Schools Attuned:

A Model for Collaborative Intervention

IvOR WEINER AND WENDY W. MURAWSKI

General education faculty involved in inclusive education efforts often lack
the common vocabulary and basic skills needed to comfortably collaborate
with their special education colleagues. This frequently leads to a “mine”
versus “yours” mentality regarding students with special needs. Schools
Attuned, a professional development and service delivery program, is de-
scribed here as a potential model for collaborative intervention. Using
Schools Attuned to perpetuate a three-tier model for support and inter-
vention allows educators to come together with a shared vision, common
principles and language, and additional skills. This article describes Schools
Attuned, identifies its potential role in creating a collaborative atmosphere
for inclusive education, and reviews its limitations and benefits.

n October of 1984, Stainback and Stainback pub-
lished an article entitled “A Rationale for the Mer-
ger of Special and Regular Education.” At the time,
their proposal to merge special and general educa-
tion sparked a fiery debate in academia. Because the
field of special education was still emerging, the Stain-
backs were not able to propose the specific details that
would make such a merger possible (e.g., a shared language
and vision, a set of guiding principles, detailed inter-
ventions). Based on today’s educational climate of inclu-
sive practices, due both to public sentiment as well as to
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
amendments of 1997 and the No Child Left Behind Act
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(NCLB, 2001), their proposal is no longer viewed as rad-
ical. Despite numerous alternatives to segregated special
education placement using a variety of service delivery
models, educators have not been successful in unifying
general and special education as one efficient and effec-
tive system. Certainly, there are many innovative inclusive
techniques and models that have been well developed
(e.g., co-teaching and inclusion facilitation), especially
for working with individuals with mild to moderate dis-
abilities such as learning and behavioral disabilities. Re-
gardless of our best efforts, however, the mine versus
yours mentality is still prevalent in our educational sys-
tem. As more students with disabilities are included in
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the least restrictive environment (LRE) and as high-stakes
testing continues to gain momentum, we propose two
possible scenarios.

First, the divide between special and general educa-
tion might become more divisive as general and special
educators are mandated to unite so that remediation of
academic and social challenges of students with disabili-
ties in inclusive settings can be implemented. Second,
general and special educators will unite willingly and a
new collaborative system of serving students with disabil-
ities will result. While certainly preferable, the latter is
unlikely as it will require a major change in the cultures
of schools. Without a common language, a shared vision,
a set of guiding principles, and powerful intervention
strategies a unified system of education is, at best, diffi-
cult. With two separate educational systems, general ed-
ucators will continue to feel marginalized as they attempt
to include students with disabilities in their classrooms.
Special educators will continue to feel excluded and frus-
trated as they try to provide the LRE for students with
disabilities.

There is hope, however. Dr. Mel Levine has proposed
a new philosophy of working with students with learning
difficulties that provides opportunities for exactly what
is needed in today’s educational environment. This vision
includes what was lacking previously, namely a common
language, shared vision, set of guiding principles, and pow-
erful intervention strategies. More important, his model,
called Schools Attuned, provides educators with a delivery
system that is highly feasible and provides both general
and special educators with the tools needed to collabora-
tively serve students with learning difficulties. We con-
tend that the Schools Attuned program is exactly the type
of impetus needed to engage general and special educa-
tors in truly collaborative and inclusive forward action
for working with all students. In addition, we propose that
Schools Attuned provides a framework that can be used
to implement a three-tiered model of intervention. This
three-tiered model can enhance special and general edu-
cation collaboration and has the potential to result in more
effective methods of providing services for students with
and without disabilities in general education classes.

Schools Attuned

Definition and Philosophy

Schools Attuned is a professional development program
designed around the work of Dr. Mel Levine and imple-
mented through the All Kinds of Minds Institute
(www.allkindsofminds.org). As a pediatrician, Dr. Levine
has focused his academic inquiry on observing how
students learn and on significant discoveries in neuro-
science. His neurodevelopmental approach is based on
more than 25 years of research on brain-based learning

(Rubin, 2002). These years of research with students led
Dr. Levine to develop the philosophy that 4/ students
learn differently based on how their brains are “wired.”

