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ABSTRACT

There is increasing concern across Finnish society over the growing number of children being referred to specialized psychiatric 
care, leading to calls to develop new ways to deal with such problems at the primary health service level and close to the 
children’s growth environments such as schools. However, the signals from those working in different educational settings 
reveal that there are shortcomings in the ability of schools and Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) services to 
deal with behavioural problems in educational settings. In this article our aim is to identify the core elements found in the 
literature on a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) for conduct problems in both school and ECEC environments, and 
how these core elements correspond to the attempt to create a multi-tiered system of support within a Finnish region. The 
data is based on a literature search and a written account and an interview of a case example. The literature search consists 
of articles about multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) within educational settings when dealing with conduct problems. 
The written account of case example was compared to MTSS literature and analysed collaboratively in an interview with 
a representative from the region. The literature search revealed 832 titles, and 14 articles were chosen based on predefined 
criteria. According to the literature consulted, there are three core elements that should be considered when implementing 
MTSS within educational settings. These three core elements were ways by which psychosocial support is selected and 
used, how the tasks and responsibilities of management and administrative support procedures are organized, and how the 
network support is used. The results from comparing the literature findings with the regional case example revealed that 
most gaps in relation to the literature were found in relation to leadership processes associated with implementation and 
monitoring procedures of psychosocial support, i.e., how the responsibilities of management and administrative support 
were organized. As it seems, MTSS is one potential solution for dealing with behavioural problems in schools structurally. 
In order for MTSS to be successful in educational settings, it requires strong systems for collecting data and skillful, 
adaptive and technical leadership. In Finland there are structures and networks already in place to take up MTSS, but as 
of today, there has been little or no attempt to implement the core elements of MTSS in educational settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Conduct problems are often identified in the early childhood 
educational or school environment. The main problem 
raised is primarily how to deal with unclear or unhealthy 
emotional and interactive patterns in the classroom or 
school in the form of, e.g., instructional advice, socio-
emotional support, or through classroom organization and 
management (1). According to Hallett et al. (2019), there 
is strong and well-documented evidence that behavioural 
competencies are closely linked to children’s cognitive 
development, pre-academic skills and preparedness for 
school. It is due to this increased evidence that the close 
environment of children is in fact the key to building such 
competencies, and thus solving demands connected to 
unwanted behaviours in educational settings. This provokes 
us in this article to ask what and how conduct problems 
could be solved in a solid, flexible and structured way 
within school or ECEC environments. We first introduce 
what the concept of multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) 
offers to this demand, whereafter we will present some of 
the contextual prerequisites we find important to present 
as a basis for a future implementation of MTSS in Finland.  

MULTI-TIERED SYSTEM OF SUPPORT (MTSS) AS 
A BASIS FOR SOCIO-EMOTIONAL SUPPORT IN 
EDUCATIONAL SETTINGS 

Multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) is an umbrella 
concept for evidence-based (EB) practices that combine 
academic support and behavioural interventions (Figure 
1). MTSS can be defined as: ‘‘an evidence-based model 
of education that employs data-based problem-solving 
techniques to integrate academic and behavioural 
instruction and intervention”(3). MTSS often combines 
different tiered approaches where, in a systematic way, 
academic progress or difficulties are used as a basis 
for seeking the right level of tailored educational and 
psychosocial support. The MTSS concept has been 
created as a multi-tiered system for all students, while a 
similar approach with a particular focus on children with 
behavioural or other challenges is termed Response to 
Intervention (RtI). 

RtI and MTSS should not be viewed as the same 
approach. According to Jimerson et al. (2015), RtI has its 
roots in special education services, while MTSS is based 
on supporting general education. Even if  both approaches 
include universal screening, providing tiered interventions, 
monitoring student progress and using a problem-solving 

framework, RtI underlines the importance of assessment 
more than MTSS. For this reason, we consider MTSS as 
having a more explicit focus on general education and thus a 
better fit to the Finnish educational system. In fact, before the 
above-mentioned authors turned to emphasizing the general 
educational base, in 2016 they wrote: “In 2006 we defined RtI 
as the systematic use of assessment data to enhance learning 
for all students. That was somewhat erroneous because we 
actually were defining MTSS, which is the term and concept 
that we now prefer and is now more appropriate to use”(5). 

Thus, there is still much to learn from Rtl when it comes 
to using data as a base when combining the framework 
with a behavioural approach. In this dynamic, assessment 
progress monitoring can be understood, in part, as formative 
evaluation when teachers use the data to first determine 
whether they need to change their curriculum, materials or 
instructional procedures. In order to strengthen psychosocial 
support, a combined approach, including, e.g., Positive 
Behavioural Interventions and Supports (PBIS) or School-
wide Positive Behavioural Interventions and Supports 
(SWPBIS), is often applied (6). School-wide Positive 
Behavioural Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS) is a 
framework for intervention practices and organizational 
systems that support the attainment of desired social and 
learning outcomes while establishing an inclusive social 
culture and intensive individual level behavioural support. 
The framework is the integration of four different elements: 
operationally defined and valued outcomes, behavioural and 
biomedical science, research-validated practices and systems 
change which, within that, includes all students in schools. 
SWPBIS is a three-tiered system with different intensities. 
Since the two approaches, Rtl and PBIS or SWPBIS, have 
overlapping elements and similar core elements, they are 
implemented together under the umbrella term of MTSS 
(7). As such, Rtl can be classified as a tiered approach that 
addresses all students within a school by providing different 
intensities of  academic support for educational progress 
while the other approaches focus more on tiered support 
for social skills instruction and behaviour intensity.
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Figure 1. Framework for multi-tiered system of support (MTSS). Adapted from Sugai (7)

Within an educational setting, when dealing with conduct 
problems the core elements in a multi-tiered system of 
support can be approached in various ways. One such way 
is to divide the support into two, namely the core elements of 
MTSS regarding behavioural support and the core elements 
that support implementation of  MTSS in educational 
settings. Since MTSS includes combining elements that 
support both academic and behavioural achievement in 
practice, we will discuss the two aims in parallel in this 
article. On the basis of our research questions, we find it most 
relevant to understand the prerequisites for how academic 
and behavioural achievements interact when implemented. 
From this perspective the important issues are how data-

based problem-solving processes, team-based working and 
evidence-based practices work as mechanisms for effective 
implementation and support.  

