
One evening in November 2003, 
just a few cars remained in 
the parking lot at Krause Early 
Elementary in Armada Township. 
Inside, the halls were quiet. 
The Macomb County students 
had long since gone home 
and Principal Susan Curry was 
fi nishing up a busy day when she 
remembered an email that had 
caught her eye that morning.

Determined to check one last 
thing off her list, she scrolled back 
through dozens of messages until 
she fi nally found it—the grant 
application for an intriguing new 
initiative aimed at improving both 
behavior and reading for students 
using early intervention and 
continuous support.

The initiative struck a chord with 
Curry. She planned to review 
the details of the grant over the 
weekend, discuss it with staff at 
their Tuesday meeting, and most 
likely apply by the end of the 
next week. Then she noticed the 
bold letters at the top of page 
two. The application was due the 
very next day.

“I sent out prayers and grovelings 
to staff, knowing that we needed 
an 80 percent commitment,” says 
Curry. “It took all night, but I 
managed to get that application 
in on time.” She didn’t know 
much about the program. “In all 
honesty, the initial draw was the 

money promised as part of the 
grant for reading materials,” she 
says. “In a small district such as 
ours, with such limited funds, 
anything we could get to support 
reading and interventions was 
well worth a try.”  

Curry’s sleepless night paid off. 
Along with 20 other schools 
throughout the state, Krause 
Early Elementary was selected 
to participate in Cohort 1 of 
Michigan’s Integrated Behavior 
and Learning Support Initiative 
(MiBLSi), beginning in the fall of 
2004.

MiBLSi Success

Soon after implementation, the 
benefi ts of the program proved to 
be invaluable. Eight years later, 
the effi cacy of the program is 
clear: from lackluster scores at 
the beginning, Krause’s reading 
performance data (DIBELS) 
has risen to among the highest 
in the nation and its Michigan 
Educational Assessment Program 
(MEAP) scores rank well above 
the rest in Macomb County. 
Behavior problems are almost 
nonexistent, and Krause Early 
Elementary is a safe and happy 
place with an atmosphere of 
camaraderie and pride.

These positive results are typical 
for schools involved in the MiBLSi 
program and account for the 
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dramatic growth of the initiative 
over the past eight years. By 
2011, participation increased to 
more than 620 schools across 
45 of Michigan’s 57 intermediate 
school districts (ISDs).

What Is MiBLSi?

MiBLSi is a data-driven, problem-
solving school improvement 
initiative drawing from the Multi-
Tiered System of Support (MTSS) 
and Response to Intervention 
(RtI) models, in which all 
students are screened and 
monitored for successful student  
outcomes. Those needing 
additional assistance receive 
targeted interventions and more 
frequent monitoring.

Because these instructional needs 
are better served when behavior 
issues are at a minimum, 
MiBLSi also includes Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and 
Support (PBIS), another multi-
tiered, early intervention system/
approach.  

Originally designed as a three-
phase program over the course 
of three years, MiBLSi was 
created to support continuous 
improvement through data-based 
decision making. However, the 
original building-based model, 
while effective in the short run, 
would not be sustainable in the 
long run for many schools. In 
addition, it lacked the capacity to 
grow.

In 2011, a new district-based 
model was debuted, which 
provides the infrastructure needed 
to support implementation at all 
levels, thus ensuring sustainability. 
The program’s strength and 
effi cacy comes from its systemic, 
integrated, district-wide approach, 
which creates levels of support 
from schools to districts to the 
state level. 

MiBLSi’s Roots

MiBLSi’s roots go back to 2000 
when a U.S. Department of 
Education, Offi ce of Special 
Education Programs (OSEP) grant 
funded an integrated behavior 
and reading program in fi ve 
demonstration schools in western 
Michigan.

“We were among the fi rst in the 
nation to receive funding for the 
combined approach,” says Steve 
Goodman of Ottawa Area ISD and 
director of MiBLSi. The success of 
this venture led to the creation of 
MiBLSi, which was funded by the 
Michigan Department of Education 
(MDE) and directed by the Offi ce 
of Special Education (OSE).  

In 2003, Macomb ISD, Ottawa 
Area ISD, and Kalamazoo Regional 
Educational Service Agency 
(RESA) were chosen to coordinate 
the program throughout 
the state. They selected 21 
schools (including Krause Early 
Elementary) in ISD-based clusters 
to become Cohort 1, beginning the 
programs in the fall of 2004. 

