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Strengthening MTSS & Behavior Systems

A Practical Guide to Data-Driven Planning




From Insight to Impact

Why Data-Driven Strategic Planning Matters Now More Than Ever

District leaders today face mounting pressures: addressing learning loss, supporting student behavior and
wellness, managing limited resources, and meeting higher levels of accountability. These realities highlight
the need for a more intentional, proactive approach to student support that is grounded in data.

When data drives planning, districts can identify needs earlier, target supports more effectively, and measure
progress with clarity. The Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) framework offers the structure to unify
these efforts across academics, behavior, social and emotional learning. Done with fidelity, it becomes more
than a framework - it's a system that ensures every student receives the right support, at the right time,

in the right way.

This guide, Strengthening MTSS & Behavior Systems: A Practical Guide to Data-Driven Planning, is designed
to help you move from surface-level observations to actionable insights.

You’ll learn how to:
Build a strong strategic foundation.
Analyze data to uncover trends and root causes.
Create targeted action plans with measurable goals.
Prioritize resources to support both staff and students.

By the end, you'll walk away with practical strategies to transform data into meaningful change that supports
student outcomes.
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Building Your Strategic Foundation

Why Your Strategic Plan Matters

Every district needs a clear strategic plan. It's the North Star that aligns vision, priorities, and outcomes.
Without it, efforts become scattered, progress is hard to measure and buy-in is difficult to achieve.
Embedding the Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) into this plan isn't optional; it's essential if the
goal is equitable access and student success across academics, behavior, social, and emotional learning.

When MTSS is woven into the district’s foundation, it provides the structure to ensure consistency
and accountability while giving every student the opportunity to succeed no matter their starting point.

Essential Elements of a Strategic Foundation

A strong plan moves beyond aspirational goals to practical, measurable action. Effective plans are built

on four critical components:

Vision & Mission

Measurable Actions

A shared purpose that keeps every Practical steps tied directly to your goals.

decision student-centered.

SMART Goals

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs)
Benchmarks that track progress using

Clear, realistic, measurable goals that reliable data (e.g., state assessments,

define success and guide focus.

climate surveys, discipline data).

Together, these elements create a roadmap that keeps everyone alighed and accountable.

The Power of Collective Efficacy

Even the most carefully written plan can stall without buy-in. The shared belief among educators that
together they can positively influence outcomes (collective efficacy) is one of the strongest predictors of

student success.

So how do you build it?
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Show the Impact: Share student data in ways that highlight staff
contributions, not just outcomes. Celebrate “bright spots” and
connect everyday actions to district-wide goals.

Invite Ownership: Give educators, counselors, and interventionists
roles in data reviews or action planning so success feels like our win,
not the district’s win.

Create Cross-Role Teams: Form problem-solving teams that include
classroom educators, counselors, and administrators to collaborate
on solutions.

Build Reflection Into PD: Use professional learning time to help staff
connect their work back to the bigger vision and student outcomes.
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When staff can see their impact and feel ownership of results, they are more resilient, collaborative, and
motivated to push through challenges. In the context of MTSS, collective efficacy ensures Tier 2 and Tier 3
interventions aren’t seen as “extra work” for interventionists and school counselors but as a unified effort
where everyone plays a role.

Reflection Prompts:
« Where in your current plan do you see collective efficacy at work?
« Do your KPIs clearly connect staff actions to student outcomes?

+  What one step could you take to make your plan more measurable and/or collaborative?

Strategic foundations aren’t about putting a document on a shelf - they're about creating a living
system that connects vision to results. By embedding MTSS, setting clear KPIs, and intentionally
fostering collective efficacy, you create the conditions for real, sustainable progress.
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The Art and Science of Defining Data

Turning Numbers into Narratives

Data often shows up as a sea of spreadsheets and numbers - but behind those figures lies a story.

A story about where students are thriving, where they're struggling, and what schools can do to make
an impact. The goal of data isn't collection for its own sake - it's to use that information to identify
patterns, uncover root causes, and guide decisions that make a measurable difference.

The Data Dialogue Protocol

Effective analysis follows a process that ensures teams don't just react to symptoms but address
underlying challenges.

A helpful cycle to follow is the Data Dialogue Protocol:

Surface Predictions & Assumptions - Before
diving into numbers, discuss what you expect

to see and the biases you might bring. Naming
assumptions clears the way for objective analysis.

Analyze & Identify Trends - Examine data for
recurring patterns, gaps, or unexpected results.
This is where the bigger picture emerges.

Root Cause Hypothesis - Move beyond the
“what" to ask “why.” Brainstorm possible factors
driving the data you see.

Strategic Action Planning - Use insights to
design evidence-based interventions and allocate
resources where they'll have the most impact.

