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FOUNDATION

TIER 3
Supports 5%
of students

TIER 2
Supports 20%

of students

TIER 1
Supports 100%

of students

DATA-Driven 
Decision-Making

Evidence-Based Practices

Progress
Monitoring

Teaming

A multitiered system of support (MTSS) is a preventative, data-driven framework designed to meet the academic, 
behavioral, and social and emotional needs of all students. This resource illustrates and defines MTSS for school 
behavioral health. In this document, with a behavioral health lens, the Office of the State Superintendent of Education 
(OSSE): 

•	 Defines the foundation for MTSS, tier 1, tier 2, and tier 3.

•	 Identifies how to support behavioral health at each tier. 

•	 Outlines how data-driven decision-making, progress monitoring, teaming, and evidence-based practices drive the 
MTSS process.

•	 Offers reflection prompts that school leaders and staff can use to guide effective implementation. 

For more information on supporting mental and behavioral health in schools, visit Supporting Mental Health in Schools 
or email OSSE.HYDT@dc.gov. 

Tier 1. 

	� Roll out schoolwide social and 
emotional learning curriculum. 

	� Implement substance use, suicide, 
violence, and bullying prevention 
programs.

	� Promote mental health literacy. 
	� Curate caring, respectful, and trusting 

interpersonal relationships.

Tier 2. 

	� Deliver skill-building group 
interventions (i.e., social skills groups, 
anger management groups).

	� Provide consultation, training, and 
targeted support for families, teachers, 
and other school staff to develop 
strategies and implement interventions 
at home and in the classroom.

	� Offer increased and intentional check-
ins with students.

Tier 3. 

	� Provide individual therapy, treatment 
groups, or family therapy. 

	� Respond to crisis and engage in safety 
planning for all affected students. 

	� Organize appropriate care coordination 
and case management services.

	� Collaborate with community-based 
organizations and partners to offer 
specialized and wrap-around services.

Multitiered System of Support (MTSS) for 
School Behavioral Health in the District

Foundation. 

	� Align the vision of MTSS with the School Strengthening Work Plan1, and 
schoolwide goals and priorities. 

	� Create a positive, safe, and supportive school climate. 
	� Enact policies and processes for mental health referrals and crisis response. 
	� Conduct universal screeners and needs assessments. 
	� Prioritize educator wellness practices. 
	� Provide and engage in targeted professional development. 
	� Partner with students, families, and community-based organizations. 
	� Improve mental health literacy and reduce stigma.

https://osse.dc.gov/page/supporting-mental-health-schools
mailto:OSSE.HYDT@dc.gov
https://osse.dc.gov/page/social-emotional-learning
https://osse.dc.gov/page/social-emotional-learning
https://osse.dc.gov/page/responding-school-crisis
https://osse.dc.gov/page/school-climate-and-culture
https://osse.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/osse/page_content/attachments/Blueprint%20Approach%20to%20Educator%20Wellness.pdf
https://osse.dc.gov/page/supporting-mental-health-schools-supporting-staff
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FOUNDATION 

The foundation includes the school-based policies, processes, and procedures required for successful whole school 
implementation of a comprehensive school behavioral health system. Embedded in the foundation are the essential 
roles of each school staff member and the systems to ensure efficient data collection, referrals, and implementation. 
School leadership teams commit to and direct a comprehensive vision for MTSS that is aligned with school priorities and 
the School Strengthening Work Plan.1 This alignment creates and communicates a vision for a positive school climate that 
prioritizes student, family, and staff well-being and mental health. Students, families, and school and community partners 
actively collaborate on programs and initiatives. School staff are provided opportunities for professional development, 
training, and bi-directional feedback to ensure policies, processes, and procedures are effectively implemented.   

TIER 1

Universal tier 1 supports are designed to meet the wellness needs of all students by promoting positive social, emotional, 
and behavioral skills and well-being. Programming aims to improve mental health literacy, reduce stigma, and create 
safe, supportive, and equitable learning environments. Supports are proactive and preventive and are the responsibility 
of all school staff. These activities may support staff well-being, improve school climate, and promote positive 
relationships. Education and prevention programming, such as bullying, suicide, and violence prevention, are prioritized. 
Social and emotional learning (SEL) may be used as a means to manage emotions and build healthy relationships. 
Activities are implemented school-wide, and may have variations at the grade level, and/or at the classroom level, and 
can be provided by both school-employed and community-employed school-based professionals. 

Tier 2 

Targeted tier 2 supports provide early intervention support for groups of students who are experiencing mild distress, 
functional impairment, or are at risk for a given problem or concern. Students can be identified through screening, 
referral, or other school teaming processes. Tier 2 supports can take different forms depending on the students’ needs. 
For instance, school-based mental health professionals can provide consultation, training, and classroom support to 
teachers to implement interventions. Interventions could also include student skill-building groups that focus on skills 
such as conflict resolution, relaxation techniques, or frustration management.   

Tier 3

Intensive, individualized tier 3 supports are provided for students who are already experiencing significant distress and 
functional impairment. Examples of these targeted clinical interventions include behavior intervention plans, crisis 
response, or evidence-based individual, group, or family therapy. Crisis intervention and supports are to be available 
to all affected students, even if they are not on a clinician’s caseload. A school crisis may include, but is not limited 
to: assault of a student or student’s family member, missing student, violence resulting in death, student accidental 
overdose, sexual harassment or assault of a student, and death or attempted death by suicide of a student or staff 
member. Tier 3 student support teams may coordinate care, offer case management, and organize wraparound services 
and supports. Tier 3 services are provided by licensed school-based mental health professionals, including community-
based partners.  