In the original MiBLSi model, 
implementation was led by a school 
leadership team and facilitated by 
an ISD-level coach selected by the 
school. Beginning in 2006, training 
and technical assistance were 
provided by a regional coordinator, 
also known as a Technical 
Assistance Partner (TAP). However, 
this position was not yet in place 
when Cohort 1 stepped up to the 
starting block in 2004.

After the initial PBIS training 
through the Macomb ISD, the staff 
at Krause Early Elementary was 
essentially on its own. “Getting set 
up was an overwhelming process,” 
says Curry. As the only MiBLSi 
school in the Armada district, 
Krause was a test case of sorts, 
charging into the unknown. “We 
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were the ‘point people’ going 
through a dark tunnel,” says 
Curry. “All of Macomb County was 
learning with us.”  

Focus on Behavior

The fi rst year (phase one) of 
MiBLSi includes a focus on 
universal behavior supports and 
creating behavior expectation 
teaching plans. Because the 
Krause student body call 
themselves “Tigers,” the school 
chose the acronym “ROAR” 
(Respect Others, Act Responsibly) 
as its motivational slogan.

A building leadership team 
(the ROAR team), comprised 
of teachers, parents, and 
administrators, met regularly to 
discuss the expectations they 
were going to stress and how the 
lessons would be implemented.

Additional staff volunteered to 
serve as grade-level leaders, 
meeting with their peers to 
schedule and review the lessons 
in small groups. They then 
trained staff in the lessons and 
set a schedule for implementing 
and monitoring the effectiveness 
of the lessons, as well as devising 
a system of incentives for the 
students.

“The initial set-up was very time 
consuming,” says Curry. “Our 
staff had to create all the videos, 
scripts, and lesson plans needed 
to model appropriate behaviors 
in every situation and get 
everyone on board—this includes 
bus drivers, cafeteria help, and 
specials teachers as well. Part of 
the struggle was getting everyone 
to buy into a whole-building-level 
behavior plan when they were 
accustomed to making their own 
individual classroom plans.”

Today, Krause staff, students, 
and parents agree that the 

ROAR program—and MiBLSi as 
a whole—was well worth that 
huge initial effort. “Because we 
took the time to teach the right 
behaviors, everyone knows 
exactly what’s expected of them 
in every situation, from the 
cafeteria to the hallways to the 
restrooms, even on the bus,” 
says Jan Lee, World Cultures 
teacher. “It takes pressure and 
stress off the students.” And the 
benefi ts don’t stop at school. 
“They bring it home with them,” 
says the mother of a fi rst-grader. 
“My kids are more considerate, 
more responsible. I had to laugh, 
though, when my son cleaned up 
his room and then asked, ‘Do I 
get ROAR points for that?’ ”  

ROAR points are the incentive 
part of the program. Students can 
earn rewards such as stickers, 
pencil sharpeners, or rubber 
bracelets for good behavior. As 
points add up, the student may 
get the chance to broadcast the 
morning announcements or get 
photographed with the principal.

“At fi rst,” says Susan Curry, 
“some staff members felt that 
children should not be rewarded 
for what they should be doing 
anyway. But this helps us 
recognize and motivate students 
who don’t often get much positive 
regard. We make a concerted 
effort to ensure that every 
child gets ROAR tickets—not for 
academics, but for kindness or 
responsibility or making progress 
toward some behavioral goal.”

Since implementing PBIS, the 
behavior at Krause has gone from 
“not bad” to virtually angelic. 

Focus on Reading

The RtI component of MiBLSi also 
led to positive changes at Krause 
Early Elementary, including a 
complete overhaul of the reading 
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curriculum. The school now uses 
only research-based intervention 
strategies, a research-based 
reading core, and other strategies 
recommended by the RtI model. 
Overall, says Curry, “we work 
together as grade-level and 
cross-grade teams to consistently 
gather and review data on 
each child and then plan for, 
implement, track, and review the 
progress of each intervention, 
recording any adjustments we 
need to make to bring success 
to the child.” Despite the 
rough start, MiBLSi has been a 
resounding success.