Gathering Key Data Sources

To tell the full story, you need multiple perspectives. Each source is a puzzle piece that, when combined,
provides a comprehensive view of student needs and district performance:

Academic Data Operational Data
Assessments, growth measures, and Graduation rates, course selections,
subgroup achievement trends. demographic shifts, and educator evaluations.

Behavioral & Social Data Attendance,
discipline referrals, climate surveys,
student success indicators.
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From Analysis to Action

Collecting data is only the beginning. The real value lies in asking questions like:

* Are there disparities between student groups or schools?
+  Which areas consistently perform below expectations?
«  What bright spots can we replicate across the district?

This step is about moving from analysis to synthesis - connecting dots across data points to understand
what'’s really happening and what to do next.

Numbers alone won't inspire action. To build buy-in across staff and stakeholders, data needs to be
communicated clearly. Visuals such as graphs, charts, and heat maps can make trends instantly recognizable,
even for non-analysts. Simplifying data means making it accessible so teams can act with confidence.

Reflection Prompts:
«  What assumptions might influence how your team interprets data?
« Which data sources in your district are more underutilized?

+ How effectively are your insights being communicated to staff and stakeholders?

When districts surface assumptions, gather diverse data, and follow a structured analysis
process, numbers turn into narratives that guide better decisions. This approach not only informs
strategic planning but also builds transparency and trust, ensuring everyone is aligned around
shared goals for student success.
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Uncovering the “Why” Behind the “What”

Looking Beyond the Numbers

Spotting trends in your data is important - but it's only the beginning. A drop in test scores, higher discipline
referrals, or lower attendance rates are symptoms. The real work lies in uncovering the root causes driving
these symptoms. When we shift from asking what is happening to why it's happening, we move closer to
strategies that create sustainable change.

Spotting Trends That Matter

Patterns in your data act as breadcrumbs. They point you toward underlying challenges that need
investigation.

EXAMPLE:

A district notices a steady decline in middle school math scores over three years. At first glance,

it might look like the curriculum is the problem. But digging deeper may reveal behavior challenges,
lack of foundational skills, or inconsistent instructional practices caused by staff turnover.

Considering Interconnected Factors
Educational challenges rarely have a single cause. Instead, they result from overlapping instructional,
behavioral, social, and environmental factors.

Some of the most common include:

Instructional Factors
+ Misaligned teaching methods or rigor
+ Lack of differentiation or individualized support

« Shifts in curriculum standards

Behavioral and Social Factors
+ Executive functioning challenges
+ Lack of motivation or engagement

+ Anxiety or other emotional barriers

Environmental and Systemic Factors
+ Resource inequities
+ Staffing shortages or turnover

+ Technology access and integration
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Narrowing to the Root Cause

Identifying true root causes means going beyond surface-
level observations. Some proven strategies include:

+ The 5 Whys Method: Keep asking “why” until you
uncover the deeper issue.

+ Fishbone (Ishikawa) Diagrams: Organize possible
causes into categories (instructional, environmental,
behavioral) to see where factors overlap.

+ Focus Groups and Conversations: Engage students,
educators, and parents to uncover perspectives data
alone can't show.

+ Triangulation: Cross-check multiple data sources to
ensure you're addressing the actual problem, not just
one data point.

Turning Root Causes Into Action

When you identify the “why,” you can implement solutions that stick.

EXAMPLES:
« Addressing staff turnover with onboarding and mentoring programs.
+ Strengthening executive functioning through targeted student workshops.
+ Redesigning curriculum with teacher feedback to ensure alignment.

These targeted solutions, grounded in data and validated by root cause analysis, lead to real, lasting
improvements for students and educators.

Reflection Prompts
* How do you involve multiple stakeholders in identifying root causes?
«  Which types of root causes - instructional, behavioral, systemic - emerge most often in your district?

+  When concerning trends emerge, what's your team’s first instinct about the cause?

ldentifying trends is only the first step - real progress comes from uncovering the root causes
behind those patterns. By exploring the instructional, behavioral, and systemic factors that drive
outcomes, and using structured analysis tools like the 5 Whys or fishbone diagrams, districts can
move beyond surface symptoms to targeted, lasting solutions.
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From Planning to Action

Turning Insights into Measurable Impact

Identifying trends and root causes is only half the work. The true challenge, and opportunity, comes in
translating those insights into concrete, measurable actions that can drive meaningful change. An effective
plan doesn't just sit on paper; it's a living guide that directs effort, resources, and accountability toward
student success.

Developing Targeted Action Steps

Every plan should begin with clear objectives. Use SMART goals (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant,
Time-bound) to define exactly what success looks like and how you'll measure it. But remember, effective
actions must also align directly to the root causes you've uncovered, not just the surface-level symptoms.