THE IMPLEMENTATION CONTEXT FOR SOCIO-
EMOTIONAL SUPPORT IN EDUCATIONAL 
SETTINGS IN FINLAND

Wellbeing and safety as a basis for learning and development 
are emphasized in several steering documents such as the 
National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2014), the 
National Core Curriculum for Pre-primary Education 
(2014) and the National Core Curriculum for Early 
Childhood Education and Care (2022) as well as in legal 
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frameworks such as the Student Welfare Act (1287/2013).
Still, the increasing number of referrals, together with 

signals from those working in schools or in the ECEC 
environment, reveal that shortcomings remain in the ability 
of  schools and ECEC services to deal with psychosocial 
problems, particularly in relation to the different levels 
of intensity needed at different stages. The most common 
reasons, in Finland, for referring children aged 5–11 years 
to psychiatric services generally relate to different kinds of 
conduct problems (8). In 2020, 9% of children aged 7–12 
years had a visit to public healthcare services due to mental 
health reasons. Of these visits, almost half  (44%) related 
to children who had received an ADHD diagnosis or one 
associated with other conduct problems (9). 

The difficulties in tackling conduct and other socio-
emotional problems in schools have been explained, e.g., 
by a lack of  training for teachers on how to deal with 
psychosocial demands detected in a recent analysis of 11 
teacher training curriculums in Finland. In relation to this 
material, researchers found that social training was in fact 
totally absent in 4 curriculums and poorly included in the 
other cases (10). Additionally, recent research on student 
healthcare also points to obstacles in the provision of 
MTSS for pupils in Finland (11). Problems identified by the 
researchers included, for example, a lack of clarity in terms of 
the division of labour and the unequal distribution of mental 
health services causing over-dependence on certain schools 
and its personnel. The researchers identified four alternative 
scenarios for the arrangement of mental health services in 
schools, which were: 1) services organized by someone outside 
the school with the responsibility for providing mental health 
check-ups and services, 2) a psychiatric nurse visiting the 
school, 3) professionals within the welfare services of the 
school, working as a team, 4) or independently. Although 
an analysis has been made by Putkuri et al. (2022) of the 
reform needs on different societal levels, none of the scenarios 
discussed the role of needs assessment and screening from 
the perspective of different professional backgrounds. This 
could be identifying the signs or indicators of behavioural 
problems in the classroom that raise concerns regarding 
behavioural patterns, and how they are connected to needs 
assessment and the interventions chosen in a social and 
healthcare context. From this background it seems that the 
question of what constitutes a well-functioning MTSS needs 
further attention in order for it to become better integrated 
into Finnish schools, in the work of educational and social 
and healthcare professionals. 

In this article we focus on the provision of a combined 
approach in respect of academic and behavioural support, 
i.e., a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS), and suggest 
that this combined approach could support and enrich the 
integration of the three-tiered support notion in the current 
national curriculums for Basic Education, Pre-primary 
Education and Early Childhood Education and Care by 
adding psychosocial support. 

Our research questions are as follows:
• What are the core elements of the multi-tiered 

system of support (MTSS) described in the 
literature?

• How do these core elements correspond to the 
attempt to create a multi-tiered system of support 
within a Finnish region?

• What kinds of hinderances/opportunities are visible 
from a regional perspective with regard to the 
introduction of multi-tiered system of support 
(MTSS) into current practices? 

METHODS

First, we conducted a systematic literature search (LH) in 
order to identify the core components of MTSS. Secondly, 
these core components were then compared to a locally 
created Finnish version of MTSS implemented in a Finnish 
school and subsequently named here “the regional case”.

SEARCH STRATEGY AND DATA SOURCES

A systematic literature search was conducted of CINAHL, 
ERIC, Academic Search Premier, Art Full Text (H.W. 
Wilson), APA PsycArticles, APA PsycInfo, SocINDEX 
with Full Text, Teacher Reference Center and Education 
Source via EBSCO (21.1.2022). Search words are seen in 
Table 1. We included review articles, theoretical articles 
and empirical articles published in English, Swedish or 
Finnish, with a time limit of 10 years. The search was 
restricted to scientific articles, dissertations and reports.
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Table 1. Search strategy

Population/problem
(combined with OR)

AND

Key concept
(combined with OR)

AND

Context
(combined with OR)

conduct problem
conduct disorder*

 behavioral problem*
behavioral difficult*
behavioral disorder*
adjustment disorders
disruptive behavior 

oppositional behavior
impulsive behavior 

hyperactive behavior
antisocial behavior

multi-tiered support
multi tiered system of supports

MTSS
teacher competencies

classroom management
behavior management

behaviour management
inservice training
further education

elementary school
elementary education

primary school
primary education

early childhood education 
kindergarden

preschool

STUDY SELECTION

The study selection was performed based on the predefined 
inclusion criteria. First, the titles and abstracts were 
screened by one reviewer, and second, the full texts of 
the selected articles were reviewed by two independent 
reviewers. Disagreements between the two reviewers were 
solved by discussion and consensus.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed using the 
PCC strategy (population, concept and context) (12). The 
population of interest were pupils with conduct problems, 
the key concept was multi-tiered support while the context 
was school and ECEC environments. 

