
Building Effective Problem Solving 

Teams



BUILDING a Foundation for Problem 

Solving Implementation Requires:

Better Tools

Better Training

More Support

for Teachers, Parents, and Students to Meet the Needs of ALL

Students



Our Blueprint

Build a Solid Foundation Through Self Study

Know What Is Important to Get Done the First Year

Know What the Priorities Are for Years 2-4



Build a Foundation with

Self Study

Describe your existing Systems of Supports, including Teams, 

and Team and Individual Professional Roles and Functions

Describe your existing Academic and Behavior Interventions: Are 

they scientifically based?

Describe your existing Progress Monitoring and Universal 

Screening Systems:  Are they scientifically based?

Identify Assessment Tools and Practices That Are NOT 

scientifically based



Building Blocks: Year 1

Build Your Scientifically Based Data System for Universal 

Screening and Progress Monitoring (CBM)

Teach and Ensure Understanding of Foundational Concepts and 

Vocabulary

Define and Teach Your Standard Problem-Solving Process

Build Your Leadership and Staff Development Plan

Build More Effective Teams with Teachers in Mind



Tools for the Job

• Problem-Solving Self Study Instruments

• Scientifically Based Progress Monitoring Tools 
(CBM and Members of the CBM ñFamilyò like 
DIBELS) 

• Standard Problem Solving Tasks and 
Decisions

• Scientifically Based Academics and Behavior 
Interventions

• Academic Problem Identification Interview (Based 
on Instructional Planning Form)

• Behavior Problem Identification Interview Based 
on a Functional Behavior Assessment

• Fidelity of Implementation Process

• Systematic Observation



1. RTI and Problem Solving are NOT Business as Usual with an Emphasis on 
SE Eligibility and/or ñPre-Referral Intervention--

• The Process is Explicit and Standardized

• Driven By Universal Screening as Well As Referral

2. Building Teams Are NOT Business as Usual Either with an Emphasis on SE 
Eligibility and/or ñPre-Referral Intervention--

• How They are Structured (Skill Sets vs License or Exclusion)

• How They Act (Less Talk, More Action)

• Decisions Based on Data

• Translating Problems Into Better Tools, Better, Training, and More 
Support

• Standard Problem-Solving Decisions

Big Ideas About 

Problem-Solving Process and Teams



Á Long meetings

Á Lots of talkingabout “impressions”

Á Few shared perspectives and common data systems

Á Pervasive negative feelings or lack of knowledge about the process

Á Lots of dumping (on teachers, parents and sometimes students) 

Á The development of weak interventions and poor support for our 

colleagues

Á Limited, if any, documented gains for students 

Á Lack interdisciplinary collaboration or trust

Problems with the Current 

Building Teams



Á Finally getting ñtestedòfor special education

Á Passing the problem and responsibility for the solution to someone 

else

Á Assigning blame to someone else (student, family, school, past 

teacher)

OR

Not a Good Use of Time

Too Often, Teams are Considered a 

ñProcedural, Necessary Evilò for:





1. Make the Purpose and Focus Explicit

2. Provide Institutional Support and Get the Best Talent

3. Make the Language and Use of Data for Specific Decisions EXPLICIT

4. Respect Teachersand Teachers’ Time

5. Build and Use an Ongoing Data System

6. Provide Leadership

7. Members “walk-the-walk” with Respect to Providing Support for 

Intervention Implementation

Effective Problem-Solving Teams: 

Basic Design Features



An Explicit Needs-Based Teacher (or Parent) and Student Support 

System, with Attention to 

• Adding New Teaching Skills, Materials, and Strategies

• Providing Support for Learning and Feedback

• Documented Outcomes as to What Works

Few Teachers, Parents, or Students Can Do Everything

Effectively Alone!

Explicit Purpose and Focus



Schools Use an Explicit Standard Problem-

Solving Process 
Initial Planning (Baseline) Tasks

1. Collect Referral Information

2. Notify Parent 

3. Review Records

4. Problem Identification Interview with Parent

5. Problem Identification Interview with Teacher

6. Obtain Description of Current Intervention

7. Determine Educational Needs and the Performance Discrepancy

8. Observe Student and Instruction

9. Develop Progress Monitoring Plan

10. Collect Progress Monitoring Data

11. Observe Fidelity of Implementation of Current Intervention 

12. Decide If Educational Need and Benefit Warrants a Modified 

Intervention Plan

Districts adopt, adapt, drop, or add the tasks to fit their Problem-Solving 

model.



Some Universal 

Standard Intervention Tasks

1. Assess for Intervention Planning (CBE)

2. Develop Intervention

3. Obtain Resources/Provide Training for Intervention

4. Develop Progress Monitoring Plan

5. Collect Progress Monitoring Data

6. Support and Implement Intervention

7. Observe Fidelity of Implementation of Current Intervention

8. Decide If Educational Need and Benefit Warrants a Modified Intervention 

Plan or Potential Need for an IEP

Districts adopt, adapt, drop, or add the tasks to fit their Problem-Solving 

model.



