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Compiled by Melvina Phillips and Julie Meltzer
Recent efforts to implement a school-wide system that integrates academic and behavioral support using a Response to Intervention and Instruction (RtI²) Framework have provided strong evidence of a link that one area of performance can lead to improvement in the other area. Systems that address both academics (Simmons et al., 2002, Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003) and behavior (Horner, Sugai, Todd, & Lewis-Palmer, 2005) provide similar approaches that include universal teaching of all students; a continuum of supports for students who do not respond to core/universal instruction; and effective action planning using a collaborative team of a cross-section of stakeholders. The team of administrators, teachers, parents, students, and support staff normally place value with using a problem-solving approach to using data analysis to identify action steps for improvement that include program development, progress monitoring, and evaluation of evidence-based practices.
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Statements from the Research

There is evidence that highlights the connection between low academic skills and problem behavior, beginning as early as kindergarten and as the students transition from elementary to secondary school, the connection between the two grows even more pronounced (Fleming, Harachi, Cortes, Abbott, & Catalano, 2004; Morrison, Anthony, Storino, & Dillon, 2001; Nelson, Benner, Lane, & Smith, 2004).
There is evidence that students facing challenges in reading and social competence are at an exponentially higher risk for negative school outcomes (McIntosh, Flannery, Sugai, Braun, & Cochrane, 2008; McKinney, 1989).
Students experiencing difficulty within one area, i.e. reading or behavior, often have difficulty with other areas as indicated when students with poor reading skills may use negative behaviors to avoid reading activities (McIntosh, Horner, Chard, Dickey, & Braun, 2008). Other studies link early reading challenges to depression in middle school or later grades (Herman, Lambert, Reinke, & Ialongo, 2008).

Reducing incidents of problem behavior permits quality instruction to occur more often and with fewer interruptions due to poor behavior. Implementation of universal behavior supports in middle school led to significantly improved performance on state assessments in math and reading (Lassen, Steele, and Sailor, 2006). High quality instruction promotes student engagement and helps to reduce problem behavior (Filter & Horner, 2009; Lee, Sugai, & Horner, 1999; Preciado, Horner, & Baker, 2009; Sanford, 2006).

Integrated academic and behavior RtI models produce more significant gains than models addressing only one area (Ialongo, Poduska, Werthamer, & Kellam, 2001; Lane & Menzies, 2003; McIntosh, Chard, Boland, & Horner, 2006; Stewart et al., 2007).

http://www.rtinetwork.org/learn/behavior/integrating-behavior-and-academic-supports-general-overview
One study found “…that children with reading problems in first grade were significantly more likely to display poor task engagement, poor self-control, externalizing behavior problems, and internalizing behavior problems in third grade. They also found that children displaying poor task engagement in first grade were more likely to experience reading problems in third grade. Collectively, these findings suggest that the most effective types of interventions are likely to be those that target problems with reading and task-focused behaviors simultaneously.” 

http://ldx.sagepub.com/content/41/5/417.abstract
“Every year, approximately one-third of U.S. public high school students don't graduate (Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Morison, 2006). Many of these students give up on school because they have borderline reading skills that make learning stressful and difficult.”

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational_leadership/mar10/vol67/num06/What_Helps_At-Risk_Adolescent_Readers%C2%A2.aspx
“At any age, it's embarrassing for students to struggle and stumble over words while reading aloud. But for adolescents, embarrassment and repeated failure can become so painful that they feel their best recourse is to leave school. In a recent study, researchers found that teens with poor reading skills were more likely than competent readers to experience anxiety disorders, drop out of school, and even contemplate suicide (Daniel et al., 2006).”
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational_leadership/mar10/vol67/num06/What_Helps_At-Risk_Adolescent_Readers%C2%A2.aspx
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Northview Middle School Case Study: How One School Improved Student Performance through a Dual Emphasis on Academics and Behavior

Written by Melvina Phillips, Ed.D. 

Note: The author was principal of the school on which this case study is based. Under her leadership, teachers and administrators implemented an RTI approach. The result: student literacy results soared and student behavior incidents dropped. Melvina Phillips was a key advisor to the Alabama Reading Initiative, and has been a teacher, a principal, a district administrator and a national consultant to the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP). Dr. Phillips is currently a member of PCG Education’s core literacy team where her work focuses on literacy leadership and implementation of RTI. 

Making the Connection between Academics and Behavior

Efforts to integrate academic and behavioral support using a Response to Intervention and Instruction (RtI²) Framework have provided strong evidence that supports for either area can lead to improvement in the other area. When schools put into place a tiered system of support that addresses both academics (Simmons et al., 2002, Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003) and behavior (Horner, Sugai, Todd, & Lewis-Palmer, 2005), results have been more positive than when one or the other is focused upon exclusively. A tiered system of support that addresses academics or behavior is similar in that it includes universal teaching of all students; a continuum of supports for students who do not respond to core/universal instruction; and effective action planning using a collaborative team of a cross-section of stakeholders. To successfully implement a dual RtI strategy, a team of administrators, teachers, parents, students, and support staff need to execute a problem-solving approach.  This always begins with and returns to analysis of relevant data to identify action steps for improvement that include placement, program development, progress monitoring, and evaluation of evidence-based practices.
One School’s Journey 
Northview Middle School is in a suburban school district adjoining a larger urban area in the Southeastern United States.  Northview was created as a new school in 1996 with a diverse student population of approximately 1100 students, representing 77% white, 16% black, 4% Pacific Islander, and 2% Hispanic.  Multiple languages and dialects were prevalent since there is a large population of immigrant students from the Middle East, Asia, Europe, Central and South America.  17% of the students received free and reduced lunch.  Northview’s 82 staff members included core, elective, and special education teachers, as well as two counselors, one librarian, and three administrators. 