The New MiBLSi Model

The transition from Krause 
Early Elementary to Krause 
Later Elementary (grades 
3-5) is a quick and easy one, 
both physically (it’s just a few 
steps down the hallway to the 
west wing) and philosophically 
(Krause Later Elementary joined 
with MiBLSi in 2009). Like the 
early elementary, Krause Later 
Elementary has experienced 
gratifying results from its 
implementation of PBIS and RtI.

But where the Cohort 1 school 
struggled through its fi rst year, 
the Cohort 5 school had both the 
help of a TAP and a wealth of 
wisdom and support right next 
door. “Watching them (Early) live 
it for a few years really helped us 
at the onset,” says Krause Later 
Elementary Principal Kurt Sutton. 
“We were able to pick the pieces 
we liked from their experiences 
and make them our own.”  

Although both schools began 
MiBLSi during its original school-
based model, the Early-Later 
Krause relationship illustrates 
some of the benefi ts of the 
new district-level model in a 
microcosm, such as the continuity 
of philosophy between schools, 

the ease of staff transitions, 
and the sharing of successful 
strategies. 

For Sutton’s staff, learning to 
work as a group was an important 
new practice. “Like the early 
elementary, we quickly got into 
having grade-level meetings and 
as a team looked at the data 
to create instructional plans to 
meet particular students’ needs,” 
he says. “This was the most 
important piece of MiBLSi for us.”

The year 2011 marked a major 
change in MiBLSi structure, 
as the initiative changed from 
its original school-by-school 
model to a district-level model. 
Individual schools may no 
longer apply for MiBLSi as 
Krause Early Elementary did 
back in 2003. Instead, ISDs 
and RESAs are encouraged to 
apply for the grant. The ISD/
RESA structure provides a layer 
of support to local districts that 
allows for leveraging resources 
and assistance in developing 
local capacity for establishing 
programs that will endure long 
after the grant period is over. 

“We’re thinking about the future 
here,” says Steve Goodman, 
director of the MiBLSi. “We 
want to build in sustainability. 
It’s a different mindset. We’re 
moving away from ‘three years of 
training, and then you’re on your 
own,’ ” he says.

“With the cohorts established 
in 2011 and beyond [District 
Cohorts 1 and up], the work that 
we had been doing regionally 
and for individual schools is now 
transferred to the ISDs. They 
are now the ones who train and 
coordinate the program in their 
districts, and they’ll be equipped 
to support and sustain the model 
when the grant period is over in 
2017.” 
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Consistency, Reliability, 
and Sustainability

The new model includes leadership 
teams at the local district and/
or ISD levels. These teams are 
comprised of individuals including 
superintendents, special education 
directors, and community leaders 
who can promote funding, 
visibility, and political support 
around the initiative while leading 
and increasing the working 
capacity of the school-wide system 
of supports.

The addition of these new levels 
of support has changed the scope 
of the regional coordinator’s 
responsibilities. Also known as 
the Technical Assistance Partner 
(TAP), this person now serves 
as an implementation specialist, 
providing training and coaching 
for district leadership teams and 
technical support for building 
leadership teams.

The new district model has many 
advantages over the original 
school-based model, most 
notably consistency, fl exibility, 
and sustainability. Since the 
entire school district is likely 
to be involved and have ISD 
support, there is consistency 
throughout the district and across 
grade levels—a unifi ed vision 
from kindergarten through high 
school.

This unifi ed vision promotes 
sharing of successful practices. 
According to Virginia Axon, TAP for 
Region 4 in southeast Michigan, 
“Buildings will share instructional 
strategies and intervention models 
that are getting the best results, 
and the district leadership team 
can then systematize them across 
all the buildings in the district.”
The fl exibility of the new model 
allows schools and local districts 
to phase into the program at any 
level, customizing the training and 

support as needed. For instance, 
middle schools and high schools 
can implement PBIS alone, or 
in combination with the reading 
component, regardless of what 
their “feeder” schools are doing.

Supports are not limited to 
behavior and reading, as in 
the earlier model. According to 
Goodman, “Districts have so 
many other things to focus on—
graduation rates, transition issues, 
math, science—now the districts 
can fold in attention to these other 
areas and apply the strategies 
of data-based decision making 
wherever it’s most helpful.” 