*Definitions for Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3 were modified from the National Center for School Mental Health Quality Guides: 
School Mental Health Quality Guides | University of Maryland School of Medicine

https://www.schoolmentalhealth.org/resources/school-mental-health-quality-guides/
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CIRCLE/ARROWS
	� Progress Monitoring: “Ongoing, frequent collection and use of formal data in order to (1) assess student’s 

performance, (2) quantify a student’s rate of improvement or responsiveness to instruction or intervention, 
and (3) evaluate the effectiveness of instruction and intervention using valid and reliable measures.”2 Progress 
monitoring tools include classroom observations, structured family/teacher/student interviews, and behavior 
rating scales (i.e., the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, the Vanderbilt Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Rating Scale, or the Behavior Assessment System for Children). 

	� Teaming: A process of dynamic and fluid collaboration and communication, often across multidisciplinary roles, to 
get independent work done and achieve a shared outcome. Teaming involves building relationships with school 
staff, partnering with school leadership and stakeholders, and fostering school partnerships with community 
leaders, family members, and students. Learn more about teaming.  

	� Evidence-Based Programs and Practices: “Skills, techniques, and strategies that have been proven to work 
through experimental research studies or large-scale research field studies.”3 Examples of evidence-based 
practices in school behavioral health include Cognitive Behavioral Intervention for Trauma  in Schools (CBITS) or 
Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT). The following may be useful for finding evidence-based programming and 
practices:  
	� Supporting Mental Health in Schools: Lists programs and curricula that are available to all DC public and 

public charter schools to support behavioral health needs of all students 
	� What Works Clearinghouse: Includes academic and emotional/behavioral interventions
	� Blueprints for Health Youth Development: Includes academic, emotional/behavioral, and health 

interventions
	� Data-Driven Decision-Making: Necessary to deliver tailored interventions, data-driven decision-making is a 

process that involves collecting data, analyzing and interpreting the data, and then applying the data.4 Examples 
of behavioral health data include DC Survey About Your School (DC SAYS), Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS), 
attendance data, mental health screeners, and discipline referral data. 

 Guiding Reflection Questions for Implementing MTSS for School Behavioral Health

Implementing a strong MTSS framework is not the sole responsibility of one individual or team. Effective implementation 
involves strategic teaming, collaboration, and communication among teachers, student support staff, administrators, and 
families. To aid in team conversations and guide MTSS planning, the following reflection questions are provided. Prompts 
are tailored for school leaders, behavioral health team members, and for all school staff.  

Reflection Prompts for School Leaders:

1.	 What is the vision for a comprehensive school 
behavioral health system? How does that vision:

a.	 Apply an MTSS framework? 
b.	 Align with other priorities?  
c.	 Become part of the School Strengthening Work 

Plan? 
2.	 How will leadership engage all staff members to 

understand their role in MTSS implementation? 
How will staff be trained on MTSS processes and 
interventions? 

3.	 Are there schoolwide policies, processes, and systems 
in place to ensure effective MTSS implementation? 
This can include, but is not limited to, mental health 
referral processes, crisis response procedures, 
and expectations for how all staff collaborate to 
implement MTSS.

4.	 How will staff be provided the time, training, and 
resources to successfully: 

a.	 Gather student voice and feedback regarding 
the development, implementation, and 
experiences of the services?

b.	 Engage in data-driven decision making?
c.	 Monitor student progress?
d.	 Collaborate and effectively team with one 

another? 
e.	 Monitor the fidelity of interventions? 
f.	 Engage in professional learning on best 

practices?
5.	 What are the decision-making processes for 

matching students to the appropriate level of 
tiered support based on their current needs? 
When and how do teams determine when 
students will move to different tiers? 

6.	 How will leadership gather staff feedback on the 
MTSS process?  

https://www.schoolmentalhealth.org/media/som/microsites/ncsmh/documents/quality-guides/Teaming.pdf
https://osse.dc.gov/page/supporting-mental-health-schools-supporting-staff
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/
https://www.blueprintsprograms.org/about/
https://osse.dc.gov/schoolclimatesurveys
https://osse.dc.gov/service/dc-youth-risk-behavior-survey-yrbs
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Reflection Prompts for School Behavioral Health Staff

1.	 How do I currently support each tier of the MTSS framework? 

2.	 How do the goals of the School Strengthening Work Plan align with the school’s MTSS process?

3.	 How do we involve families, caregivers, and students in the MTSS process? 

4.	 What partnerships and community-based organizations can support our MTSS efforts?

Reflection Prompts for All School Staff (i.e., teachers, administrators, school behavioral health team members, and 
school support staff)

1.	 What is my understanding of an MTSS framework and my role within a school behavioral health system? 

2.	 Am I effectively identifying students who need additional support? What data am I using?

3.	 How do we know our programs and processes are implemented as planned? How do we know that they are having 
an impact on our students? 

4.	 When implementing programs and processes, what challenges may arise, and how can we proactively prepare to 
address those challenges? 

5.	 What areas of MTSS do I feel most confident in, and where do I need more training or support? 

FOOTNOTES

1 The School Strengthening Work Plan serves as a guide for schools to implement comprehensive, multitiered behavioral 
health supports. It outlines goals and a plan of action for supporting a positive school climate, SEL, and mental health 
and well-being. The plan is created collaboratively and is informed by data.  

2 Progress Monitoring | MTSS Center

3  What is an EBP

4 A Comprehensive Guide to Data-Driven Decision-Making in Education

https://mtss4success.org/essential-components/progress-monitoring
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/ebp_01/cresource/q1/p01/
https://www.panoramaed.com/blog/a-comprehensive-guide-to-data-driven-decision-making-in-education

