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Executive Summary

Some young children show signs that they may not be learning in an expected 
manner, even before they begin kindergarten. These children may exhibit problems 
in areas such as language development, phonological awareness, perceptual-motor 

abilities, and attention, which have been considered precursors of learning disabilities in older 
children. However, under current state and federal guidelines, these children are unlikely to meet 
eligibility criteria for having a learning disability. This is because formal identification of a child’s 
learning disability generally does not occur until there is a measurable discrepancy between the 
child’s aptitude and academic achievement, often not until the second or third grade.

This document describes what is known about an early intervening system being devel-
oped for young children (i.e., 3 t o 5 year-olds), called Recognition and Response. The Recog-
nition and Response system is an emerging early childhood practice designed to help parents 
and teachers respond to learning difficulties in young children who may be at risk for learn-
ing disabilities as early as possible, beginning at age 3 or  4, before they experience school 
failure and before they are referred for formal evaluation and possible placement in special 
education. Support for the concept of early intervening can be found in the reauthorization 
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and in the Response to Interven-
tion (RTI) model for school-age children.

The Origins of Recognition and Response in  
Response to Intervention (RTI)

The Response to Intervention (RTI) model for school-age children who are at-risk for learn-
ing disabilities emphasizes pre-referral prevention and intervention. RTI can be distinguished 
from traditional methods of identifying learning disabilities in that it allows early and intensive 
interventions based on learning characteristics and does not wait for children to fail before 
providing necessary services and supports. The major premise of RTI is that early intervening 
services can both prevent academic problems for many students who experience learning dif-
ficulties and determine which students actually have learning disabilities, as distinct from those 
whose underachievement can be attributed to other factors such as inadequate instruction. 

Although several variations of the model have been proposed, in general RTI is based upon 
three components: (a) the use of multiple tiers of increasingly intense interventions; (b) a prob-
lem-solving approach to identify and evaluate instructional strategies; and (c) an integrated data 
collection and assessment system to monitor student progress and guide decisions at every level. 
In recent years, a standard treatment protocol—the use of a particular research-based interven-
tion for a small group of children with similar needs—has emerged as an additional RTI practice. 
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Critical Contexts in the Early Childhood Field

Several critical contexts in the early childhood field have caused national attention to be 
focused on early education issues and have helped to influence attitudes about the importance 
of services for very young children and their families: (a) the emphasis on high quality care and 
education, (b) the school readiness movement, (c) the national pre-kindergarten movement, 
and (d) the importance of prevention and early intervention. Each of these contexts reflects 
important factors that must be considered in developing an early intervening system for young 
children prior to beginning kindergarten. 

Establishing an Evidence Base for the  
Recognition and Response System

The conceptual framework for the Recognition and Response system is being developed 
with grant support from the Emily Hall Tremaine Foundation (http://www.tremainefounda-
tion.org) through a collaborative effort that involves the FPG Child Development Institute, 
The National Center for Learning Disabilities, the National Association for the Education of 
Young Children, the Communication Consortium Media Center, and key state partners. The 
work is being accomplished through two primary activities: (1 ) a comprehensive review of 
the literature to produce a research synthesis on RTI and (2 ) a series of focused discussions 
with the collaborating organizations and partners to develop a conceptual framework for the 
Recognition and Response system adapted from the RTI model. 

Research Synthesis on RTI

A total of 14 studies met the selection crit eria for inclusion in the review and served as the 
current research base regarding the efficacy of RTI. Analyses included an appraisal of the 
quality of research methods as well as descriptions of the characteristics of study partici-
pants, the nature of the interventions, and methods of assessing student progress and out-
comes. The findings suggest that there is an emerging body of empirical evidence to support 
claims that RTI is an effective method for identifying children at risk for learning difficulties 
and for providing specialized interventions, either to ameliorate or to prevent the occur-
rence of learning disabilities. Although there was general agreement across studies about the 
conceptualization of RTI in terms of its key components and tiered implementation, there 
was less agreement about the nature and focus of specialized interventions, the duration or 
intensity of the interventions, and the benchmarks used to determine when more intensive 
interventions were needed for individual children. Despite these limitations, the research 
synthesis findings suggest that RTI is a promising approach, particularly because of its focus 
on sound instructional principles such as effectively teaching all children, intervening early, 
using research-based interventions, monitoring student progress, and using assessments to 
inform instructional decision-making.
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A Conceptual Framework for the  
Recognition and Response System 