A Focus on Improving Student Achievement

Early focus groups at Northview determined that teachers rarely used the standards from the state courses of study for developing units and daily lessons. Instead, heavy reliance was placed on textbook instruction and special projects that were enjoyable for students but not often explicitly designed to master the state standards. Departmental teams worked to align state standards with units taught and objectives of high stakes tests such as the Stanford Achievement Test and the state assessments for reading, math, and writing. The textbook became one of the many resources used to teach content, but was no longer the driving force for instruction and learning. Another finding of the focus groups was that students were not proficient with higher order thinking skills. Teacher grade level teams and departmental cross-grade level teams carefully analyzed curricula targets and brainstormed learning activities and strategies for improving student higher order thinking skills. This activity led to a discussion of how to question more effectively. Teachers began to identify options for designing learning activities that were more engaging but also stimulated students to use the skills of analyzing and synthesizing to complete class assignments and projects. Teachers focused all year on aligning curriculum standards and lessons, along with instructional strategies to encourage higher order thinking skills. Student performance on the Stanford Achievement Test increased by at least 10 percentage points in every category tested: reading, math, science, and social studies.

A focus on improving student achievement continued as school leadership and grade level instructional teams analyzed multiple forms of data at the end of the first school year. The data included student engagement with text, standardized test results, report card grades, and teacher observations.  Findings revealed student performance data was inflated due to the high scores of many of the high achieving students, while 25-30% of students at every grade level were not reading and comprehending well enough to successfully achieve mastery of grade level standards. The culprit appeared to be issues with reading comprehension; there were also a small percentage of students who did not have even the most basic reading skills necessary for success. 

Administrators and staff recognized the need to improve literacy skills of all students. At this point in time, an application arrived from the Alabama State Department of Education offering an opportunity to apply as an Alabama Literacy Demonstration Site, which required the commitment of at least 80% of faculty and administrators to attend two weeks of intensive professional development during the summer, with a follow-up week of intervention strategies for a smaller segment of the faculty. Ninety-seven per cent of Northview staff committed to attend the training, and thirty-three staff members returned for the additional intervention training. 

Professional development was only a starting point for continued improvement. The staff was overwhelmed with the massive notebooks full of literacy strategies to improve reading and writing across content areas. To address the concerns, coaching by peers and a literacy coach provided ongoing support of teachers to learn and integrate instructional strategies and literacy best practices across all core content areas and elective classes. The schedule was revamped to include time for two levels of reading intervention: basic reading skills and the teaching of literacy strategies to improve literacy and learning in content areas. 

The results of the first year of full implementation of reading intervention classes for students needing additional support and schoolwide implementation of strategies to improve reading, writing, thinking, deep discussion, and deeper investigation of topics across content area led to some surprising results. Standardized test scores on the Stanford Achievement Test increased by 15-20 percentage points across content areas, with scores in science, social studies, and math reaching 85-90th percentiles across all grade levels. Reading continued to be the lowest score, 79-85th percentile. Individual students served in reading intervention classes saw standard scores on the Woodcock Reading Mastery Assessment increase an average of 10-15 points. Writing assessment scores increased from only 2% scoring in Level 4, the highest level of the test, to 85% of students scoring in Level 4 after three years of cross content support to integrate writing in class activities. The most surprising result of schoolwide literacy support revealed office referrals dropped from 681 to 132 in one year, presumably  because of improved student engagement and support in content classes.

A Focus on Improving Behavior

Northview staff members were selected by the Alabama Department of Education to attend four sessions during the next school year with Dr. George Sugai to learn organizational and planning strategies to implement Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS). A team of administrators, counselors, teachers, support staff, parents, and students brought back key concepts of the training and worked with local staff to analyze behavior data, structures currently in place to support improved student behavior, and identified areas for improvement based on the data collected. The team developed teacher, student, and parent surveys to obtain additional data and suggestions for behavioral improvement at the school. Findings of the data analysis indicated most behavior episodes were occurring on the bus, to and from the gym and the band room which were not connected to the building, and in the cafeteria and restrooms. Very few incidents occurred in the classrooms and hallways due to increased student engagement and adult presence in the hallways. 

The school had several key components in place to encourage positive student behavior. All teachers were trained and continued to have monthly sessions to use Harry Wong strategies. There were student handbooks, and teachers routinely taught procedures the first two weeks of school. Counselors offered large group and small group counseling sessions, and the school had a peer mediation team in place that had achieved success helping students to resolve minor differences. With the data and survey findings, several new approaches were created. The student developed morning news program, with the assistance of the School Enrichment teacher, developed skits, interviews, and news reports to focus on the character education curriculum that was implemented schoolwide. Small group sessions, supported by the lead custodian, cafeteria supervisor, lead bus driver, students, and administrators, were implemented to reach out to all students at the beginning of the school year to highlight expectations for behavior in the cafeteria, school bus, and other areas of the building. Additional counseling and support were added for students needing the most intensive support with controlling and improving anger, bullying, and other significant behavior issues.

As with the focus on literacy, the schoolwide focus on teaching and proactively addressing behavior led to significant improvements. Incidents of poor behavior in the documented areas for improvement decreased by 80 to 95%. Office referrals continued to decrease with only 82 office referrals occurring by the end of year three implementation of schoolwide literacy and behavior instruction and support. 

Results from a Dual Focus

Student academic performance continued to improve as evidenced by the increased number of students making the A/B honor roll and sustained high performance on standardized tests.  In line with other schools nationally, Northview Middle School had discovered an important route to improved behavior and academics – a strong tiered system of instruction and intervention for both!
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