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ABSTRACT

Special education disproportionality for culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students 
persists as a controversial and intractable problem in our educational systems. Response to 
intervention (RtI) and culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP), both independently and col-
lectively are considered to offer promise for mitigating conditions of overrepresentation in 
special education programs. The purpose of this paper is to review the existing research to 
examine the effects of RtI on minority students and the combined effects of RtI and CRP on 
minority students. The reviews of these works are discussed to assess whether the Morgan 
et al. (2015) recommendation for the U.S. Department of Education to recall its efforts to 
reduce minority disproportionality is justifi ed.

With the reauthorization of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA), 
a new framework was implemented to address is-
sues of overidentifi cation for the general population 
as well as for the disproportionate representation 
of minority students. Before it’s reauthorization 
in 2004, the Individuals with Disabilities Educa-
tion Act (IDEA) utilized an intelligence quotient-
achievement discrepancy model to identify students 
with learning disabilities (Yell & Walker, 2010). A 
major problem was that the model was predicated 
on an extensive period of academic failure (i.e., 
“wait to fail”) so that before interventions were 
initiated children fell far behind academically and 
the number of students needing services skyrock-
eted, resulting in tremendous demands for services 
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Yell & Walker, 2010). This 

concern led to alternative procedures in the reautho-
rization for determining special education eligibility. 
According to the National Center on Response to 
Intervention (NCRTI), the goal of “RtI [response to 
intervention] was to minimize the risk for long-term 
negative learning outcomes by responding quickly 
and effi ciently to documented learning or behav-
ioral problems and ensuring appropriate identifi ca-
tion of students with disabilities” (NCRTI, 2010, 
p. 4). These revised procedures were also intended 
to remedy the special education disproportionality 
observed among minority populations (i.e., African 
American, Hispanic, Native American, and English 
language learners [ELLs]; Sullivan & Castro-
Villarreal, 2013).

As noted in previous reviews of the profes-
sional research literature and the U.S. Department 
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of Education reports (Cartledge & Dukes, 2009; 
Cartledge, Gardner, & Ford, 2009), the over-
representation of minority students compared 
to White peers has been well documented. Afri-
can American and Latino students, respectively, 
were most likely special education candidates 
with Whites being the least of these three groups. 
More specifi cally, African American males have 
consistently been the number one candidate iden-
tifi ed for disability designation and special edu-
cation placement. This is particularly true in the 
highincidence or mild disability categories (e.g., 
cognitive disabilities/mild mental retardation, 
emotional behavior disorders, or learning disabil-
ities) where issues of culture and socioeconomics 
are infl uential (Harry & Klingner, 2006, 2014). 
The professional literature not only revealed spe-
cial education disproportionality for certain cul-
turally and linguistically diverse (CLD) groups, 
but also that African American students expe-
rienced more educational restrictiveness than 
White students where they were less likely to be 
taught in general education classes, to access the 
general education curriculum, or to receive other 
appropriate services such as counseling. Gener-
ally, African American and Latino students were 
more likely than Whites to be programmed for 
punishment than treatment. Another fi nding was 
that although Latino and African American chil-
dren have poverty rates 2.5–3 times as high as 
that for Whites, the role of poverty is complex 
and not easily determined. For example, poverty 
seems to have a direct effect on the category of 
cognitive disabilities or mild mental retardation 
but the opposite appears to be the case for emo-
tional behavior disorders. According to Skiba, 
Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-Azziz, and 
Chung (2005), race has been the most consistent 
predictive factor.

In stark contrast to these long-standing under-
standings, Morgan et al. (2015) contend minority 
children are disproportionately underrepresented 
in special education compared to their White coun-
terparts. This assertion was based on their analysis 
of children’s data in the Early Childhood Longitu-
dinal Study-Kindergarten Cohort who entered kin-
dergarten in 1998 and were surveyed periodically 
through eighth grade. These fi ndings led the authors 
not only to deny minority student disproportionality 

in special education but also to make the following 
equally disconcerting statement:

For policymakers, our results suggest that 
current federal educational legislation and 
policymaking designed to minimize overi-
dentifi cation of minorities in special educa-
tion may be misdirected. . . including the 
reallocation of Part B funding to early inter-
vening services designed to reduce minor-
ity overrepresentation in special education. 
. . . Consequently, federal legislation and 
policies may be inadvertently exacerbating 
education inequities by reducing access to 
special education services for eligible school 
children who are racial, ethnic, or language 
minorities. (p. 11)

Given the convincing evidence that minor-
ity (i.e., African American) students in special 
education have the poorest outcomes of all the 
students in our schools (Ford, 2012), the rec-
ommendation to increase the minority special 
education numbers is especially troubling. The 
overriding issue is not greater or fewer numbers 
in special education but how we ensure school 
programs that result in desired levels of academic 
and social competence for minority students. 
Before moving to increase the special education 
numbers, we need to fi rst answer Dunn’s (1968) 
question in the affi rmative. That is, is much of 
special education justifi able?