Embedded into the Schools Attuned service delivery
program are nine principles that have resulted from his
years of study:

1. view the learner’s neurodevelopmental diversity in
a positive way;

2. value and stress the developmental nature of the
learner’s profiles;

3. be specific in understanding the learner’s strengths
and weaknesses;

4. avoid labeling and emphasizing the phenomena that
the learner exhibits;

5. collaborate among all the stakeholders in the
learner’s life, including the professional, the parents,
and the learner;

6. reinforce the learner’s strengths and affinities and
remediate the learner’s weaknesses;

7. make the learner aware of his or her learning
challenges, as well as strengths and affinities;

8. instruct the learner about how he or she learns while
engaged in academic subjects;

9. help the learner see his or her potential for a produc-
tive and gratifying life (Levine, 2002).

Most educators would certainly agree that these principles
are foundational for both special and general educators.
Certainly, schools today are facing increasing numbers of
diverse students who exhibit an array of learning needs,
not merely those individuals with identified disabilities.
Engaging in dialogue around these principles is a first
step to ensuring that all persons involved in collaboration
and inclusion are sharing a common vision for their school
in terms of the way students are viewed, treated, and
taught.

Training

The All Kinds of Minds Institute has provided profes-
sional development training in the Schools Attuned model
since 1987 (Rubin, 2002). To date, more than 19,000 ed-
ucators have been trained nationally; in fact, North Car-
olina and Oklahoma have both adopted Schools Attuned
as statewide initiatives. Currently, in order to be trained
in the Schools Attuned model, in-service faculty (i.e.,
teachers who are already in the field) can volunteer to
attend the weeklong training. Training programs are com-
monly dictated by administrators and those in district of-
fices but not with Schools Attuned. Participants are asked
to volunteer to attend the 35-hour training and to com-
mit to being involved with ongoing support in this area.
Once training is completed, ongoing consultation is pro-
vided via an assigned mentor who is able to come directly
to schools to work with the trained teachers. Participants
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also have access to online support
(www.schoolsattuned. org) and are
asked to complete a case study
assignment (through an online
practicum) to be certified. Re-
union or refresher meetings
are also scheduled through-

out the year following the
training.

During the training, partic-
ipants (predominantly general
and special education faculty,
but increasingly involving ad-
ministrators, school psycholo-
gists, and other school-based
personnel) learn about the princi-
ples of Schools Attuned and are then
introduced to the eight neurodevelop-
mental constructs and their impact on stu-
dent learning. Levine (2002) asserted that students
should not be viewed as having disabilities in learning.
Instead, by looking at the various neurodevelopmental
constructs, he claims that all students are simply “wired
differently,” thus each individual child learns in a unique
way. This philosophy is what led to Schools Attuned and
is the underpinning of Dr. Levine’s best-selling books,
entitled A Mind at a Time (2002) and The Myth of Laziness
(2003).

Once participants are introduced to the neurodevel-
opmental constructs and the way in which they manifest
themselves in individual learners, the facilitators teach
participants how to use specially designed protocols to
involve parents, teachers, and students in an assessment
and diagnostic process. These protocols allow faculty to
attune a student—Dbasically, a process designed to ascer-
tain how that student learns and what strengths and areas
of need the student has—based on input from the stu-
dent, a family member, and the teachers. Although this is
an elaborate and somewhat time-consuming process, fa-
cilitators have emphasized that teachers are not encour-
aged to “attune” every one of their students, merely those
for whom additional information is needed.

Following instruction on the attuning process, par-
ticipants are then provided with extensive handbook re-
sources (which they can take back to their schools) that
provide numerous strategies for working with students
with different learning needs. The resource notebook and
the facilitators have emphasized focusing on students’
strengths rather than focusing primarily on students’ areas
of weakness. In addition, a primary focus of the training
and the strategies provided are to reassure teachers that
all children learn in different ways and powered by that
knowledge, the training, and the additional strategies, fac-
ulty can work with all students to enhance their learning,
rather than rely on the method of referring and placing
students in special education for remediation or retention.
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Another key aspect of the training
is the notion of demystification, a
process by which faculty work to
help students understand their

own learning process. By teach-
ing students what their per-
sonal areas of strengths and
needs are and what compen-
satory strategies they can use

to help maximize their own
learning, faculty are empower-
ing students to be self-advocates.
For many students, demystification

removes the shame felt due to a

lack of success in school. It also helps

students understand that all minds
are unique and that their affinities,
strengths, and challenges are best suited to

certain pathways in life. As Levine pointed

out in the beginning of the book A Mind at a Time

(2002),

Planet earth is inhabited by all kinds of people who have
all kinds of minds. The brain of each human is quite
unique. Some minds are wired to create symphonies and
sonnets, while others are fitted out to build bridges, high-
ways, and computers; design airplanes and road systems;
drive trucks and taxicabs; seek cures for breast cancer and
hypertension. (p. 13)