Driven by Universal Screening Instead of 

Referral Driven Practices

< 25th

Tier 2 Candidates

<10th

Individual Problem 

Solving and/or 

Tier 3 Candidates



Driven by Universal Screening

Universal Screening:

1.  Proactively Enables Educational Needs to Be 

Assessed to Identify the Most Needy Students...Less 

ñWait to Failò

2.  Reduces the Need for Individual Student 

Referrals..Itôs MORE EFFICIENT

3.  Not Teacher Dependent....Avoids Students ñSlipping 

Through Cracksò



How They Are ñBuiltò:  Membership

ÁOld Way Emphasized License or Role

–Exclusionary

–Emphasis on “What They Are” versus “What They Can 

Do”

ÁNew Way Emphasizes “Skill Sets”



Minimum Skill Sets (Elementary)

Knowledge of What Works in 

Reading ?

Knowledge of What Works in 

Behavior ?

Knowledge of What Works in 

Language and Culture ?

Knowledge of What Works in 

Leadership and School 

Management

?

Knowledge of What Works in 

Math ?



Minimum Skill Sets (Secondary)

Knowledge of What Works in 

Reading

?

Knowledge of SIM (Strategic 

Instruction Model

?

Knowledge of What Works in 

Secondary Behavior Support

?

Knowledge of What Works in 

Language and Culture

?

Knowledge of What Works in 

Leadership and School 

Management

?

Knowledge of What Works in 

Math

?



Institutional Support

Ensure the Team Has Explicit and Implicit Support

Implicit--

• Aide time that can be managed by the team based on needs, 
especially for progress monitoring

• Planning periods, release time, predictable routines

• Reduction/elimination of competing activities

Explicit--

• Budget for staff development, instructional resources, 
consultation time

• Stipends

How They Are ñBuiltò:  Support
ñIf you build it (well), they will come.ò



1. If you don’t know what decision you’re trying to make, you’ll 

get very confused!

2. Different schools use different terms--the key to success is 

to get everyone WITHIN a system using the same ones.

2. Data are not intended to DELAY (Shift from EXHAUSTIVE to 

JUST ENOUGH!)

Makes the Language and Use of Data for 

Specific Decisions Explicit



Design Principles

ÁTry to Avoid Doing at a Meeting What You 

Can Do Outside of a Meeting

ÁKnow the Purposes of the Meetings



Interview Before and Plan After

Interviewing During Meetings May:

– Create potential defensiveness as it can feel evaluative

– Requires spontaneous, less thought out answers

– Create the “elephant in the room” phenomenon

– Be time consuming for teachers and others

Planning Interventions with Teachers After Meetings:

– Reduces potential defensiveness

– Takes LESS time for other team members yet allows MORE 
time for actual planning at the convenience of teachers

– Results in BETTER INTERVENTIONS



1. Decide

Major decisions after data are collected

2. Document

To ensure protection for all parties

3. Delegate

Who is going to do what

4. Manage

Make sure the work gets done

Know the Major Purposes of Meetings



Respect the Teacher and Their Time

: Intervention 2 INSTRUCTIO NAL  PLANNING  FORM 

 

Student Name___Michael X___  Grade__1______ Teacher Name___________ 

 

Goal____Michael will achieve at the 50
th
%-ile on AIMSweb Early Literacy measures by 

May, 2006 

*Focus or 

Skill 

(which of 5 

Big Areas) 

Teaching  

Strategy 

Materials/ 

Intervention 

Arrangement: 

Implementer, 

etc. 

Time Motivational  

Strategies 

 

Phonemic 

Awareness 

 

 

 

 

Letter name & 

letter  sound 

recog/id 

1st grade PALS  Whole class 

broken into 

dyads ï 

clssrm tchr 

 Reinf in sm 

grp ï rdg 

tchr 

 Reinf in sm 

grp ï vol &  

psych 

 Daily 

ï 20 

min 

 

 Daily 

ï 15 

min 

 3x/wk 

ï 15 

min 

Verbal praise 

 

 

 

Verbal praise 

& graphing 

 

Verbal praise 

 

Alphabetic 

Pr inciple 

 

S ound/symbol 

correspondence 

S igns for 

S ounds 

Whole class Daily ï 30 

min 

Verbal praise ï 

for M ichael 

give credit for 

getting 1st 

sound corr  

Phonemic 

Awareness 

Compound word 

level segmenting 

Great Leaps S m grp of 2 sts ï 

rdg tchr 

S m grp ï 

paraprof  

Daily ï 40 

min 

 

Daily ï 20 

min 

 

Verbal praise 

Phonemic 

Awareness 

 

S ound 

discr imination 

Earobics Computer station 

in class ï clssrm 

tchr 

Daily ï 15 

min 

 

 