The purpose of this paper is to review the prom-
ise of IDEIA 2004 relative to response to interven-
tion (RtI) and its benefi cial effects for minority 
learners. Specifi cally, the authors review investi-
gations of RtI that have been conducted in elemen-
tary schools with minority populations. Because 
early interventions tend to stress reading in pri-
mary grades (K–2) and the greatest disproportion-
ality occurs with African Americans, the reviews 
will concentrate on these factors. A second area 
of inquiry is the role of culturally relevant peda-
gogy (CRP) in the application of RtI interventions. 
The second part of this paper reviews the profes-
sional literature on multitiered interventions with 
culturally relevant methods for CLD populations. 
Finally, this literature is discussed in terms of the 
application of these interventions, pupil outcomes, 
implications, and whether the recommendations of 
Morgan et al. (2015) are warranted.
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RTI IN PRACTICE

NCRIT describes RtI as a multilevel prevention 
system that contains three levels (also known as 
tiers) of instruction, with varying degrees of sup-
port for the struggling student. In the primary level 
(Tier 1), high-quality instruction focusing on core 
academics is provided to meet the needs of most 
students. Typically, this instruction is provided in 
the general education setting. To assess student 
achievement, progress monitoring (i.e., ongoing 
probes of academic or behavioral performance) 
is given to determine how students are doing with 
this level of instruction. Based on results from 
progress monitoring, students who are struggling 
to respond to instruction at this level will be moved 
to the secondary level (Tier 2) of the RtI framework 
where they will receive moderately intensive inter-
ventions through evidence-based instruction within 
small groups. The secondary level of prevention 
should address the academic and behavioral needs 
of most students who show risk. There is no re-
quirement specifying what intervention(s) must 
be utilized; however, interventions must be deter-
mined to be evidence-based (NCRIT, 2010). When 
students have failed to respond to the moderately 
intensive intervention in the secondary level, they 
are moved to the tertiary level (Tier 3) where they 
receive more intensive, individualized support. As 
with all the other levels of the RtI model, progress 
monitoring and data are consistently collected and 
analyzed to determine students’ achievement. If a 
student fails to respond to interventions at the ter-
tiary level, it is possible that the student may have 
a disability and will require additional evaluation. 
The RTI model helps with the identifi cation pro-
cess by fi ltering students through the various levels 
and ensuring that struggling students are identifi ed 
early in their academic careers. The Response to 
Intervention Network (2015) writes that before a 
special education referral can proceed to an evalu-
ation, teachers must provide documentation that 
various evidence-based interventions have been in 
place to address the student’s diffi culties.

In addition to the use of RtI for eligibility de-
termination, the reauthorization of IDEA has also 
changed how funding can be utilized for early in-
tervening services (EIS). According to Fuchs and 
Fuchs (2006), IDEIA 2004 allows school districts 

to expend a much as 15% of their special educa-
tion funds to address EIS. IDEIA requires that 
school districts provide EIS through the use of 
school-wide academic and behavior assessments 
for all students as well as offer academic and be-
havior supports for students needing additional 
services (Yell & Walker, 2010). EIS present many 
advantages for schools, allowing them to identify 
students early in their academic careers, determine 
the best research-based interventions, and focus 
on student results (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003). It es-
pecially has the potential to address the issues of 
special education disproportionality and minority 
underachievement.

RTI FOR CLD STUDENTS

The purpose of the fi rst section of this paper is to 
review the professional empirical literature to as-
sess the extent to which the RtI model has been 
employed successfully with minority populations. 
A particular focus is placed on African American 
students, who have been most consistently and 
widely identifi ed with special education dispro-
portionality (Cartledge & Dukes, 2009).

METHOD

A comprehensive search was conducted to fi nd the 
most current (2005–2015) sources and studies that 
demonstrated specifi c interventions within the RtI 
framework for CLD students. After conducting a 
thorough search for articles and sources discuss-
ing specifi c interventions for CLD students, it be-
came evident that there was a dearth of research 
conducted for this purpose with this population. 
Acquiring data presented challenges due to the 
sparseness of entries within the literature.