A total of 832 articles and reports were identified via the 
selected databases. After removing duplicates, 544 records 
were screened by title and abstract and 17 full texts were 
eventually screened. A total of 14 reports and articles were 
included in the final review (Figure 2). The results are reported 
as a narrative synthesis. Formal critical appraisal was not 
conducted.
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Figure 2 PRISMA Flow chart (13)

Studies for screening (n = 832) Duplicates removed (n = 288)

Title and abstract screening
(n = 544)

Irrelevant (n = 528)

Full texts (n = 17) Irrelevant (n = 3)

Included in narrative synthesis
(n = 14)

CASE STUDY TRIANGULATION 

The core components of MTSS identified in the literature 
were compared to a regionally created Finnish version of 
MTSS implemented in a Finnish school named here as the 
“regional case”. First, a written account of the regional 
case was analysed (Figure 3) and compared to the core 
MTSS elements found in literature. Second, we asked a 
key informant responsible for creating a version of Finnish 
MTSS for a detailed written account of the model, which 
we then analysed by comparing it to core components 
in MTSS literature. We then asked for feedback on our 
interpretation from the key persons central to the process 
of creating the regional case model and responsible for 
its core elements. The iterative interview was conducted 
to gain better understanding of the practices in the 

region, and also to make sure that there was a mutual 
understanding between authors and the informant about 
the core elements that were or were not found in the written 
account. This research tactic of collecting and combining 
two or more sources of data is often used in case studies: 
the triangulation between data sources is used to gain a 
deeper understanding of the subject of the study, which 
in this case is the regional model of MTSS in Finland. 
The aim is to iteratively converge the data to understand 
the case better (14,15). The interview was conducted via 
remote meeting technology.
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Note: *Core elements of TCM (teacher classroom management) in this context are shared understanding 
within a group about expectations for behaviour, conditions that facilitate behavioural training, regular and 
positive feedback for desired behaviour 
** Let’s Talk about Children intervention supports children in their everyday life by bringing together 
professionals to overcome the fragmentation of services, thus preventing family problems. Different actors 
commit to a shared goal, namely finding the best ways to support the child. Read more here: https://
kasvuntuki.fi/en/

Figure 3. Finnish version of framework for multi-tiered system of support (MTSS).
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THE REGIONAL CASE EXAMPLE

According to the written account, the case of “conduct 
problems”, or more specifically “aggressive children and 
young people”, was chosen in the region to be the focus 
when working on new flexible, structural ways of tackling 
emerging needs among children and young people in a 
multi-tiered way, including much of the core elements 
found in literature on MTSS. The group chosen had been 
identified by family centres and the educational field in 
the region which eventually led the region to act. In this 
process a regional multi-tiered system of support was set 
up and it is still in place.

The idea to create structures like MTSS emerged as a 
result of the common challenges faced in relation to a range 
of behavioural problems detected by professionals working in 
both the social, health and educational sectors. The regional 
model was built tier by tier as follows:

Tier 1
The first steps taken were to enforce the concrete tools 
and support teachers required. As a mutual theoretical 
framework, the theoretical basis of an EB programme 
Incredible Years Teacher Classroom Management 
(TCM) (16), was chosen and introduced. TCM was 
chosen since it was considered to provide a solid base for 
a shared understanding of the expectations in respect of 
behaviour and to provide the conditions that best facilitate 
behavioural training. Since it is a structured programme, 
it included support structures provided by an intermediary 
organization with responsibility for the management of 
the programme. 

Tier 2
In terms of tier two, the most important issue is how the 
selection of those in need of more support is undertaken. 
In the literature, the role of multiple sources of information 
was underlined. In the regional case the following indicators 
were used:

•  Behaviour of the child changes in relation to social 
networks, appearance, behavioural challenges

•  Over 50 hours of absence from school
•  Negative responses to parents from school (Wilma 

system, an electronic service for home-school 
interaction)

•  Changes in the familial circumstances 
At this point the teacher invites the following to a 

meeting: the student, the parent(s) or legal guardian and a 

representative from student healthcare. In the regional case 
the Let’s Talk about Children (LTC) intervention (17) is used 
as a supplement to the legal frameworks that exist in Finland 
to organize such a meeting. The aim in utilizing LTC as a 
framework is to support children in their everyday life by 
bringing together professionals in one place to overcome the 
fragmentation of services and prevent family problems. The 
idea is that different actors commit to a shared goal, namely 
finding the best ways to support the child. An action plan 
for the child is written at this first gathering and followed up. 
Based on the progress monitoring, two outcomes are possible: 
either the intervention is enough, or some further support is 
required. In cases where the response to the intervention does 
not show the desired outcomes, the group might organize a 
broader LTC network meeting with professionals who can 
offer additional support in respect of the child’s situation. 
Once again, an action plan is created that includes TCM 
practices and concrete goals in terms of everyday life, and 
defined roles for support are allocated to each member of 
the child’s support system. The consultation group might 
also discuss the need for more intense academic support or 
in some cases a referral to special education, if  necessary. 