The proposed Recognition and Response system is based on the premise that parents and 
teachers can learn to recognize critical early warning signs that a young child may not be 
learning in an expected manner and to respond in ways that positively affect a child’s early 
school success. In the Recognition and Response system, there is limited reliance on formal 
diagnosis and labeling. Instead, the Recognition and Response system emphasizes a system-
atic approach to responding to early learning difficulties that includes assessing the overall 
quality of early learning experiences for all children and making program modifications, 
tailoring instructional strategies, and providing appropriate supports for individual children 
who struggle to learn. 

The Recognition and Response system includes four essential components: (1 ) an inter-
vention hierarchy; (2 ) screening, assessment, and progress monitoring; (3 ) research-based cur-
riculum, instruction, and focused interventions; and (4) a collaborative problem-solving process 
for decision-making. Future efforts should focus on further developing and evaluating each 
component as part of an integrated system, particularly with respect to identifying the specific 
assessment and instructional strategies within each of the tiers in the intervention hierarchy. 
Figure A shows the four components of the Recognition and Response system.
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Intervention Hierarchy
An intervention hierarchy reflects increasing levels of intensity of instruction and interven-
tion that correspond directly to children’s needs for support. A teacher’s decision to move 
from one tier to the next is guided by screening and assessment information as part of a 
systematic and collaborative problem-solving process that includes parents and specialists.

 

Screening, Assessment, and Progress Monitoring 
An integrated assessment plan that relies on multiple methods and sources of information 
(e.g., observation, checklists, work sampling, curriculum-based assessments) can be used to 
determine which children are meeting key benchmarks, which children are in the process of 
developing these skills, and which children are not making adequate progress.

Research-Based Curriculum, Instruction, and Focused Interventions 
The overarching goal of the Recognition and Response System is for teachers to use assess-
ment as part of an integrated instructional system to make improvements in the general early 
childhood program and to plan focused interventions for children who require additional 
supports. Future efforts should focus on identifying standard research-based interventions 
that would comprise a “toolkit” from which teachers could extract specific practices to re-
spond to individual learning characteristics within each tier of an intervention hierarchy.

Collaborative Problem-Solving Process for Decision-Making 
Key to the problem-solving process is the use of assessments to inform decisions, thus, creat-
ing a dynamic link between the recognition and response components. The problem-solving 
process is collaborative, systematic, and used by teachers, parents, and specialists to make 
decisions about practice and to evaluate their effectiveness for individual children.
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Recommendations for the Early Childhood Field

The following recommendations address the need to support future development, evalua-
tion, and adoption of the Recognition and Response system:

1. 	 Further develop the Recognition and Response system by (a) specifying in 
more detail each of the four components (i.e., an intervention hierarchy; 
screening, assessment, and progress monitoring; research-based curricu-
lum, instruction, and focused interventions; and a collaborative prob-
lem-solving process for decision-making) and (b) creating the tools and 
resources related to implementing each component.

2. 	 Evaluate the efficacy and effectiveness of the Recognition and Response 
system through future research. 

3. 	 Use professional development as the primary vehicle for disseminating in-
formation about the Recognition and Response system to front line early 
childhood professionals—teachers, specialists, and administrators. 

4. 	 Develop and evaluate dissemination strategies (consisting of print, elec-
tronic, and oral presentation methods) to communicate information 
about the Recognition and Response system with a wide audience that 
includes parents of young children, researchers, policy makers, and the 
general public. 

5. 	 Develop (or adapt) existing public policies related to program standards 
and professional competencies to support the widespread adoption and 
implementation of the Recognition and Response system throughout 
various sectors of the early childhood field (e.g., child care centers and 
homes, public and private pre-k programs, Head Start).  n
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