The Ohio State University is part of the Ohio-
LINK consortium with access to more than 123 
libraries shared by 93 Ohio colleges and universi-
ties (OhioLINK, 2015). Additionally, Ohio State 
University partnered with the Online Computer 
Library Center (OCLC) which is a global library 
co-operative containing thousands of libraries in 
more than 100 countries that provides shared re-
search, technology, and original research to the li-
brary community (OCLC, 2015). Databases utilized 
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during this search were Journal of Behavioral 
Education, EBSCOHost, ERIC, Education Com-
plete, Exceptional Child Education Resources, Wi-
ley Online Library, Journal of Special Education, 
Psychology in the Schools, and PsycINFO. Clear-
ing houses and peer-reviewed journals were also 
searched by hand.

A systematic review of CLD reading interven-
tions in RtI published between 2005 and 2015 was 
conducted in December 2015. The above databases 
were searched for articles including at least one of 
the following terms within the article: culturally 
linguistically diverse, urban, English language 
learner, English learner; at least one of the follow-
ing terms within the text of the article: response to 
intervention, reading, literacy, and the term, inter-
vention, in the text of the source.

INCLUSION CRITERIA

To be included, each article needed to meet the fol-
lowing criteria: (a) published in a peer-reviewed 
journal between the years 2005 and 2015; (b) read-
ing intervention incorporated within the RtI frame-
work; (c) students between grades PreK–3; and 
(d) CLD students.

RESULTS

A primary search was conducted using the Ohio-
LINK consortium. The fi rst search yielded 20 
studies that incorporated RtI and literacy interven-
tions with diverse student populations. Initially, it 
was intended that the studies take place within ele-
mentary schools with a fully developed RtI model, 
but no studies within RtI schools with the above 
criteria were identifi ed. Therefore, this particular 
expectation was modifi ed to include studies that 
involved supplementary or Tier 2 interventions 
(Sullivan & Castro-Villarreal, 2013) even if they 
were not situated within an RtI school. Of the 20 
resulting studies, only 14 of the sources included 
CLD populations. Among these 14 sources, only 
10 incorporated actual interventions that involved 
student participants. Additional sources discussed 
the broader implications of the RtI framework. Of 
the 10 sources that included CLD populations, 
one source focused specifi cally on interventions 

for ELL populations. The remaining nine studies 
discussed literacy interventions with populations 
where the majority of the participants were Afri-
can American. Of these nine studies, three studies 
contained solely African American participants. 
The 10 sources that fi t the criteria for this review 
are presented in Table 1 and are briefl y discussed 
according to fi ndings and implications.

DISCUSSION

Of the ten reviewed studies, nine focused on kin-
dergarten to second-grade students (one on pre-
school students) and the most common reading 
interventions focused on phonemic awareness 
or phonological skills, considered to be essential 
building blocks for reading competence (NRP, 
2000). A brief discussion of these studies follows.

PHONEMIC/PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS

Four of the reviewed studies used the early read-
ing intervention (ERI; Simmons & Kame’enui, 
2003) to improve the young learners’ basic literacy 
skills. The ERI is an evidence-based early reading 
program (K–1) designed to provide 126 lessons 
on phonological awareness, alphabet understand-
ing, word reading, and writing development. The 
instruction consisting of scripted lessons is to be 
conducted in small groups, using a direct instruc-
tion or model-teach-test sequence. Two of the four 
studies in this review used single-subject designs 
to assess the effects of the intervention and all 
of the researchers reported that the kindergarten/
fi rst-grade students with reading risk made criti-
cal gains on the taught skills. All of the studies 
included students from CLD backgrounds with 
different racial/ethnic (African American, Cauca-
sian, Asian, and Hispanic) and language (Somali, 
Hispanic) groups. The Gyovai, Cartledge, Kourea, 
Yurick, and Gibson (2009) study was unique in 
that 11 of the 12 students were ELLs (10 from So-
mali background; 1 Hispanic). The 12th child was 
Asian American but not considered ELL.