Tier 3
In the regional case a multi-professional management 
consultation was created as the following step. This happens 
if the response to the intervention is deemed insufficient 
even after intensified support is put in place on the basis of 
the intervention made at the tier 2 level. Additionally, the 
procedures are structured so as to prevent further problems 
at school or at home. This might take place in cases where:

• The wellbeing of the student is declining 
• There are considerations over the learning abilities 

in relation to pupil’s living circumstances or the 
ability of the neighbourhood school in question to 
provide an adequate level of response that meets 
the required demands 

• All other previous steps are used but without 
success

•  Collaboration with the parent(s)/guardian is 
escalating towards a crisis 

Throughout this process TCM practices are used at an 
individual level to support behavioural training and regular 
and positive feedback for desired behaviour. At this stage the 
principal is also inviting in a family therapist with expertise 
in the field of reconciliation. The experts hear the parties 
concerned and aim to forge a plan to produce a solution, 
thus unlocking the situation. The aim here is to find ways 
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out of the situation and support the student and best secure 
their wellbeing at school. The work is structured in such a 
way that moves from the inventory of the student’s situation 
to the plan, and is done in a co-creative manner together 
with the school, educational sector leaders and family centre 
leaders who have been appointed to a multisectoral crisis 
group. The MTSS is put in place to ensure that nobody is left 
out and that unnecessary and overlapping work is avoided, 
most importantly ensuring that the support needed is put 
in practice before the situation escalates further.   

RESULTS: LITERATURE REVIEW

RESULTS FROM LITERATURE REVIEW: CORE 
ELEMENTS IN MTSS

A total of 14 studies addressing the core elements of a multi-
tiered support system model were included in the review. 
The included articles were published between 2014 and 2021. 
Study designs in the included articles were: review (n = 4) 
(18–21), experimental (n = 4) (22–25), mixed methods (n = 
1) (26), case study (n = 3) (2,27,28), and report/discussion 
paper (n = 2) (29,30). The core elements of MTSS extracted 
from the articles are seen in the in the Table 2.

There are three core elements that should be taken into 
consideration when implementing MTSS within educational 
settings: 1) Selection and use of psychosocial support, 2) 
tasks and responsibilities of management and administrative 
support, and 3) network support (4). 

In what follows, we discuss the literature under these 
three headings.

1. Selection and use of psychosocial support in MTSS
One of the main differences in MTSS compared to more 
traditional ways of responding to challenging behaviours is 
to increase the interaction between data on the psychosocial 
support needs gained from social and health screenings with 
data from the teachers and other adults in the student’s life, 
where possible. As one of the core elements of MTSS, rich 
data played a big role in the literature that was reviewed. 
In order to collect rich data, it should be gathered from 
multiple sources to help define school needs and what kind 
of psychosocial support would be required within MTSS 
when problems appear, but also preferably preventatively 
already before that. It is also encouraged in the literature 
that the data gathering happens in multi-disciplinary 
screening teams to get presentable data (28). The potential 
sources for data are student data, teacher and other staff 
perceptions and parental views on behavioural patterns (2). 

According to Verlenden et al. (2021), emerging signs in 
respect of problems of attendance, office discipline referrals 
or suspensions, are not irrelevant, but as the only measures 
they are reactive and highly dependent upon the individual 
teacher’s skills and experience (31). An over-focus on such 
signs also risks the over-referral of certain children or young 
persons over others, e.g., those with certain characteristics 
or a focus only on the “loud or visible problems” leaving out 
those with less visible ways to interact with their environment 
(32). Regarding more traditional referrals to support, MTSS 
can be seen as more proactive since it often includes universal 
mental health surveys (UMHS) as a basis for identifying 
intervention need for socio-emotional conditions of  the 
children (25). In UMHS, each school student is assessed 
via the use of a brief research-validated screener to measure 
possible health concerns (33). 

The process of adapting and using rich data from multiple 
sources includes procedures such as planning, conducting 
screening and follow-ups, progress evaluation, measuring 
and supporting fidelity and fidelity within adaptation and 
training certified coaches as well as training other school 
staff about screening procedures. Professionals offering 
psychosocial support in the articles used included school 
psychologists, consultants, special education teachers and 
nurses. These professionals have the expertise to choose 
correct screening instruments, plan the collection of follow-
up data and monitor the progress and outcomes (2,18,22–29). 
These professionals also need support for their work. An 
identified body whose task it is to ensure that implementing 
with fidelity takes place and who is in charge of following the 
implementation process is often overlooked when it comes to 
bringing EB support into work practices in schools (34). If  
a larger district or area is implementing MTSS this means, 
in practice, clear procedures are required for the district 
leadership, and that is addressed in the next chapter (19). 

2. Tasks and responsibilities of management and administration 
support in MTSS
The core elements in respect of management supporting 
the implementation of MTSS in a school setting can be 
divided into adaptive leadership elements and technical 
leadership elements. Eagle et al. (2015) defined adaptive 
leadership as leadership related to strategic leadership 
in terms of creating a shared vision, the motivation to 
implement MTSS, enthusiasm and building consensus 
among staff and stakeholders. Technical leadership includes 
procedures that efficient implementation requires at the 
practical level (27). 
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The elements of adaptive leadership consist of assessing 
organizational readiness for implementation and social 
validity measures within the school, communicating between 
leadership teams, school level and district level leaders, and 
school staff to create a shared vision and implementation 
plan (19,21,27). Defining organizational readiness is, in this 
case in different levels of the school system, important during 
the early stages of the implementation process in order to 
reduce the implementation barriers for change (19,35). In 
later stages of MTSS implementation, the management and 
administrators should consider building a resource bank for 
implementation strategies with steps that are actionable and 
where responsibilities are defined (2,20,26,27). 

The technical leadership elements identified by the 
literature review include allocating resources for efficient 
implementation, identifying funding sources and developing 
the core elements of  MTSS. This also requires hiring 
knowledgeable and motivated staff members that share the 
school organization’s vision (2,27). It is important that the 
school leaders work as part of the decision-making teams, 
because they have the authority to reallocate resources, reduce 
implementation barriers and seek funding sources (2,27,28). 

