
Solving the 5 Biggest Challenges of MTSS:
How Districts Streamline Tiered Interventions



“How can we get started with MTSS in our district?”

“We’re a few years into our MTSS journey. What’s 
working well for other schools and districts?”

We hear these questions from school systems of all shapes 
and sizes as they begin rolling out multi-tiered systems of 
supports (MTSS), response to intervention (RTI), or other 
student support frameworks. 

At its core, MTSS provides the structure for educators to 
prioritize students in need of support, use evidence-based 
intervention practices, and progress monitor with data. The 
most effective MTSS models consider the whole child, provide 
strong universal supports, and mobilize data and human 
“systems” to meet the needs of all students.

Of course, this is easier said than done; the success of a MTSS 
depends on more than just a clear vision for supporting each 
and every student.   

Drawn from interviews with school and district leaders 
across the country, this is your guide to solving the most 
common challenges in getting started with MTSS.

It will take you through the five biggest obstacles that schools 
and districts experience with MTSS, showing you exactly how 
educators are overcoming them in order to more equitably 
serve each student’s needs.  

Ready to level up your MTSS strategy?

Let’s get started.

The 5 Biggest Challenges of MTSS
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Delivering targeted 
interventions across 
academics, behavior, 
and social-emotional 

learning (SEL)
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Challenge #1
Coordinating practices and expectations

Educators often refer to MTSS as a “culture” that should be 
deeply embedded in the school. In an ideal world, MTSS 
involves engagement and buy-in from the entire school 
community—from administrators, to teachers and staff, to 
students and their families. 

However, given the reality of resources, schedules, and staff 
capacity, it can be incredibly difficult to organize all of the 
pieces and bring this idea to life.

So how can district and school leaders set up practices and 
expectations to create a strong MTSS culture?

Here’s how Penn Yan Central School District (NY) has 
worked to coordinate consistent processes around MTSS.

Recommended solutions:

• Have a comprehensive written plan and stick to it. For 
example, the MTSS plan at Penn Yan Elementary School 
outlines their tiered systems, definitions, goals, and 
services at each tier. It serves as a go-to resource so that 
staff can understand the building’s MTSS culture and  
the specific strategies to implement at each stage in  
the process.

• Establish standard “cut scores” across academics and 
behavior for at-risk students. This will ensure that each 
student is evaluated using the same criteria. Staff should 
run through the same process for each student, even if 
they think they know the problem.     

• Clearly outline MTSS meeting schedules and cycles. All 
staff members should know ahead of time how MTSS fits 
into their daily, weekly, and monthly schedules. Consider 
matching your MTSS cycles with academic marking periods 
(for instance, Penn Yan has three MTSS cycles) so that 
you’re working MTSS into structures that teachers, parents, 
and students already know and understand.    

• Facilitate continuous learning around the basics of MTSS. 
Hold “MTSS 101” sessions multiple times a year to ensure that 
all staff members—new and seasoned 
staff alike—are on the same page. This 
is especially important if staff turnover 
rates are high.

“Our ultimate goal for every student is independence. 
We need to make sure our system is set up so that 
we’re starting with low levels of support initially… 
and then adding support systematically, as we 
go, to ensure we’re leading to that end goal of 
independence for every student.”

Edward Foote  
Principal  

Penn Yan Elementary School
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  Challenge #2
Providing effective universal supports

One of the bedrock assumptions of MTSS is that most of 
your students’ needs should be met through universal 
supports. The MTSS pyramid is “healthy” when you are 
serving as many students as possible in Tier 1, around 15 
percent of students in Tier 2, and five percent in Tier 3. 

When the pyramid gets out of balance, educators run the risk 
of spending too much time reacting to urgent student issues. 
This is when it becomes critical to strengthen your Tier 1 
supports; educators should instead be spending their time 
applying preventative measures that reach all students.  

To the right, take a look at a Tier 1 resource for ideas on 
building a strong base of supports.

Excerpt from the Secondary Tier 1 MTSS Menu 
at Forest Lake Area Schools (MN):

  Seat student near teacher or positive role model

  Increase the distance between desks

  Give extra time to complete tasks

  Check homework daily

  Integrate real-life experiences into instruction

  Write key points on the board

  Include a variety of activities in each lesson

  Provide frequent, immediate, positive feedback

  Allow short breaks between assignments

  Present at a lively pace and use humor

  Anchor new knowledge to prior knowledge

  Provide 1 on 1 time with each student

  Provide leadership opportunities for students

  Send positive feedback home

  Give student choice
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Challenge #3
Unlocking the promise of data interoperability

What is data interoperability? By definition, it is “the seamless, 
secure, and controlled exchange of data between applications.” 
In simpler terms: it means getting your data systems to talk to 
each other so that educators can leverage data to respond to 
students’ needs.

The use of data to screen, progress monitor, and take meaningful 
action for students is foundational to a MTSS. Yet, many districts 
struggle to align data systems when implementing a MTSS. 
Administrators and educators live in spreadsheets, ad-hoc 
reports, and disparate data platforms—with no single source of 
truth to make data-driven decisions.      