The interventions for all four investigations 
occurred in small groups with intervention peri-
ods ranging from 5 to 16 weeks for 2–5 days a 
week for approximately 20– 30 min per session. 
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Although determining ideal amounts of treatment 
are not possible from these data, it is worth noting 
that researchers for three of these studies discussed 
the challenges of providing consistent amounts of 
time during the intervention (Lo, Wang, & Haskell, 
2009; Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2007; Yurick, 
Cartledge, Kourea, & Keyes, 2012). Musti-Rao 
and Cartledge (2007) found that two of their eight 
students failed to meet end-of-year goals on the 
Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) assessment, pos-
sibly due to variance in treatment and in another 
study Yurick et al. (2012) speculated on whether 
the duration and quality of the intervention did in 
fact, affect student gains. Results addressing these 
questions were mixed, with variable but overall 
encouraging gains. Treatment delivery was also a 
factor. In some cases, classroom teachers (Lo et al., 
2009) and paraprofessionals (Yurick et al., 2012) 
provided the intervention while in others graduate 
assistants delivered the treatment (Gyovai et al., 
2009; Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2007).

Despite these questions of the amount and qual-
ity of treatment, all researchers reported positive 
effects with three authors (i.e., Lo et al., 2009; 
Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2007; Yurick et al. 2012) 
documenting large and convincing effect sizes. 
Yurick et al. (2012) was unique in that they also 
included a comparison group and found the gap 
between the comparison and treatment groups 
began closing throughout the study. A subsequent 
follow-up study with the same population showed 
that the treatment group continued its upward tra-
jectory and that approximately one-third of the 
treatment group not only closed the gap but also 
surpassed their comparison peers (Cartledge, 
Yurick, Singh, Keyes, & Kourea, 2011).

Denton et al. (2013) and Lonigan, Purpura, 
Wilson, Walker, and Clancy–Menchetti (2013) 
also focused on phonological skills, respectfully 
employing other curricula in intensive/individu-
alized and small-group instruction to obtain large 
effect sizes in basic reading skills. Additionally, 
Denton et al. (2013) documented pupil improve-
ments in word reading, phonemic decoding, word 
reading fl uency, and sentence and paragraph-level 
reading comprehension. Although the curriculum 
materials differed from the preceding studies, the 
authors in these two group studies reported pro-
viding systematic instruction in small-group or 

individual Tier 2/3 conditions. The authors reported 
positive results with strong effect sizes. Lonigan 
et al. (2013), for example, reported that the treat-
ment preschool children in their study progressed 
more than peers receiving only classroom curriculum 
instruction.

ACTIVE ACADEMIC RESPONDING

There is good evidence that high academic re-
sponding is positively related to academic gains 
(Heward, 2013). High levels of student responses 
to reading material was the condition Wanzek, 
Roberts, and Al Otaiba (2014) and Lovelace and 
Stewart (2009) related to the reading performance 
of their students. Wanzek et al. (2014) observed 
that students who had the highest reading re-
sponses to their teachers made the most progress 
and Lovelace and Stewart reported that robust vo-
cabulary training yielded greater word learning for 
second-grade African American children.

EARLY INTERVENTIONS FOR AFRICAN 
AMERICAN STUDENTS

Three of the 10 reviewed studies exclusively in-
tervened with African American students (Gibson, 
Carltedge, Keyes, & Yawn, 2014; Lovelace & 
Stewart, 2009; Musti-Rao & Cartledge, 2007). 
African American students were singled out for 
this review because they are the one minority 
group consistently identifi ed for special education 
disproportionality, especially in the subjective or 
mild categories (Cartledge & Dukes, 2009). As 
noted, these fi ndings are functional with good ef-
fects, showing the benefi cial returns of early in-
terventions for young African American learners. 
With few exceptions most of the children in these 
studies were in urban settings and low income. Al-
though encouraging, the small sample sizes and 
limited number of studies point to the critical need 
for more research with this population along with 
large-scale effi cacy studies.

Musti-Rao and Cartledge (2007) used the ERI 
supplemental training kit to help seven out of eight 
African American fi rst graders achieve desired lev-
els of phonological skills. Study results showed 
convincing evidence of a functional relationship 
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between instruction and student skills. Even though 
participants continued to receive whole-group in-
struction in the classroom, it was only when this 
intervention was implemented that gains for the 
participants were noted. Gibson et al. (2014) used 
a supplemental computerized software program, 
which is also a packaged intervention, to address 
oral reading fl uency (ORF) and comprehension 
skills for African American fi rst-grade students 
with reading risk. The researchers focused on ORF 
and fi ndings confi rmed the positive effects of the 
treatment on subsequent student gains. Lovelace 
and Stewart (2009) implemented vocabulary in-
struction using storybooks to improve the word 
knowledge among African American second-
grade students. Also a single-subject design, the 
alternating treatment design revealed that robust 
vocabulary instruction was effective in producing 
gains in word knowledge for all participants. The 
authors attributed this progress to the robust nature 
of the instruction.