Also, as technical leadership elements, the leadership 
teams should pave the way for rich data systems by building 
structures for data collection and feedback loops to support 
decision making. This can include programme development, 
teachers’ professional development plans and indicators 
for progress evaluation such as academic, demographic, 
office discipline and screening data from universal screening 
(2,19,21,25,28). In regard to UMHS as a rich source for 
data, Splett et al.(2018) also note that it identifies more 
students than the regular screening methods: this means that 
the school management has to ensure that the school has 
systems and practices in place to provide support for those 
in need that are identified in the wider screening process.

The core elements in terms of administrative support 
in MTSS consist of organizing regular meetings, allocating 
time resources between the staff, communicating between 
the school staff, mental health professionals and families 
and building a resource bank for implementation strategies. 
Timing regular meetings supports the team-based working 
and knowledge sharing that are essential for MTSS to work 
within educational settings (20,27).

3. Networks in MTSS
The core elements of MTSS from the perspective of network 
support within an educational setting include the regional 
organization that has the administrative responsibility 

for EB methods used and supports cooperation between 
the social and healthcare sector and the school sector 
(2,27,30). Network support in MTSS also means facilitating 
cooperation with local higher educational institutions 
(2,28), multi-professional teamwork (19,27,28), bringing 
families into the process and making them part of the 
problem-solving process (18,26,29). It is pivotal to provide 
tools to assist in implementation (19), and to recognise 
obstacles in implementation (19). In addition, the literature 
showed that communication between different stakeholders 
and supporting the use of EB practice in an educational 
setting are key elements in MTSS (19,26). 

It is crucial that each discipline has knowledge of 
the others’ areas of expertise and professional roles (27), 
which in turn highlights the importance of communication 
between disciplines and organizations (19). Academic 
and behavioural MTSS actors, especially district leaders, 
should communicate and collaborate on a regular basis (19). 
Discussions on implementation, knowledge development, 
integrated policies and practices help to accomplish the 
aims of  MTSS (19). A district coordinator may guide 
MTSS by bringing MTSS stakeholders together to support 
school teams (19). In schools, multi-professional teamwork 
and communication between disciplines could mean, for 
example, that a school psychologist brings critical content 
knowledge to the organization, and thus has an important 
role to play in providing professional development content 
to school staff (27). The level of commitment at individual, 
administrator and organizational levels is important since 
implementation requires time and resources in the long-term 
(19). Experience and knowledge in terms of implementation 
science and learning from the implementation process benefits 
professionals working across different phases of the MTSS 
process (27,28). 
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Table 2. Data extraction table

Study
Methods, sample 

(if applicable)
Results / key message MTSS core elements MTSS implementation

Collier-Meek 
2019

Exploratory study, 
Ten teachers and 
their students (n = 
177)

Class-wide academic 
engagement was positively 
associated with frequent 
references to schedules or 
routines and behaviour-
specific praise and 
negatively associated with 
error corrections. These
findings provide initial 
evidence that particular 
classroom management 
components may be more 
effective than others.

Core Elements: 
-Generally positive 
behavioural interventions 
and supports (PBIS) (did not 
consider mental health).
-Data-based decision-
making and monitoring. 
-At classroom level; class 
schedules and routines, 
behaviour-specific praise 
increased, and brief  error 
corrections decreased 
academic engagement.

Selection and use of 
Psychosocial support in 
MTSS: Teachers may need 
ongoing support to implement 
classroom management 
consistently. 

Eagle 2015 Case study (depicting 
the roles of school 
psychologists 
and principals in 
implementing MTSS 
within a consultation 
process)

(fictional) Core elements: Response to 
Intervention (RtI), PBIS, 
data-based decision-making, 
curricular and instructional 
methodology, evidence-based 
interventions, systematic 
problem identification and 
problem-solving procedures, 
team-based activities, and 
monitoring levels of support 
at different levels. 

Selection and use of 
Psychosocial support in MTSS: 
screening, evaluation, selecting 
an evidence-based intervention 
based on assessment and 
concerns, fidelity monitoring, 
training, and mentoring, 
continuous implementation 
support, monitoring progress 
and data-based decisions 
regarding increased support.

Tasks and responsibilities 
of management and 
administration: 
allocation of resources 
for assessment and 
implementation, addressing 
system culture issues, 
evaluation of implementation 
barriers and organizational 
readiness, organizing regular 
meetings.

Networks: Regional 
networks and support for 
implementation, creating 
structure for timetables, MTSS 
multi-disciplinary teamwork 
(possibility to consult).

REVIEW
PEER-REVIEWED
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Study
Methods, sample 

(if applicable)
Results / key message MTSS core elements MTSS implementation

Fabiano 
2019

Review The evidence supports 
classroom contingency 
management strategies, 
with emerging evidence 
supporting training in 
organizational skills.
Behavioural parent 
training is also a supported 
intervention, however 
relatively few attempts have 
been made to evaluate it 
when integrated into school 
environments.

Compared to parenting 
interventions, there are 
fewer school-based studies 
of interventions for 
children with ADHD. The 
strength of the evidence for 
all interventions is weighted 
toward the elementary 
school level, with fewer 
studies supporting 
interventions at the pre-
school and middle/high 
school levels.

Core elements: RtI, PBIS, 
a tiered problem-solving 
model: (1) best practices for 
finding students at risk of 
ADHD (screening); (2) the 
importance of conducting 
a functional assessment of 
the student’s behaviours; (3) 
evidence-based interventions 
that can be used with all 
students (Tier 1), small 
groups/at low intensity (Tier 
2), and at the individual level 
(Tier 3), and (4) methods 
to monitor the progress of 
these students to determine 
when treatment should be 
changed or terminated.