That’s why Morris School District (NJ) has prioritized data 
interoperability on its journey to provide personalized learning 
experiences for each and every student. Here are the district’s 
best practices for achieving interoperability.

Recommended solutions:

• Maintain clean data on students’ mastery of 
standards. For instance, Morris School District uses a 
standards-based curriculum and collects robust data to 
monitor student progress. The information is captured 
in a student information system (SIS).

• Bring key student data—across grades, assessments, 
behavior, attendance, and social skills—into one 
place. Administrators, teachers, and staff should 
have access to the same data in the same spot. They 
shouldn’t need to spend hours analyzing spreadsheets 
to diagnose student needs.

• Build habits around using the data. Is every educator 
in the building looking at the data in the same way and 
using it to inform instructional practices? Through daily 
and weekly conversations, train staff on how to look for 
evidence in the data rather than make assumptions.

• Broaden your data sources to social-emotional 
learning (SEL).  Expand your definition of student 
learning to include whole-child metrics. For example, 
Morris School District gathers SEL data, combines it 
with academic and behavioral data points, and helps 
staff work with this data to support students.

“We want to ensure that our dozens and dozens of 
student metrics are coming into the same place—from 
mastery of standards, to active engagement in our 
community. These data points can tell us exactly where 
a student is in their learning and what steps they need 
to take to reach their destination.”

Mackey Pendergrast 
Superintendent 

Morris School District
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Challenge #4
Delivering effective, targeted interventions

As educators, we know that no single intervention will 
work for every student in every situation. The magic 
happens when we deeply understand the student, select 
interventions tailored to his or her needs, and try new 
strategies if the student isn’t responding. 

That brings us to the fourth key challenge of MTSS: 
connecting staff to evidence-based interventions that 
support not only students’ academic growth, but also 
students’ behavioral, social, and emotional needs.   

To improve the delivery of interventions across your school 
or district, explore these strategies from a high school in 
Forest Lake Area Schools (MN).

Recommended solutions:

• Develop an intervention menu with trusted, research-based 
strategies. Teachers and support staff should be able to 
easily access and select interventions matched to student 
needs. Here’s a curated list of 42 intervention strategies to 
consider as you build your own menu. Download a sample 
Tier 2 intervention menu here.

• Embed “huddle time” into the weekly schedule. These 
meetings are valuable time for educators to collaborate on 
student support plans and share ideas. During the “huddles” 
at Forest Lake, for example, staff teams review student data, 
discuss appropriate interventions, create action plans, and 
monitor the progress of students receiving supports.

• Provide professional development to support the effective 
implementation of interventions. Educators need to have 
the skills to both select interventions and apply them with 
fidelity. Training at Forest Lake has included sessions on 
trauma-informed care, prevention science, PBIS, and equity.

“Offer professional development for staff so that MTSS 
becomes a part of your culture, and everyone has 
the knowledge to implement interventions so that 
students can achieve.”

Kelly Tschudy-Lafean 
Principal  

Forest Lake Area Schools
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Challenge #5
Tracking interventions across each tier

When getting started with MTSS, it’s critical to monitor and 
evaluate the efficacy of your intervention programs. This will 
create the conditions for continuous improvement, allowing 
educators to proactively adjust supports based on data.

As a school or district leader, you want to be able to assess 
the number of students in each tier and review how they’re 
progressing in order to set strategic direction. 

As a student support team (SST) member, you want to 
be able to record interventions, set goals, and understand 
when students should be exited or enrolled in tiers. As an 
interventionist, you want to know which active interventions 
require your action and by when.   

Fortunately, today there are tools available that can automate 
this process—putting all of your intervention data in one place 
so administrators, teachers, and staff can engage in real-time 
progress monitoring. 

Here’s a checklist to use when evaluating solutions for 
intervention tracking.

Checklist: Intervention Tracking Technology

  Student data available in one click – teachers, 
interventionists, and student support teams require 
easy access to grades, assessment data, behavior data, 
attendance data, and social-emotional learning data.

  Intervention library – a defined menu of customizable, 
evidence-based interventions.   

  Student support planning — tools to collaborate on 
support plans for individual students and student groups 
in one place.

  Clear “at-risk” and “on track” indicators — color-coded 
early warning indicators to flag student statuses so that 
educators can monitor progress and identify  
student needs. 

  Real-time progress monitoring — automatic and regular 
updates on students, as well as the ability to record 
actions, due dates, next steps, and notes.  

  Goal setting — tools to assign a goal for each 
intervention plan, creating clear exit criteria  
and accountability.

  School-wide reporting — at the individual student and 
school levels to understand the efficacy of intervention 
programs and the health of each tier.

  District-level reporting – so district leaders understand 
how to allocate resources and support to school sites.
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Learn more about Panorama’s  
MTSS tools for educators

Panorama Education helps educators act on data to improve 
student outcomes. Panorama has supported more than 
15 million students in 25,000 schools across all 50 states, 
including those in the New York City Department of Education, 
Dallas Independent School District, Seattle Public Schools, and 
San Francisco Unified School District.

Get in Touch:

contact@panoramaed.com      

(617) 356-8123

Request a Demo
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