Given the poor outcomes typically associated 
with CLD students who show risk, it is important 
to highlight positive research returns. For example, 
one feature of all of these studies is the intensive 
instruction. These data repeatedly show that even 
though the children were receiving comparable 
instruction in their classrooms, they did not show 
substantial movement until they were engaged 
in intensive small group instruction. In one case 
(Gibson et al., 2014), the instruction was intensi-
fi ed beyond initial prescribed levels to enable stu-
dents to reach desired goals; in some cases, the 
students reached end-of-year benchmarks. Orosco 
and Klingner (2010) also report the importance of 
intense, well-developed interventions for reading 
gains among ELLs.

The primary purpose of this literature review 
was to identify evidence-based ERIs provided to 
African American students within an RtI frame-
work. After conducting an extensive literature 
search and fi nding only three studies that met the 
specifi c search criteria, it was evident that research 
in this area is sparse. Reviews from these three 
studies indicated that providing EIS for African 
American students at risk for reading failure did 
have benefi cial effects on students’ reading gains. 
Two of the three studies reported using evidence-
based scripted materials. The common element for 

all of these studies is that the instruction was inten-
sifi ed, requiring high rates of accurate responding 
for all learners. Investigations that systematically 
study materials and strategies most effective with 
these students under varying circumstances are 
needed.

CULTURALLY RELEVANT/RESPONSIVE 
PEDAGOGY AND RTI

As noted previously in this paper, several authori-
ties proposed the potential of the early intervention 
of the RtI model to impact positively special edu-
cation disproportionality among CLD populations 
(Donovan & Cross, 2002; Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003). 
It is further speculated that combining culturally 
relevant/responsive pedagogy approaches to RtI 
may prove to be even more advantageous for urban 
and minority students (Klingner & Edwards, 2006; 
Paris, 2012). One purpose of the second section of 
this paper is to examine the extent to which cul-
turally relevant factors, if any, have been applied 
to evidence-based interventions with enhanced 
effects. What follows is a discussion of the CRP 
concept, a review of the professional and empiri-
cal literature on CRP-RtI, a discussion of practice 
implications, and conclusions.

CULTURALLY RELEVANT/RESPONSIVE 
PEDAGOGY DEFINED

Stemming from multicultural education, CRP is 
not limited to students of color but is transforma-
tive in nature and calls for radical change in the 
education of all students. Ladson-Billings, who 
is one of the most prolifi c and earliest teachers of 
CRP and is noted for the term CRP, asserts that 
the use of CRP educational methods and strategies 
help to balance the existing asymmetrical power 
relations within this society (Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995). Furthermore, CRP honors the lin-
guistic and cultural differences of students of 
color (Bartolome, 1994; Delpit, 1998; Gutiérrez, 
2008; Moll & Gonzalez, 1994; Smitherman, 1977). 
In addition, Ladson-Billings (1995) contended that 
CRP resulted in students who achieved academi-
cally, evidenced cultural competence, and were 
able to understand and critique the existing social 
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order. Within this pedagogy, educators used the 
children’s culture as a vehicle for learning and 
it enabled educators to gain greater insight into 
themselves and the structures for a more equitable 
society. It teaches through the strength of the stu-
dents, but there is not a one size fi ts all for employ-
ing CRP within the classroom.

Gay (2000) uses the term “culturally respon-
sive pedagogy” to reinforce and elaborate on the 
work of Ladson-Billings (1995). Along a similar 
vein, Gay emphasizes meaningful experiences for 
the learner and the importance of taking on criti-
cal social justice issues. According to Gay (2010), 
culturally responsive teaching is validating, com-
prehensive, multidimensional, empowering, trans-
formative, and emancipatory, challenging teachers 
to esteem their students’ intellectual capacity. Such 
teaching is characterized by rigor, courage, the 
ability to build interpersonal relationships with 
students that encourage engagement, and knowl-
edge of the values, learning styles, legacies, and 
contributions of various ethnic groups.

Both scholars are prolifi c in their advocacy for 
CRP for urban and minority populations, with 
comparable concepts and examples. Gay (2000, 
2010) appears to put more emphasis on prepar-
ing educators to implement the practices, while 
Ladson-Billings (2014) focuses more extensively 
on student outcomes. Recognizing the overlapping 
nature and interchangeable use of these terms in 
the professional literature, for purposes of simplic-
ity and clarity, the term CRP will be used through-
out this paper, as we explore CRP-RtI interventions 
for urban and minority populations.