Selection and use of 
Psychosocial support in 
MTSS: First screening at 
the school level, then a more 
precise definition of the 
problem, adaptation, training, 
monitoring of progress.

Tasks and responsibilities 
of management and 
administration: 
monitoring progress.

Networks: Involving families, 
teachers and students in 
collecting data.

Freeman 
2015

Review District leadership and 
involvement is
an important component 
for successful MTSS 
implementation. District 
leaders can support MTSS 
practices in regional 
schools by providing 
training and technical 
support, supporting 
infrastructure, data-based 
decision making, and 
feedback systems, and by 
creating a shared vision in 
implementing MTSS.

Core elements: School-wide
positive behaviour support 
(SWPBS), RtI, screening, 
three tiers, evidence-based 
curricular and instructional 
practices for all students, 
data-based decision making, 
standardized problem-
solving process in all levels, 
a team-based approach 
for leading, planning, and 
evaluating implementation 
efforts.

Tasks and responsibilities 
of management and 
administration: 
providing tools for monitoring 
progress, mapping readiness 
levels, mapping of internal 
and external factors affecting 
the process/implementation, 
resource allocation. 

Networks: A multi-professional 
team that communicates 
between school and regional 
level.
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Study
Methods, sample 

(if applicable)
Results / key message MTSS core elements MTSS implementation

Hagermoser 
Sanetti 2018

A randomized 
multiple treatment 
embedded within 
a multiple baseline 
across teacher 
participants, n = 3 
teachers

Teachers used the 
intervention more often 
and with better quality, 
and students’ disruptive 
behaviour decreased 
when implementation 
was supported by 
implementation planning. 
However, the results did 
not remain at follow-up 
points.

Results suggest teachers 
need different levels of 
support, and less time- 
and resource-intensive 
implementation supports 
are sufficient for some 
teachers. Systematic 
implementation supports 
are important to ensure 
that interventions are 
implemented consistently.

Core elements: Teamwork, 
evidence-based method, 
information-based decision 
making, flexibly intensifying 
support. Did not consider 
mental health.

Selection and use of 
Psychosocial support in MTSS: 
Screening and progress 
evaluation, consultations, 
data-based decision making, 
weekly assessment of progress 
and fidelity.

Networks: If  teacher’s 
intervention adherence was 
low, the consultant met with 
the teacher to complete 
implementation planning.

Hallett 2019 Descriptive case Recommendations for 
scaling and
sustainability: “Have a 
strong vision and a clear 
action plan”, “Identify 
implementation drivers”, 
“Tailor the content to 
the needs”, “Develop 
recruitment strategies”, 
“Create a training and 
coaching certification 
system”, “Plan for intensive 
technical assistance”, 
and “Engage in ongoing 
progress monitoring”.

Core elements: Research-
based, multi-level 
support model, team-
based management, data 
collection.

At classroom level: 
measuring intervention 
fidelity and determining 
training topics based on 
data. 
At the individual level: 
collecting data about 
children and their 
development – this data 
can be used in evaluating 
the need of more intensive 
support.

Selection and use of 
Psychosocial support in 
MTSS: Trained and certified 
counsellors and coaches, 
informing and involving 
parents, data-based decision 
making, fidelity measurement, 
evaluating social skills 
development, behaviour 
support at class and individual 
level, utilization of previous 
CM.

Tasks and responsibilities 
of management and 
administration: 
Implementation support 
at different levels, enabling 
feedback, group discussions, 
sharing experiences, building 
group dynamics in teams, 
regular meetings, MTSS 
core element development 
plan, enabling resources and 
training.

Networks: Creating multi-
level network, communication 
between regional and local level 
+ universities.

REVIEW
PEER-REVIEWED
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Study
Methods, sample 

(if applicable)
Results / key message MTSS core elements MTSS implementation

Nye 2017 Mixed methods 
systematic review, 
multi-level meta-
analysis (n = 14 
studies included)

Teacher Classroom 
management (IY TCM) 
intervention was effective in 
reducing teacher negative 
classroom management 
strategies, and child 
conduct problems. IY 
TCM intervention was 
effective in increasing 
teacher positive classroom 
management strategies. 
None of the included 
studies reported data on 
teacher collaboration with 
parents.

Core elements: social 
support.

Selection and use of 
Psychosocial support in MTSS: 
Building a resource bank for 
implementation strategies, 
individual activity reflection, 
utilizing previous CM and 
implementation knowledge, 
building a support network, 
enabling feedback, group 
discussions and reflections, 
sharing experiences with 
the group, building group 
dynamics.

Reyes 2019 Experimental, a 
multiple baseline 
across participants 
design, n = 3 general 
education classrooms 
at two public 
elementary schools 
(three students at 
risk of emotional or 
behavioural disorder 
(EBD), and their 
teachers).

The interventions 
implemented by the 
teacher increased the 
desired behaviour for all 
three subjects. Problem 
behaviour decreased 
and the use of substitute 
behaviour patterns 
increased with the 
intervention.

Core elements: Team-based 
activity, evidence-based 
method, and follow-up. 
Team consisted of a teacher, 
a school psychologist and a 
special education teacher.

Selection and use of 
Psychosocial support in MTSS: 
Continuous data collection, 
measurement of fidelity, 
feedback, and possibility for 
additional training if  needed. 
Consideration of the need for 
adapting the intervention. Goal 
setting for the intervention and 
implementation monitoring.

Sanches-
Ferreira 2021

Review (n = 27 
studies included).

Interventions that were 
designed on the basis of 
the function of behaviour, 
reduced problem 
behaviours in general 
classrooms.

