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A multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS) is an evidence-based framework of instruction, intervention, and 
assessment that educators can use to identify and address the diverse needs of learners in a systematic manner 
(Sailor et al., 2021). MTSS typically includes three support tiers, with the intensity of help rising alongside 
students’ needs. Tier 1 provides universal support for all students; Tier 2 offers targeted help for specific student 
groups; and Tier 3 delivers intensive, individualized support for a few students with the greatest needs.

The District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) is implementing MTSS to promote equity, inclusivity, and the 
overall well-being of its students. Like most MTSS frameworks, MTSS@DCPS focuses on building integrated 
systems that support the whole child—that is, addressing the academic, social-emotional, and behavioral needs of 
each student. 

With support from the Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) Mid-
Atlantic, DCPS is using a research-based rubric of core practices to 
define school-level expectations for MTSS@DCPS implementation. 
DCPS uses this rubric to assess the implementation of MTSS core 
practices and guide continuous improvement efforts. Developed 
with input from district and school educators, the rubric offers 
a clear, consistent framework for schools to define high-quality 
implementation, assess their MTSS practices, identify areas for 
improvement, and provide high-quality support for all students. 
This makes it easier for DCPS to provide targeted guidance, allocate 
resources, and monitor progress across the district.

The DCPS rubric of 
core practices provides 
guidelines and criteria that 
describe what high-quality 
implementation of MTSS 
looks like.

This approach provides a model for other districts looking to collaboratively define effective MTSS 
implementation in their own context.

Please visit the Regional Educational Laboratory Mid-Atlantic website at https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/region/midatlantic 



2Please visit the Regional Educational Laboratory Mid-Atlantic website at https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/region/midatlantic 

DCPS’s rubric outlines five core practices that reflect their holistic view of MTSS.

Leadership and Administration 
The school fosters a clear, shared vision for MTSS that is aligned with school goals and 
priorities, incorporates a process for reflecting on and continuously improving MTSS 
implementation, and promotes staff collective action to improve implementation.  

Example criterion to assess implementation fidelity: The existence of an annual 
Comprehensive School Plan containing integrated MTSS goals and an aligned professional 
development plan for the year.

Universal Screening Process 
School teams screen all students in the academic, social-emotional, behavioral, and 
attendance domains multiple times a year1 to assess the efficacy and equity of Tier 1 
supports. School teams should administer screening measures, such as the i-Ready 
Math Diagnostic assessment in middle school, to identify students who could be at 
risk for poor outcomes and need additional academic, behavioral, or social-emotional 
supports. Screening should occur once at the start of the school year and at least once 
midway through the year.

1 Screening frequency differs based on the grade band.

Example criterion to assess implementation fidelity: Percentage of students screened, 
out of the total student population.

Tier 2 and 3 Referral Process 
Tier 2 and 3 referrals meet referral criteria and school teams communicate referrals 
quickly to administration, relevant staff, and students’ caregivers. School teams monitor 
these referrals for patterns of disproportionality and school leaders adjust and improve 
Tier 1 supports, such as classroom management systems, to better support all students if 
subgroups of students are found to be overrepresented in Tier 2 and 3 referrals.  

Example criterion to assess implementation fidelity: Percentage of completed referrals that 
adhere to the standardized documentation requirements, including all required elements.

Tier 1 Systems of Support 
Schools have effective Tier 1 collaboration and high-quality instruction and supports that 
improve student outcomes.

Example criterion to assess implementation fidelity: Minutes from Tier 1 collaboration 
meetings (regular meetings with MTSS liaisons, MTSS specialists, school counselors, 
and teachers) containing documented reflections and discussions on Tier 1 supports and 
instructional practices that are conducted as planned and occur at  
predetermined intervals.

Tier 2 and 3 Systems of Support 
Schools have effective Tier 2 and 3 systems of support in place that improve  
student outcomes.

Example criterion to assess implementation fidelity: Percentage of scheduled Tier 2 and 3 
collaboration meetings that are conducted as planned and occur at  
predetermined intervals.
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DCPS’s co-development of the rubric was grounded in human-centered design 
practices. 
Five key design opportunities were incorporated by DCPS for participants to collaborate and share honest 
feedback: empathize, define, ideate, prototype, and test (Weeby, 2018).

Empathize. 
Conversations with school and district staff uncovered the successes and challenges they have 
had implementing MTSS@DCPS. 

Define. 
A literature scan was conducted to identify the MTSS practices associated with improving 
academic and social-emotional outcomes for students.

Ideate. 
The conversations conducted during the empathize step and literature scan informed an 
early draft of the core practices rubric, which was then reviewed with DCPS leaders and MTSS 
specialists through a series of facilitated learning sessions led by REL Mid-Atlantic.  

Prototype. 
The core practices were revised and refined to reflect the DCPS context and feedback received.

Test. 
The revised rubric was piloted with select schools during the 2023/24 school year to study how 
it helped schools understand and improve their current level of MTSS implementation. After 
another round of revisions based on the pilot phase, a final version of the rubric is ready to use 
across the district during the 2024/25 school year.

DCPS is using the rubric of core practices to support continuous improvement of 
MTSS implementation.
During the 2024/25 school year, district leaders at DCPS will encourage school leaders to use the rubric of 
core practices to strategically target key areas of MTSS implementation for improvement. Target areas for 
improvement are identified using data from the DCPS Becoming Assessment2 and the MTSS Implementation 
Assessment3. REL Mid-Atlantic and DCPS are curating exemplars and resources to support schools in this 
effort. In addition, DCPS MTSS liaisons will work closely with a small group of schools to support their MTSS 
improvement process.  

2 The goal of the Becoming Assessment is to assess educators’ perspectives on school culture and learning environments, as well as MTSS 
implementation.  
3 The goal of the MTSS Implementation Assessment is to assess overall implementation of MTSS@DCPS using the rubric of core practices.

The rubric of core practices is not intended to be used for evaluative or accountability purposes. Rather, it 
provides clear guidelines and expectations to enhance the quality and consistency of MTSS implementation 
across the district. It may also be helpful for other schools and districts looking to create a shared vision of 
MTSS and/or refine implementation. 
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