were expecting, 
they posit that reading and math instruction underwent significant changes and thus would need 
more time to accurately reflect the students gains in that domain. 

Reedy and Lacireno-Paquet (2015) used the Kansas MTSS School Survey of Effective 
Instructional Practices to assess MTSS implementation and its association with reading and 
math gains in 500+ schools In Kansas. Their results showed that schools participating in MTSS 
training were moving toward higher stages of implementation and showed increased proficiency 
in state assessments, decreases in office discipline referrals, and decreases in special 
education referrals. Specifically, respondents (school principals) reported that to “some extent” 
or “to a great extent” implementing MTSS has had a positive impact on student outcomes: 
students scoring at benchmark (89.5%); students scoring as proficient on the state assessment 
(70.3%); a decrease in Office Discipline Referrals (77.1%); and a decrease in special education 
referrals (63.4%). However, state assessment data was inconclusive as to any patterns or 
trends in the achievement levels of schools implementing MTSS (Reedy and Lacireno-Paquet, 
2015). 

Dillard (2017) examined the stages of MTSS implementation in schools to identify 
factors from implementation science that accounted for variability in perceived MTSS student 
outcomes reported by school principals within 135 schools in California. Their survey titled the 
Cavanaugh Survey (2013) showed 58 school principals reported that MTSS had been effective 
in improving student learning outcomes and 72 school principals said that MTSS has been 
somewhat effective. 46 school principals said MTSS has been effective and 82 said MTSS has 
been somewhat effective at improving student social-emotional behavior. Only 7 school 
principals reported that MTSS was ineffective at improving student social-emotional behavior. 
Of the respondents, only 40 school principals indicated MTSS had been effective at reducing 
the number of students referred to special education. Implementation drivers of competency and 
organization were significant predictors of MTSS improving learning, and the competency driver 
was found to be a significant predictor of MTSS effectiveness of improving social-emotional 
behavior. Descriptively, schools tended to have higher ratings in in the effectiveness of MTSS 
improving academic learning outcomes than improving social-emotional behavior outcomes 
when implementing MTSS. 

Freeman et al. (2016) researched the relationship between School-Wide Positive 
Behavior Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS) and Academic, Attendance, and Behavior 
Outcomes in 883 high schools from 37 states using the Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ) (Kincaid 
et al., 2005) and the School-Wide Evaluation Tool (SET) (Sugai et al., 2005) assessments. 

High school fidelity estimates were not related to academic outcomes in a statistically 
significant manner but effects were negative (−0.13, p = .69) for schools that had not reached 
fidelity and positive (0.26, p = .54) for schools that were implementing with fidelity. In addition, 
schools that were approaching or at fidelity had significantly higher levels of attendance across 
time than those that were not yet at fidelity criteria. In terms of behavioral outcomes, schools 
that were approaching or at fidelity had significantly lower office discipline referral rates than 
schools that were not implementing SWPBIS. 

Childs et al. (2010) examined the relationship between Tier 1/Universal Level Positive 
Behavior Support (PBS) implementation fidelity and student outcomes in 300 elementary, 
middle, and high schools in Florida using the Florida Self-Assessment of MTSS Implementation 
(SAM). Results indicated that After the initial year of implementation, Florida elementary, 
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middle, and high schools implementing Tier 1/Universal Level PBS realized an overall 
percentage change in office discipline referrals (ODRs), days of out of school suspension, and 
days of in school suspension. Overall, the average number of ODRs per 100 students after 1 
year of implementation was approximately 33% lower than the number of ODRs per 100 
students during the average baseline year. This result was statistically significant. The average 
reduction in days of in school suspension per 100 students after 1 year of implementation was 
16%, however this result was not significant. All levels of Florida’s schools implementing Tier 1/ 
Universal Level PBS saw an increase in the average percentage of students scoring Level 3 or 
higher on the reading section of the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) after their 
first year of implementation. Middle schools saw the greatest increase, with 3% more students 
achieving Level 3 or higher after Year 1 of implementation. Overall, higher implementing 
schools averaged a lower rate of ODRs than did lower implementing schools. Schools 
implementing with higher fidelity had a greater average percentage of students achieving Level 
3 or higher on the reading segment of the FCAT. 

MTSS Evaluation Tools Used 

• PBIS Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ)
o Description: “This assessment allows school teams to examine their Tier 1

implementation fidelity, document whether it has been effective, and identify
strengths and weakness for action planning. This is the assessment's scoring
form. Coaches compile team member ratings and complete the Team Summary
on this form” (Kincaid et al., 2005)

• PBIS School-wide Evaluation Tool (SET)
o Description: “The School-wide Evaluation Tool (SET) is designed to assess and

evaluate the critical features of school-wide effective behavior support across
each academic school year” (Sugai et al., 2005).

• Cavanaugh Survey (2013)
o Description: “The survey instrument explores the associations between

implementation influences and drivers, and the implementation of Response to
Intervention (RTI) Evidenced Based Practices (EBP) in schools. Implementation
influences and drivers followed those outlined by the implementation science
(Fixsen et al., 2005) conceptual framework. The survey consists of thirty-one
multiple choice questions” (Dillard, 2017).

• Florida Self-Assessment of MTSS Implementation (SAM)
o Description: This instrument is intended to measure school-level implementation

of MTSS. “The school leadership team that has responsibility for allocating
resources to improve student learning should complete this instrument,”
(Florida’s PBS: MTSS Project Staff, pg. 2, 2015).

• Academic and Behavior Response to Intervention School Assessment (ASA)
o Description: This assessment was developed as a combined measure for MTSS

fidelity in behavior and academics, as well as to provide feedback/direct coaching
to schools implementing MTSS (Scott, Lingo, & Hirn, 2013).
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• Kansas Multi-Tier System of Supports Innovation Configuration Matrix (ICM)
o Description: “The ICM is a tool that may be used in multiple ways, though it’s

primarily a descriptive document. The primary use is to assist in the
understanding of the principles and practices of a multi-tier system and what they
look like when implemented within a district, building or other community agency.
Schools have also found it a helpful tool in guiding critical discussions among
leadership and staff,” (Kansas State Department of Education Special Education
Services, pg. 2, 2012)

Conclusion 

Overall, the studies mentioned in this summary indicate that MTSS evaluation measures 
are critical for the purpose of assessing the impact that MTSS implementation has on student 
outcomes. Most studies found positive results on some academic, social-emotional, and/or 
behavioral measurement, however one common theme in the literature regarding MTSS 
evaluation was the lack of some school’s progress monitoring and consistent data tracking of 
MTSS implementation and student outcomes (Reedy & Lacireno-Paquet, 2015; Scott et al., 
2019; Dillard, 2017). Having MTSS Fidelity/Implementation teams or coaches are essential in 
schools because part of the MTSS coaching role is to help school personnel translate the core 
values of MTSS into their everyday classroom teaching practices which may improve fidelity of 
implementation and student outcomes, which both enhance MTSS sustainability (Mathews et 
al., 2014). 
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