Core elements: 
-Social and behavioural 
aspects taken into account, 
including mental health 
(Social, emotional, and 
behavioural difficulties, 
SEBD). 
-A teacher or team that 
utilize screening tools and 
observation to pinpoint 
problems. 
-A team that observes and 
screens to identify problem 
behaviour.

Selection and use of 
Psychosocial support in MTSS: 
-Possibility to use information 
and communication 
technologies that allow 
teachers and students to track
and assess progress in the 
targeted behaviours of the 
intervention.
-intervention adaptation based 
on the needs in the class.
- ensuring treatment integrity 
using detailed protocols 
(checklists).
-teachers’ positive attitudes 
towards the intervention 
supported the implementation.
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Study
Methods, sample 

(if applicable)
Results / key message MTSS core elements MTSS implementation

Splett 2018 Secondary analysis 
of an RCT (n = 3 744 
students, and n = 190 
teachers)

Most students were not 
identified with
behavioural risk or in 
need for mental health 
interventions by the school 
or the screener (n = 2 688, 
71.8%). Of those students 
identified by either method 
(n = 1 056, 28.2%), most 
were identified by the 
screener only (n = 679, 
18.1%), followed by those 
identified by both the 
school and the screener (n 
= 239, 6.4%), and, finally, 
those identified
by the school only (n = 
138, 3.7%). 

Universal screening reaches 
all students in need of 
support more widely 
instead of one teacher 
doing the screening. The 
screening may burden 
school employees if  used 
correctly.

Core elements: universal 
screening, evidence-based 
methods, prevention, 
progress monitoring, data-
based decision making, and 
team-based implementation. 
The school should enable 
support for MTSS teams to 
maintain fidelity.

Measuring fidelity.

Verlenden 
2021

Two case reports Effective screening 
supports MTSS and 
requires implementation 
skills and planning.

Core elements: universal 
screening, team-based 
working 
-it is critical that schools 
establish sustainable 
programmes of
mental health service 
delivery that are inclusive of 
prevention programming,
early intervention, targeted 
service delivery and progress 
monitoring, and
are guided by evidence-
informed strategies.

Selection and use of 
Psychosocial support in 
MTSS: Multi-disciplinary 
team for screening, selection 
of screening method in 
collaboration with higher 
education institutions, 
identification, and training 
of key persons in screening, 
informing parents, organizing 
support, evaluating the final 
results, balancing between 
adaptation and fidelity.

Tasks and responsibilities of 
management and administration 
The principal can participate in 
the multi-professional team so 
that the team has support.

REVIEW
PEER-REVIEWED



91

Kouvonen et al.Core elements in a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) for conduct problems in schools and 
early childhood education and care (ECEC) in Finland – Literature review and case example

PSYCHIATRIA FENNICA 
2022;53:76-97

REVIEW
PEER-REVIEWED

Study
Methods, sample 

(if applicable)
Results / key message MTSS core elements MTSS implementation

Weingarten 
2020

Report/
recommendations 
(recommendations 
for educators to 
support family–
school partnerships 
within the context of 
MTSS).

Recommendations:
1. Build awareness of 
MTSS and its relationship 
to special education.
2. Ensure that 
communication is 
multidirectional.
3. Share and interpret data 
with families.
4. Partner with families 
in the problem-solving 
process.

Core elements: Data-based 
decision making, universal 
screening, cooperative 
problem solving, building 
teams, and using evidence-
based interventions. A 
small number of students 
with severe learning and 
behavioural problems receive 
intensive and individualized 
support from, for example, 
special education teachers.

Networks:
-Involvement of parents.
-informing families about 
MTSS.
-data interpretation and 
problem solving together with 
the family.

Weist 2018 Report/Discussion 
paper

Efforts are needed to 
improve system structures 
to support effective 
practice; for research to 
guide efficient and effective 
application of new 
practices; and for policy 
enhancements needed for 
large-scale dissemination, 
scaling up, and sustaining 
these practices.

 Core elements: 
-screening procedures (early 
identification). 
-Tier 1 supports making 
schools
more predictable, 
consistent, positive, and safe 
learning environments.
-Tier 2 supports improving 
the structure, instruction, 
reward, and feedback for 
students who need a modest 
level of increased assistance.
-Tier 3 supports allows 
individualized and evidence-
based assessment and 
intervention across social, 
emotional, behavioural, and 
academic domains.

Woodbridge 
2014

Mixed First step intervention 
participants had 
significantly higher 
pro-social skills and 
significantly less problem 
behaviours compared 
to the control group (at 
post-test).

Core elements: Evidence-
based interventions, 
considering both academic 
and behavioural methods/
interventions, data-driven 
decision making and 
problem identification.

Tasks and responsibilities 
of management and 
administration 
-Programme adaptation to 
organization’s existing culture 
and structure.
-The administration must 
enable the resources to use the 
evidence-based interventions. 
-ensuring regional support 
and school readiness to 
implement the intended 
interventions.
 - annual training and 
technical assistance in 
implementation.
-feedback for teachers.

Networks: 
-Communication through 
newsletters, videos and 
presentations.
-involving parents.
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RESULTS: CASE EXAMPLE TRIANGULATION

The iterative interview with the regional representative 
revealed that the written account of the model corresponds 
in many ways to the MTSS procedures for tackling 
behavioural challenges in educational settings found 
in the literature. The model is based on a step-by-step 
approach, including a common EB informed base and 
attempts of monitoring, structured follow-up plans and 
multi-professional decision making, with the aim of 
responding in ways that not only call for change in the 
individual child but also in the ways adult society interacts 
with the child.

The results revealed most progress was made in the 
section of networks. The construction of the regional model 
of MTSS has taken place within a regional learning network 
encouraging co-creation and collective learning. Within this 
pilot, networks within the school environment and multi-
professional teams have been created.