An hour in a 

meeting is an hour 

of lost intervention 

time- the time 

better have a return



Decide What?
Initial Planning (Baseline) Tasks

1. Collect Referral Information

2. Notify Parent 

3. Review Records

4. Problem Identification Interview with Parent

5. Problem Identification Interview with Teacher

6. Obtain Description of Current Intervention

7. Determine Educational Needs and the Performance Discrepancy

8. Observe Student and Instruction

9. Develop Progress Monitoring Plan

10. Collect Progress Monitoring Data

11. Observe Fidelity of Implementation of Current Intervention 

12. Decide If Educational Need and Benefit Warrants a Modified 

Intervention Plan



Leadership

ÁSomeone (the Principal) has 
to ensure the the process 
runs the way it was intended

–Resources and Support

–Resistance

–ñWalk the walkò



ñWalking the Walkò
Provide Support for Intervention 

Implementation

Á Assess the Support Needs (Skills, Resources) of the Members

Á Ensure Opportunities for Demonstration

Á Consider Whether a “Coach” is Required

Á Allocate/Assign the Support Needed

Á Assess Whether the Support Has Been Provided

Á Ensure that Adding Evidence-Based Interventions is the 

Foremost Component of Staff Development



Creating Teams

Purposes

Membership

Models

Evaluating by Self Study



Additional Considerations for Teams



Evaluate existing structures

Á What committees/work groups can we eliminate?

Á What committees/work groups can we combine?

Á What committees/work groups need to be supported for improved 

outcomes and sustained functioning?

Á What would an organizational chart that shows the relationship between 

each of our recommended committees/work groups look like?



ÁGrade level teams (Cluster teams): Organized 

around particular grade levels

ÁPathway teams: Organized around multi-grade 

groupings of classes (i.e., a primary team for 

grades K-3, and intermediate team for grades 4-

6)

ÁBuilding Teams: One team for all grades in a 

particular building

ÁUnit Teams:  Organized around a physical unit of 

a school (i.e., house of a high school)

Consider Different Team Models



•How will teachers/staff refer a problem to the team?

•How is the team notified about new cases/meeting 
agendas?  

•If you have a dual system, (e.g., a problem solving 
team and a child study team) consider criteria for 
bringing cases to either team.

•How are roles and responsibilities assigned (permanent 
or rotating?)

Considerations continuedéé.



ÁRequest from referring teacher

1-2 weeks for team to collect Problem Identification and Analysis data

Á Intervention Support

A member of Problem-Solving team should meet with the referring 
teacher/staff member during the first 2 days of intervention 
implementation and follow-up weekly

Á Intervention Evaluation

Follow-up meeting should be scheduled at initial Problem-Solving 
meeting based on individual student case and progress monitoring data 
should be collected weekly

Recommended Timelines



Á Necessary for documenting information and should be aligned with your 
process.

Á Should be easy to follow and contain only the most useful information.

Á Some helpful forms:

– Request for Assistance

– Team and Parent Notification

– Documentation of Problem-Solving Steps

– Intervention Planning Form (IPF) and Goal Statement 

Á Create a manual to ensure long-term implementation and institution of the 
process.  Include:

– Mission Statement

– Visual of school’s process

– Logistics (e.g., meeting time, roles and responsibilities, team membership)

– Forms

Develop Useful, User Friendly Forms



Activity: Complete Team Self Study
SYSTEM WIDE PROBLEM SOLVING INFORMATION: Teams

Team/Committee or 

Work Group 
(Indicate name of 

group)

Expected Outcome
(Indicate decisions made by 

the group)

Target Group 
(Indicate what 

Tiers) group 

makes decisions 

for)

Membership
(Check membership of team)

Relation to School 

Improvement Plan 

(SIP)? 
(Rate how team 

relates to SIP)

Impact on Outcomes
(Rate effectiveness of 

team on impact of 

student outcomes)

ÇProblem Identification/

Universal Screening

ÇProblem Analysis

ÇProgress Monitoring

ÇAccountability/Program 

Evaluation

ÇTier 1

ÇTier 2

ÇTier 3

ÇPrincipal

ÇAsst. Principal

ÇSped. Administrator

ÇSped.  Teacher(s)

ÇGen. Ed Teacher(s)

ÇSocial Worker

ÇSchool Psychologist

ÇReading Specialist

ÇSpeech Language 

ÇELL

ÇParent/Guardian

Ç___________________

Ç1-Low

Ç2-Medium 

Ç3-High   

Ç1-Low

Ç2-Medium 

Ç3-High   

ÇProblem Identification/

Universal Screening

ÇProblem Analysis

ÇProgress Monitoring

ÇAccountability/Program 

Evaluation

ÇTier 1

ÇTier 2

ÇTier 3

ÇPrincipal

ÇAsst. Principal

ÇSped. Administrator

ÇSped.  Teacher(s)

ÇGen. Ed Teacher(s)

ÇSocial Worker

ÇSchool Psychologist

ÇReading Specialist

ÇSpeech Language 

ÇELL

ÇParent/Guardian

Ç___________________

Ç1-Low

Ç2-Medium 

Ç3-High   

Ç1-Low

Ç2-Medium 

Ç3-High   