For all who believe in the value of 
MiBLSi, sustainability is the most 
important feature of the district 
model. According to Goodman, 
the previous model’s longevity 
depended on the individual 
school’s level of commitment and 
funding.

“Moving to district implementation 
ensures that it’s an ongoing, 
continuous improvement process 
because the districts have the 
capacity to keep moving forward,” 
says Goodman. “We’re looking 
at the long term. It’s not about 
MiBLSi as a project, it’s about 
helping each school to do this 
type of work. So by investing in 
ISDs, we have the potential to 
reach many more schools—to 
‘scale up’ participation, reach our 
involvement goals, and make the 
positive changes last.”

Implementing MiBLSi at 
the High School Level

When an ISD/RESA applies for 
a MiBLSi grant, it commits to 
implementing the project in at 
least one of its local school districts 
in the fi rst year, expanding to 
60 percent of its districts within 
fi ve years. This does not mean 
that every school within a MiBLSi 



http://focus.cenmi.org Michigan Department of Education

FOCUS Highlights

A look at how Armada Area Schools have developed school-• 
wide support systems in reading and behavior and improved 
student achievement through a MiBLSi grant.
A review of the MiBLSi model and its objectives.• 

Resources

Michigan’s Integrated Behavior and Learning Support 
Initiative (MiBLSi)
http://miblsi.cenmi.org

National Center on Response to Intervention
http://www.rti4success.org/

Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS)
www.pbis.org

RTI Action Network
http://www.rtinetwork.org/

School-wide Information System (SWIS)
www.swis.org

The Center for Educational 
Networking (CEN) is a statewide 
education information network 
that produces and disseminates 
publications and documents related 
to the education of students with 
individualized education programs 
(IEPs).

CEN produces FOCUS on Results 
to offer valuable, up-to-date 
information for special education 
stakeholders, including parents, 
teachers, school administrators, 
counselors, and others.

If you would like to receive email 
updates when new issues of 
FOCUS on Results are available, 
send a request to info@cenmi.org 
or visit http://focus.cenmi.org and 
click on “Email Updates” located 
at the bottom right of the website. 
Here you will also fi nd a link for 
subscribing to the RSS feed.

Download copies of FOCUS on 
Results at:

http://focus.cenmi.org

If you need assistance making this 
publication accessible for a person 
with a visual impairment, or for 
more information or inquiries about 
this document, contact the Center 
for Educational Networking at (888) 
463-7656 or info@cenmi.org.

www.cenmi.org

6

district necessarily participates 
in the program; however, many 
middle schools and a growing 
number of high schools are 
choosing to access the supports 
and guidance the model provides. 

When Macomb ISD joined District 
Cohort 1 in 2011, all schools in 
the Warren Woods school district, 
including Tower High School, came 
on board. After observing PBIS at 
the elementary and middle school 
levels, Assistant Principal Jason 
Ohrt knew that he would need to 
tailor the PBIS component to a 
different age group. “We had to 
make it ‘cool’ to teenagers,” he 
says. Instead of receiving stickers 
and erasers for good behavior, 
for example, Tower students 
can earn gift cards to the school 
store, tickets to school events, or 
backpacks emblazoned with the 
school nickname, “Titan Nation.” 

Ohrt appreciates the focus on 
data-based decision making 

and delights in having statistics 
at his fi ngertips, compliments 
of  SWIS. The numbers suggest 
that positive reinforcement is 
working at Tower, as infractions 
have decreased 32 percent 
overall since last year. “That’s a 
reduction of 687 referrals, which, 
at four minutes each, saves our 
teachers 45 hours of instruction 
overall!” Ohrt marvels.

Monthly meetings and data 
reviews with the district-wide 
MiBLSi team keep the Warren 
Woods schools consistent and 
connected, says Ohrt. “District-
wide involvement has helped us 
be more fl uent from building to 
building on school-wide behavioral 
expectations and academic 
interventions, and the MiBLSi staff 
has been very hands-on in giving 
us whatever help we need,” he 
says. “Teachers are happier; I’m 
happier.” And the students? “I hear 
this comment from kids over and 
over: ‘It just feels better this year.’ ”

Follow the CEN fan page at www.
facebook.com/cenmichigan 
for updates about the MDE, OSE, 
its initiatives, and other special 
education news.