CULTURALLY RELEVANT PEDAGOGY-
RESPONSE TO INTERVENTION

The research literature in this area is very limited. 
Employing the same procedures presented previ-
ously in this paper with The Ohio State Univer-
sity Library (OhioLINK, 2015) and the Online 
Computer Library Center (OCLC, 2015), the 
researchers inserted the following search terms: 
special education, reading, early interventions, 
urban, CLD, minority, black, English language 
learners, and African American. More than 10,000 
responses were reported. Applying culturally 

relevant and culturally responsive to the search 
criterion yielded zero responses. This is consistent 
with the fi ndings of Lindo (2006) who reported that 
out of 971 studies recorded within popular academic 
journals, only 14 examined the impact of reading 
interventions on African American students. Lindo 
joined Lee (2002) in questioning whether this gap 
was indicative of little concern for the reading 
achievement of minority students. The researchers 
of the current review conducted a hand search of 
the most popular special education journals, which 
revealed one study that met the criteria CRP within 
an RtI elementary school with a focus on reading 
in the primary grades. This qualitative case study, 
discussed later in this paper, did not report pupil 
outcomes but did examine the application of CRP 
within an RtI model (Orosco & Klingner, 2010).

Although not empirically based, several discus-
sions on the benefi cial effects of CRP applications 
on multitiered interventions appear in the litera-
ture. In their literature review of CRP-RtI appli-
cations, Klingner and Edwards (2006) concluded 
that the model for effective interventions should 
include (a) a balance between skills and holistic 
instruction; (b) teachers knowledgeable in reading 
and second language instruction; and (c) student-
centered competency-level tasks that engender 
success as well as challenge students. Moreover, 
Klingner and Edwards (2006) noted that placing 
blame on the student for failure was problematic 
and that academic failure of students is not static: 
A student at risk in one subject may be considered 
gifted in another. The authors added to this inter-
vention framework the terms, accommodation, 
incorporation, and adaptation. The notion that lit-
eracy begins at home is the driving force behind 
accommodation: Educators, administrators, and 
stakeholders can build upon what has been already 
established within the student’s home environ-
ment. Incorporation involves bringing community 
practices into the classroom and curriculum, vali-
dating the community they serve and building mu-
tual understanding to better meet the needs of the 
students and their families. Adaptation involves 
helping students and families develop societal 
knowledge and values, while still honoring their 
cultural values, to be competitive within our global 
society. Klingner and Edwards (2006) concluded 
this work by advocating CRP across RtI tiers such 
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as employing teams of experts versed in CRP to 
tailor techniques according to specifi c student 
needs. They also noted the absence of empirical 
studies vital to validating any proposed instruc-
tional practice.

Graves and McConnell (2014) also reviewed 
the related literature and emphasized the impor-
tance of CRP within RtI, but unlike Klingner and 
Edwards (2006), who emphasized a framework 
or guidelines for implementation, Graves and 
McConnell (2014) drew upon existing themes within 
the CRP literature to recommend. They advised, for 
example, that interventions include family origins, 
religions, history, and traditions to foster a sense 
of inclusion and community among the students. 
They also encouraged educators to emphasize the 
responsibility that students have for each other, to 
confront their biases and create caring classrooms, 
and to have high expectations for student success. 
Similar to Klingner and Edwards (2006), Graves 
and McConnell (2014) believed that CRP and RtI 
can become the basis for supporting reading devel-
opment of all learners, particularly CLD students 
who show school risk.

Research evidence of the effective use of cultur-
ally relevant CRP within RtI or multitiered inter-
vention models is extremely limited. The authors 
of this paper were able to identify, through a hand 
search, one study that met the criteria of investi-
gating CRP within a school-based RtI (Orosco & 
Klingner, 2010). A second investigation presents 
elements of CRP within a multitiered model but is 
not a controlled study (Struck & Vagle, 2014). A 
third controlled study does employ CRP material 
within a Tier 2 format but is not situated within an 
RtI school. All of these studies are reviewed. A key 
concept within CRP is to stress meaningful experi-
ences for the students and one means for achieving 
this is to have students draw upon their own stories 
or those of peers to learn and comprehend class 
content (Ladson-Billings, 1995). This relates to 
making content relevant, pulling upon background 
and personal knowledge.