Improvements in psychosocial support, including 
procedures for monitoring and data-driven decision making 
were also found in the regional case of MTSS. The regional 
MTSS model includes evidence-informed procedures for 
assessment and interventions. While the Let’s Talk about 
Children service model is used when children’s meaningful 
support networks are assessed, schools apply teacher 
classroom management (TCM), which is an evidence-based 
method within the Incredible Years family of interventions.  

Most gaps in relation to the core elements identified in the 
literature search were found in relation to leadership processes 
associated with implementation and monitoring procedures. 
Perhaps the most striking difference to the core elements 
found is related to the identification of support needs. Firstly, 
the identification process does apply multiple indicators (such 
as attendance, behavioural changes, behavioural responses 
and reports) in terms of monitoring the needs requirement. 
However, no valid instruments were systematically mentioned 
for follow-up regionally. Although an individual plan for 
children is available, the indicators and the documentation 
regarding when and on what basis reconsiderations in the 
tiered support led to the next step of support in the MTSS 
triangle for the child or young person in focus were absent. As 
long as the indicators and the division of labour in collecting 
the information that leads to considering or reconsidering 
an intervention is under process, it remains unclear as to 
how the assessments of academic achievement and changes 
in performance relate to the measures taken, e.g., choosing 
a further intervention. Nevertheless, it should be stated 

REVIEW
PEER-REVIEWED

here that all the achievements, as well as the omissions 
mentioned, ultimately relate to the fact that no written 
procedures currently exist in respect of MTSS which link 
the educational and social and health indicators. This then 
places the onus on the region to resolve these issues itself.

DISCUSSION 

In this article we sought to identify the core elements that 
could help identify the necessary tools for the Finnish school 
and ECEC environments, where behavioural challenges 
have hitherto proven difficult to tackle. While it is clear that 
the educational field would benefit by including psychosocial 
skills work in teacher training and subsequently in their 
everyday practice (10), issues nevertheless remain in the 
way in which educational staff are currently involved in 
the steps taken when multi-tiered systems of support are 
carried out in student healthcare (11).  

In the literature search, core elements were identified in 
respect of ways by which psychosocial support is selected and 
used, how the tasks and responsibilities of management and 
administrative support procedures are organized and how 
the network support is used. The results from comparing the 
literature findings with the regional case example revealed 
that gaps in relation to the literature were found in relation 
to leadership processes. In the case of psychosocial support, 
the procedures for selection and use were under construction 
in the region and still limited at the the time, although 
the need for clear and structured procedures in order to 
provide the right level of support was continually underlined 
in the literature (28). Positive Behavioural Interventions 
and Supports (PBIS), or School-wide Positive Behavioural 
Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS), were in the literature 
we assessed, often applied together with the so-called RtI 
approach (7). While it was claimed that the first provides a 
common base for practices that support a functional and 
supportive working environment for children, young persons 
and their teachers, the latter was explained as introducing 
monitoring when multiple data were used. The RtI, with 
its roots in the special education framework, seemed to 
be used to consider whether the support level chosen in a 
specific case was in line with the needs of the student. As a 
limitation to the literature review part of this paper, it must 
be noted that the quality of the articles was not assessed, 
and the results should therefore be interpreted with caution.

In the regional case, several of the core elements found 
in the literature associated with efforts of  sharing and 
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monitoring of  multiple data, even if  the model was still 
under construction in this regard. The greatest level of 
similarity was found in the need to establish or use existing 
networks in order to share information. Most gaps in relation 
to the core elements identified in the literature search were 
found in relation to leadership processes associated with 
implementation and monitoring procedures. The case 
example differed from the examples of MTSS in the literature 
with regard to the type of psychosocial support included 
in the model. In the regional case, Positive Behavioural 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS), or School-Wide Positive 
Behavioural Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS), were not 
used as a common base. Instead, the core elements of Teacher 
Classroom Management (TCM), supporting expectations 
for behaviour and promoting conditions that facilitate 
behavioural support, was used as a common base, while 
monitoring applied elements from the intervention Let’s Talk 
about Children (LTC). According to the data gathered from 
the regional case, the use of EB interventions contributed 
to the solving of this problem since they provided training, 
tools and procedures for follow-up that could, potentially, 
contribute to producing a better result, using the regional 
organization with responsibility for the administration 
of EB methods as emphasized in the literature (9,19,32). 
Research networks were also mentioned in relation to the 
work undertaken within the learning network and with 
reference to the data collected by the organization responsible 
for the management of the method. The regional model still 

suffered from problems in relation to how data collection, 
documentation and decisions made on the basis of the data 
were organized with the local and organizational base, such 
that obstacles to implementation(18) and communication 
between different stakeholders would have been more 
effectively addressed with this information available (18,22).  

The acknowledged lack of  know-how and tools for 
monitoring calls for more systematic support for EB 
interventions in use within MTSS at the national level. 
Such support should involve data, not only from the social 
and health sector, but also from the educational sector and 
if  possible, from students themselves. It is also of the utmost 
importance that organizational leadership, such as school 
principals or ECEC group leaders gain support in order to 
ensure that EB interventions are used properly. As it seems, 
legislation is already in place regarding the coordination 
and follow-up of psychosocial EB interventions in use in 
Finland (36). From the perspective of the results above, it is 
important that the support provided for EB interventions, 
that are chosen in the regions, is used by the consultative 
personnel for schools and ECEC units and by teachers in 
their everyday work practices, as well as in relation to teacher 
training and in the work of school principals and ECEC 
leaders. Currently, however, this is unfortunately not the 
case nationally (10).     
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