Specific Feasible

Who will do what, and by when? Do you have the resources and capacity
to carry it out?

Aligned

Does this step address the true Measurable

root cause? What indicators will show progress?

Strategic Action Planning Framework

Primary Actions The core interventions targeting root causes.

Support Structures Systems, processes, or PD needed to sustain the actions.
Resource Allocation Clear assignments of time, people, and funding.
Timeline Milestones that balance urgency with realistic pacing.
Progress Monitoring Built-in check points to measure success and adapt.
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Resource Allocation Considerations
Be intentional about:

* Human Resources: Assign roles, provide + Time Resources: Protect time for collaboration,
coverage for staff in training, and anticipate planning, and progress monitoring.

additional staffing needs. + Support Systems: Utilize coaches, mentors, and

+ Financial Resources: Budget for PD, strong data tools to sustain implementation.
materials, and tools aligned to your plan.

Monitoring and Adjusting

Use dashboards, KPIs, or quick “pulse checks” to track fidelity and impact. Then be ready to adjust course
because small pivots often prevent larger setbacks and keep your district aligned with the ultimate goal:
student success.

Reflection Prompts
« How clear are the objectives in your current action plans? Do they meet the SMART criteria?
« Which resources (time, people, budget) are most stretched in your current planning efforts?

«  What creative solutions could help redistribute resources more effectively?

An action plan is only as strong as its execution. By aligning goals to root causes, strategically
allocating resources, and monitoring progress with flexibility, districts can move from insight
to measurable impact - ensuring that hard-won data translates into lasting student success.

Strengthening MTSS & Behavior Systems eBook RethinkEd 10



Navigating Common Hurdles

Even the strongest MTSS or behavior plans will run into challenges. What matters most is not whether
obstacles appear, but how you respond to them. By anticipating common hurdles and preparing proactive
strategies, you can build resilience into your system and keep progress moving forward.

Common Challenges and Strategies for Success

Resistance to Change Involve staff early in the planning process.

Change can be uncomfortable. Staff may Communicate the “why” behind changes clearly
hesitate because of past experiences, and often.

fear of extra workload, or uncertainty
about the benefits.

Share success stories and celebrate early wins
to show impact.

Pilot test interventions before scaling.
Resource Constraints

Time, funding, and staffing are finite.

Thoughtful, strong prioritization, is
imperative. Prioritize high-impact, low-cost strategies

where possible.

Leverage existing tools, staff strengths,
and community partnerships.

Fragmented Data Systems Centralize information in one system or dashboard.

When information is scattered or hard to Focus on 3-5 key metrics to avoid overwhelm.
access, teams may not be able to see the
full picture.

Train staff in data literacy so they feel confident
interpreting results.

Define team roles and meeting structures.
Ineffective Decision-Making Structures

If roles, responsibilities, and timelines

aren't clear, progress and accountability
may slow. Standardize decision-making through MTSS tiers

or similar frameworks.

Use clear protocols for reviewing data and setting
next steps.

Competing Priorities Provide clear protocols and expectations across schools.

New initiatives can overlap or conflict Offer coaching, mentoring, and PD to support fidelity.
with existing responsibilities, creating
confusion or diluting focus.

Use feedback loops and monitoring to make
mid-course corrections.
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Reflection Prompts
+  What obstacles do you encounter most often? Why do you think that is?

«  Which existing resources (tools, partnerships, or staff strengths) could you leverage more effectively
to overcome hurdles?

* How could you embed new practices into existing systems, so they become sustainable long-term?

Challenges are inevitable, but with foresight and structure, they don't have to derail progress.
Anticipating common hurdles, preparing strategies in advance, and keeping staff engaged allows
MTSS and behavior plans to stay resilient, consistent, and effective over time.
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CONCLUSION:
Sustaining Your Momentum

You've taken important steps toward building stronger MTSS and
behavior systems. By exploring how to set a strategic foundation,
analyze data, uncover root causes, and create actionable plans,
you've prepared your district or school to make data-driven
decision-making part of your culture. But the work doesn’t end
here. Sustaining momentum means committing to ongoing
reflection, collaboration, and adaptation.

When challenges arise, lean on the systems you've built to

stay focused on what matters most: equitable, consistent, and
impactful student support. Progress happens when teams
celebrate small wins, learn from obstacles, and refine practices
along the way.

Taking the Next Step with RethinkEd

Progress is most sustainable when strategy and support go hand in hand. RethinkEd's MTSS Suite extends
the work you've started in this guide, giving districts a clear way to unify data, strengthen interventions,

and empower educators.

With built-in training, curated resources, and real-time monitoring, you can turn your strategic vision into
daily practice, so every student has the chance to grow, and every educator has the confidence to guide them.

See How RethinkEd’s MTSS Suite Supports Your Goals >
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