Implications for Collaboration

Participants who attend the training emerge with a shared
vision and common language based on the neurodevel-
opmental constructs, a set of nine guiding principles, and
a number of practical and useful strategies that can be used
with all students. These strategies are valuable tools that
can be easily and unobtrusively used in an inclusive class.
Being able to discuss learners in terms of their strengths
and neurodevelopmental constructs provides faculty with
common vocabulary so that colleagues do not feel mar-
ginalized by their lack of knowledge regarding jargon or
specific expertise. No longer would general education
faculty feel compelled to refer a student for special edu-
cation services due to a “visual-motor integration deficit”
simply because the teacher did not know what that means.
Being able to describe a student’s learning process em-
powers faculty to demystify that student so that the
teacher can then work collaboratively with the student to
identify tactics for helping the student to improve his or
her own success in the classroom, without first resorting
to stigmatizing pullout services. General and special ed-
ucation faculty can also engage in collaborative dialogue
regarding all students, both with and without disabilities,
increasing the consultative aspects of the special educa-
tor’s role and allowing him or her to assist more students
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through this type of indirect collaborative support. Gen-
eral education faculty can be more open to this type of
consultative interaction because they will be informed
participants in the shared conversation, rather than re-
cipients of the special education teacher’s advice and dic-
tates.

Schools Attuned as a Collaborative
Intervention Model

Levels of Intervention

We propose that Schools Attuned be viewed as a three-
tier model with teachers responding at various levels of
intervention based on individual students’ needs. This is
similar to the levels of intervention in the schoolwide dis-
cipline model originally proposed by Walker and col-
leagues (Sprague & Walker, 1996; Walker et al., 1996),
who have demonstrated efficacy in decreasing rates of of-
fice referrals and suspensions; most important, research
clearly demonstrates that positive school climates result
from schoolwide efforts (Rosen & Jackman, 2000). The
schoolwide discipline model also provides for a shared vi-
sion, a common language, and a set of guiding principles
that unite all stakeholders (i.e., general and special edu-
cation teachers, school psychologists, counselors, admin-
istrative leadership, support staff, families).

Walker and colleagues (1996) described a three-tier
level of intervention for improving the general climate of
the school as well as addressing students with more in-
tense behavior challenges. The first tier of primary inter-
vention provides schoolwide expectations and general
guidance to all students so a positive school climate can
be reached. The primary intervention is also a first line of
defense against inappropriate behavior and is a proactive
approach to encouraging appropriate behavior. Accord-
ing to a large body of research (e.g., Horner, Sugai, &
Horner, 2000; Lewis & Sugai, 1999; Sugai, Sprague, Hor-
ner, & Walker, 2000; Todd, Horner, Sugai, & Colvin,
1999), these primary guidelines and rules encourage a ma-
jority of students to adhere to the set behavioral criteria.
A second ter of support is provided in the guise of addi-
tional, more stringent support for those individuals who
were not able to follow the most basic rules. This sec-
ondary level of support is able to work for students who
need more intensive intervention than the primary tier.
For a small number of students who have more critical
behavioral needs, a tertdary tier offers highly specialized
and tailored interventions. This occasionally takes place
in a special education classroom or other specially de-
signed environment.

Because Schools Attuned interventions can be aligned
with levels of intervention (all students, a few students, and
the individual student), we propose it be used in a fashion
similar to the Walker et al. (1996) levels of behavior inter-

vention (see Figure 1). If it is implemented in a school-
wide systematic manner, general and special education fac-
ulty can adopt the shared principles, language, vision,
and basic strategies in the first tier of intervention. By fo-
cusing on instruction that addresses how students learn
(i-e., the neurodevelopmental constructs), general educa-
tors will be able to adjust their lessons so the unique minds
of their students have the opportunity for greater acade-
mic success. For the students, this can result in an increase
of self-esteem, prosocial behaviors, and learning. We hy-
pothesize that this collaboration will address the needs of
the majority of students, both with and without disabili-
ties. If a majority of students were supported through this
shared model, fewer students would need the additional
time and resources required by the secondary and tertiary
levels.