Accordingly, Struck and Vagle (2014) examined 
the use of students’ stories in literacy instruction in 
an effort to showcase CRP within a Tier 2 inter-
vention. The authors described an intervention in-
volving two CLD students: one student from India 
whose native language was Hindi and one student 

from Somali with a Somali language. A third na-
tive English-speaking White student was also dis-
cussed. A key feature of these scripted lessons was 
to augment them with conversations along with 
sources of information from the students about 
their lived experiences. These conversations, ob-
servations, and reciprocal teaching activities led 
the authors to speculate that these were factors that 
bolstered learning and deepened comprehension. 
Although lacking in experimental controls, the au-
thors could not draw defi nitive conclusions about 
fi ndings but they did advocate the use of CRP 
within RtI interventions. Such practices would in-
crease access and inclusivity for student popula-
tions that would otherwise be marginalized with 
literacy disengagement.

In the controlled study using CRP within an 
RtI/multitiered intervention, Cartledge, Keesey, 
Bennett, Gallant, and Ramnath (2015) also used 
children’s personal experiences/background to 
provide instructional materials. As part of a larger 
study, the researchers interviewed 50 urban stu-
dents to get information about their lives such as 
their favorite in-school and after-school activities, 
foods, books, music, pop culture, television, and so 
forth. In addition to conducting the interviews, the 
researchers observed the children during school 
hours, questioned teachers and parents about the 
children’s preferences, and reviewed popular chil-
dren’s books for additional content. The children 
were low-income urban fi rst and second graders. 
Except for two White children and fi ve children 
from a Somali background the remaining children 
were native born English-speaking African Ameri-
cans. The authors used this information to develop 
100- (fi rst grade) to 200- (second grade) word 
passages for the students (see Cartledge, Keesey, 
Bennett, Gallant, et al., 2015; Cartledge, Keesey, 
Bennett, Ramnath, & Council, 2015 for details on 
the development and equating of the passages). 
The authors (Cartledge et al., 2015) found that 
second-grade students who showed reading risk 
read more fl uently culturally relevant passages that 
refl ected their personal experiences/backgrounds 
than they did second-grade passages considered 
to be nonculturally relevant. In a second study 
(Cartledge et al., 2015), the students not only re-
sponded favorably to the culturally relevant passages, 
but also indicated that they valued most the ones 
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that they personally identifi ed with compared to 
those that involved helping someone, doing some-
thing exciting or learning something. A subsequent 
preliminary study using the same passages (Bennett, 
Gardner, Cartledge, Council, & Ramnath, in press) 
showed that second-grade urban African American 
students with reading and special education risk 
made convincing progress in their reading fl uency 
and comprehension. Additionally, the fi ndings 
showed that the improvements generalized to non-
CR passages (i.e., AIMSweb, n.d.), suggesting that 
CRP can be instrumental in a wide range of critical 
classroom learning.

Orosco and Klingner (2010) conducted a quali-
tative case study of one school’s application of RtI 
with Latino ELLs. An in-depth examination and 
analysis of interventions across tiers uncovered 
several key points relative to CRP instruction under 
these conditions. The researchers observed mis-
alignments of instruction and assessments in that 
teachers attempted to implement activities and as-
sessments that were not synched with the students’ 
skills and had unrealistic expectations of how stu-
dents should respond or how they could facilitate 
the children’s learning. Accordingly, the teachers 
had inadequate preservice or in-service education 
on how to teach students who were English learn-
ers. The authors also found a negative school cul-
ture where teachers had little understanding of the 
children’s culture and were inclined to blame the 
children and their families for poor achievement. 
Limited resources and outdated materials were ad-
ditional factors the authors felt undermined the RtI 
model for the students in this school. 

DISCUSSION

Although limited in number, the studies re-
viewed on RtI with CLD populations all represent 
supplementary or Tier 2 interventions. Ideally, 
RtI schools would have strong Tier 1 applications 
that support 80% of the students within general 
education settings. The instruction is effective, 
evidence-based and differentiated according to 
student need (Hernández Finch, 2012; Proctor, 
Graves, & Esch, 2012). None of the reviewed 
studies in the fi rst section of this paper reported 
school-based RtI models and the interventions 
were more consistent with piecemeal approaches 

rather than recommended comprehensive instruc-
tional models (Hernández Finch, 2012). Never-
theless, the CLD primary-aged students identifi ed 
for showing reading/special education risk sys-
tematically received evidence-based interven-
tions resulting in consistent and convincing gains. 
Although encouraging, the fi ndings of the reviewed 
studies do not provide defi nitive evidence of the 
positive impact of RtI on minority disproportion-
ality. Although there are suggestions of positive 
returns (e.g., Proctor et al., 2012; Sullivan & 
Castro-Villarreal, 2013), for the most part the 
data are equivocal (Proctor et al., 2012) with a 
general consensus on the need for well-designed 
longitudinal studies (Proctor et al., 2012; Sullivan & 
Castro-Villarreal, 2013).