For those students who are still experiencing diffi-
culties with learning tasks despite the primary level of
intervention, the secondary tier of support would be im-
plemented. This tier consists of the general education
teacher meeting with a team of individuals (e.g., Schools
Attuned specialist; special education teacher; student,
when appropriate; family members; school psychologist)
to discuss the concerns of the teachers. This meeting would
be a prime opportunity for general education teachers to
work collaboratively and proactively with a colleague
trained as a Schools Attuned specialist. The specialist can
share additional information on the application of the neu-
rodevelopmental constructs and interventions. For exam-
ple, teachers and parents could complete the requisite
interview protocols and then engage in developing a spe-
cialized plan that focuses on the student’s strengths and
academic or behavioral challenges. Together, various team
members could identify strategies that could be used in
the general education classroom to bolster the student in
needed areas. Special educators could provide additional
assistance in the form of consultation, strategies, resources,
materials, or presence through co-teaching, in-class sup-
port, or paraprofessional assistance. At this level, the stu-
dent would not go through the whole attuning process.
Educators might collaborate with parents to discuss the
neurodevelopmental constructs and to identify some areas
of strength and need without actually fully attuning the
student. The main point is for the team to share its com-
mon vision, terminology, principles, and interventions. A
team approach is highlighted, and the student continues
to be served in the general education setting.

For those students whose needs are not being met
through the primary and secondary levels of support, the
tertiary tier is necessary. This tier consists of a compre-
hensive Schools Attuned assessment, which can be con-
ducted by one or more of the trained team members. The
results would then be shared with the rest of the team.
Based on the results of the attuning process, the team ad-
justs the current plan of intervention (developed at the
secondary support meeting). Because attuning a student
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Special
Education
Referral

T

T

TERTIARY- LEVEL 3

Full Attuning Process Students served in
Individual Student GENERAL
EDUCATION

SECONDARY - LEVEL 2
Partial Attuning Process and
Collaboration with all Stakeholders
Few Students

PRIMARY - LEVEL 1
General & Special Education Teachers Collaboratively Reflect Schools
Attuned Philosophy in Lectures and Delivery of General Education
Curriculum to Inclusive Classes of Heterogeneous Learners
All Students

Figure 1. Proposed Schools Attuned primary, secondary, tertiary tiers. SA = Schools Attuned. Adapted
from “Integrated approaches to preventing antisocial behavior patterns among school-age children
and youth,” by H. M. Walker, R. H. Horner, G. Sugai, M. Bullis, J. R. Sprague, D. Bricker, et al., 1996,
Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 4(4), pp. 194-209. Copyright 1996 by PRO-ED. Adapted

with permission.

can be time-intensive, not every student with mild learn-
ing or behavioral concerns will make it to this tertiary
tier. In addition, the collaboration of educators and stake-
holders would be greatly beneficial in ensuring that stu-
dents’ needs are met once the attuning process has been
completed.

Once a student has been through the primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary levels of the schoolwide Schools At-
tuned process with little to no success, we recommend
moving to a formal referral to the student study team (or
prereferral team) so additional strategies can be suggested
in yet another collaborative venue. That team could also
decide if additional assessments are necessary to deter-
mine if special education services are warranted. If so, the
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student would participate in additional psychoeduca-
tional assessments and, if justified, would be referred for
special education services. Because of the collaborative
aspects of the secondary and tertiary levels of support, it
can be assumed that special education faculty would be
more aware of these students’ specific needs and, thus,
more able to work with them in specific areas. In these
few cases, a continuum of services offered in a variety of
placements—to include some smaller class settings—may
be appropriate for a minor number of students. With the
design of this collaborative model, however, it is pre-
sumed that this type of segregated setting would be lim-
ited and reserved for few in number. It is also important
to note that this particular intervention strategy is not in
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line with Levine’s philosophy, which does not endorse la-
beling students or identifying disabilities.

However, we suggest that although the three tiers are
preferable and optimal, there are a significant number of
educators and family members who would argue that
eliminating special education services altogether might
undo much of the work that has been done since IDEA
was first enacted in 1975 (then, Education for All Hand-
icapped Children Act) to meet the specific needs of indi-
viduals with disabilities. This would be a radical step in the
wrong direction. Thus, although we are advocating a more
active collaboration and integration of the two systems
(general and special education), we are not promoting an
absolute elimination of the special education system in
favor of a complete and total merger of the two systems.