One of the criticisms typically leveled at Tier 2 
interventions is that they inadequately defi ne the 
intervention, inadequately defi ne the student popu-
lation, and fail to disaggregate their research fi nd-
ings according to pupil diversity. From our review, 
interventions and student populations were ade-
quately defi ned but none of the studies with mixed 
populations disaggregated the results in terms of 
diversity. The three studies that exclusively target-
ed African American students were the exception 
in this set, but this needs to be viewed cautiously 
because many urban districts will list Black stu-
dents as African American when the students actu-
ally have cultural differences such as a background 
in another country (e.g., Somali or Haiti) and are 
ELLs.

RtI school models can be very expensive to im-
plement and particularly taxing on urban districts 
with limited resources and large minority, low 
socioeconomic populations (Hernández Finch, 
2012; Orosco & Klingner, 2010). The relationship 
between academic underachievement and poverty 
are well established with recent evidence that the 
achievement gap between poor children and their 
affl uent peers is increasing (Siegel, 2016). If poor 
districts are disproportionately burdened with 
large numbers of students who would benefi t from 
RtI models that are too expensive to implement, 
it is unlikely that we will see the desired effects 
of reductions in special education and dispropor-
tionality unless much greater sums are generated 
beyond 15% of the special education budget au-
thorized in IDEIA 2004.
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The role of CRP within RtI models remains a 
major question mark. Only one study was iden-
tifi ed that studied CRP within an elementary RtI 
school (Orosco & Klingner, 2010). Although spe-
cifi c outcomes were not reported for the Latino 
ELLs, the numerous teacher inadequacies under-
scored that the school, likewise, was failing the 
students. A critical fi nding was the obvious need 
for professional development for school personnel 
of CLD learners. The negative culture of blame on 
children and their families is not uncommon when 
schools are challenged with low-income, cultur-
ally diverse, hard-to-teach children. 

A related problem is that existing research has 
not clearly determined which instructional models 
or approaches are best for which groups of stu-
dents (Hernández Finch, 2012). We often make 
assumptions about the relevance and usefulness of 
materials without group or individual assessments. 
Lovelace and Stewart (2009), for example, found 
that their intensive training helped to improve vo-
cabulary development but no added gains resulted 
from using African American versus Caucasian 
books. The use of culturally relevant materials did 
seem to aid some of the children in the fl uency 
studies (Bennett et al., in press, Cartledge et al., 
2015) but more robust, extensive studies are need-
ed for a conclusive statement on the most facilitat-
ing reading materials for this population.

CONCLUSION

The authors of this paper examined the recent pro-
fessional and empirical literature relative to RtI ap-
plications within a CRP context. Although a current 
professional source (i.e., Morgan et al., 2015) indicate 
a debate over the disproportionate and overrepresen-
tation of minorities in special education, this review 
circumvented that debate and, instead, focused on 
the established educational needs of low-performing 
CLD learners and the potential promise of RtI and 
CRP paradigms. This review did solidify the need for 
more research of urban and CLD/African American 
populations showing risk for special education. There 
is a tremendous void in the literature that speaks to 
CRP-RtI interventions that are specifi cally designed 
for urban minority and African American learners. 
The previously noted special education dispropor-
tionality and poorer school outcomes underscore the 

urgency for CRT evidence-based interventions that 
are universally employed for this population. In this 
review, the Tier 2/3 interventions reported positive 
effects for CLD learners but these interventions were 
not positioned within RtI schools. There was only 
one controlled study showing the benefi cial use of 
culturally relevant materials and the study of linguis-
tically diverse students within an RtI school pointed 
to the tremendous need for professional development 
for both RtI and CRP. Nevertheless, this and other 
reviews (e.g., Hernández Finch, 2012; Proctor et al., 
2012) are suffi ciently encouraging to unconditionally 
reject the Morgan et al. (2015) position. This rejection 
is based on the lack of evidence that the current spe-
cial education programs are advantageous for CLD 
children (Ford, 2012), particularly those in high-
incidence categories (Harry & Klingner, 2014) and 
that rigorous, CRT/RtI scientifi c interventions appear 
to show promise. Rather than rethink the push to re-
duce disproportionality, policymakers need to greatly 
multiply efforts to increase resources and the profes-
sionalism needed to equip CLD students with fully 
functioning, evidence-based, culturally relevant, and 
multitiered schools. These efforts include funding 
of research projects and service centers to provide 
guidance for effective practices and applications.
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