Benefits of a Collaborative Intervention Model

Clearly, using a three-tier model based on the Schools
Attuned training and principles enables faculty to engage
in the type of collaborative discourse often missing in
schools. General and special educators are valued for their
particular areas of expertise, but having these individuals
collaborate without providing a framework from which
to begin is optimistic at best. The framework is a way by
which faculty can then use their specific areas of expertise
and experience to start the collaborative process. Schools
Attuned in no way usurps the special educator/specialist’s

we must value our students’ strengths,
encourage their affinities, and be
tolerant of the diversity and
differences of each student’s mind

role; the level of information provided regarding neu-
rodevelopmental constructs is preliminary and can only
be enhanced by the additional knowledge and skills that
the special educator/specialist brings to the interaction.
In fact, in the long run, specialists may find themselves
acting in the role of facilitator, mentor, trainer, profes-
sional developer, or even taking university coursework on
applied neuroscience to increase their levels of knowl-
edge in the Schools Attuned model.

Designing a three-tier model of intervention will also
encourage faculty to address academic and behavioral con-
cerns as a puzzle—a challenge to decipher regarding how
the student is learning—as opposed to merely a sign that
the student needs to be removed from the general educa-
tion classroom. With NCLB (2001) and the IDEA amend-
ments (1997), the laws have made it clear that the general
education classroom is considered the least restrictive en-

vironment for the majority of students and that standards-
based education and high expectations are essential for
all students, with and without identified disabilities. This
three-tier model for collaborative intervention, using
Schools Attuned as its base, enables faculty to see how a
school is making systemic change in its thinking about
how students will be supported; in addition, it allows fac-
ulty to see how they are personally being supported in
their professional development for meeting these stu-
dents’ needs.

Limitations

Currently, Schools Attuned is a model that lacks the
weight of sufficient scientific and empirical data, an issue
that is of concern to even the most open-minded of edu-
cators. However, three major studies of experimental and
multiple-subject designs are currently under way. These
data will most probably raise more questions than an-
swers as we believe that true human disposition and atti-
tudes are very difficult to quantify. A paradigm shift in
thinking and teacher attitude takes persistence, steady
progress, and a culture or system change in schools.

As trained Schools Attuned participants and teacher
educators, we are personally convinced that the true
value in this model lies not in the interventions, which
look very similar to techniques frequently taught in spe-
cial education coursework, but in the message that we
must value our students’ strengths, encourage their
affinities, and be tolerant of the diversity and differences
of each student’s mind. We are not calling for a radical-
ization of special and general education by advocating
that Schools Attuned replace our current way of educat-
ing students. A reasonable individual could not argue
against a unifying philosophy that gives educators the
means to:

¢ add valuable information to their already existing
repertoire of tools,

* increase their understanding of their students’
learning,

¢ enhance their appreciation of their students’ unique
talents, and

* use interventions that respect both the students’
strengths and challenges.

We believe educators would agree that if this is truly the
end result, we may not need voluminous amounts of data
produced by experimental research designs to validate
our beliefs prior to implementing the process.

The ultimate question is whether or not we have time
to engage in debate and wait until the results are in be-
fore we act. Our schools currently act as collision courses
for many students who don’t seem to find their place in
these high-stakes testing environments and who suffer
poor self-concept on a daily basis. Dr. Levine’s philosophy

VoL. 40, No. 5, May 2005 289

Downloaded from isc.sagepub.com at CALIFORNIA ST UNIV NORTHRIDGE on March 25, 2015


http://isc.sagepub.com/

and the Schools Attuned model encourage all stakehold-
ers to participate in the process of supporting students
with their academic, social, and emotional needs. Levine
is not proposing expensive and highly prescriptive read-
ing or math curricula nor is he advocating the complete
overhaul of schools. The three-tier approach using Le-
vine’s model as its base further enhances a school system’s
effort to deliver efficient and effective instruction for all
students.

The merger of special and general education as pro-
posed by Stainback and Stainback (1984) was once a radi-
cal notion that did not provide any real options or details.
Those authors should be commended for writing an ar-
ticle that warned about the dangers of the growth of
special education as its own empire. Dr. Levine’s model
proposes that educators serve all students before they reach
special education, and he provides a real opportunity for
general and special education to unite in a way that has
never been possible before. Current educational environ-
ments are ripe for true collaboration and long-lasting
change based on a common language, a shared vision, a
set of guiding principles, and best practice interventions.
K-12 students and their teachers can be so much more
successful with this collaborative philosophy, the clear
levels of intervention, and the increased capacity of un-
derstanding and tolerance of students’ minds. Our pro-
posal does not promote eliminating special education but
rather enhancing general education for a majority of stu-
dents and making placement in special education the last
resort for a few. Using Schools Attuned to make this hap-
pen is just good common sense.
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