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How To: Define Academic Problems: The First Step in Effective 
Intervention Planning 
 
Students who struggle with academic deficits do not do so in isolation. Their difficulties are played out in the larger 
context of the school environment and curriculum—and represent a ‘mismatch’ between the characteristics of the 
student and the instructional demands of the classroom (Foorman & Torgesen, 2001). It may surprise educators to 
learn that the problem-identification step is the most critical for matching the student to an effective intervention 
(Bergan, 1995). Problem identification statements should be defined in clear and specific terms sufficient to pass ‘the 
stranger test’ (Howell, Hosp, & Kurns, 2008). That is, the student problem can be judged as adequately defined if a 
person with no background knowledge of the case and equipped only with the problem-identification statement can 
observe the student in the academic setting and know with confidence when the problem behavior is displayed and 
when it is not.  
 
Here are recommendations for increasing teacher capacity to frame student skills in relation to curriculum 
requirements, describe student academic problems in specific terms, and generate a hypothesis about why the 
problem is occurring. 
 
1. Know the Common Core.  Academic abilities can best be described in terms of the specific curriculum skills or 

knowledge that students are required to demonstrate. The Common Core State Standards for English Language 
Arts and Mathematics are an excellent starting point. Teachers should have a firm grasp of the Common Core 
standards for ELA and Math at their instructional grade level. They should also know those standards extending 
to at least two grades below the current grade to allow them to better match students who are off-level 
academically to appropriate intervention strategies. 
 

2. Describe the academic problem in specific, skill-based terms with a meaningful instructional context 
(Batsche et al., 2008; Upah, 2008). Write a clear, brief description of the academic skill or performance deficit 
that focuses on a specific skill or performance area. Include information about the conditions under which the 
academic problem is observed and typical or expected level of performance.  
 
 Conditions. Describe the environmental conditions or task demands in place when the academic problem is 

observed.  
 Problem Description. Describe the actual observable academic behavior with which the student has 

difficulty. If available, include specifics about student performance, such as rate of work, accuracy, or other 
relevant quantitative information. 

 Typical or Expected Level of Performance. Calculate a typical or expected performance criterion for this skill 
or behavior. Typical or expected academic performance can be calculated using a variety of sources, such 
as benchmark norms, local (classroom) norms, or expert opinion. 

 
Academic Problems: Sample Definitions 
Environmental 
Conditions or Task 
Demands 

Problem Description Typical or Expected Level of 
Performance 

When completing a 
beginning-level algebra 
word problem… 
 

…Ann is unable to translate that 
word problem into an equation with 
variables… 
 

…while most peers in her class 
have mastered this skill. 

During social studies 
large-group instruction… 

…Franklin attends to instruction an 
average of 45% of the time… 

… while peers in the same room 
attend to instruction an average of 
85% of the time. 
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For science homework… 
 

… Tye turns in assignments an 
average of 50% of the time… 
 

… while the classroom median 
rate of homework turned in is 
90%. 

On weekly 30-minute in-
class writing 
assignments… 
 

… Angela produces compositions 
that average 145 words… 

…while a sampling of peer 
compositions shows that the 
typical student writes an average 
of 254 words. 

 
3. Develop a hypothesis statement to explain the academic skill or performance problem.  The hypothesis 

states the assumed reason(s) or cause(s) for the student’s academic problems. Once it has been developed, the 
hypothesis statement acts as a compass needle, pointing toward interventions that most logically address the 
student academic problems. Listed below are common reasons for academic problems. Note that more than one 
hypothesis may apply to a particular student (e.g., a student may have both a skill deficit and a motivation 
deficit).  
 

Academic Problems: Possible Hypotheses & Recommendations (Adapted from Haring et al., 1978). 
Hypothesis Recommendation 

 Skill Deficit. The student has not yet 
acquired the skill.  

Provide direct, explicit instruction to acquire the skill. 
Reinforce the student for effort and accuracy.  

 Fluency Deficit. The student has acquired 
the basic skill but is not yet proficient.  

Provide opportunities for the student to practice the 
skill and give timely performance feedback. 
Reinforce the student for fluency as well as 
accuracy. 

 Retention Deficit.  The student can 
acquire the skill but has difficulty retaining 
it over an extended period. 

Give the student frequent opportunities for practice 
to entrench a skill and help the student to retain it 
over time. Begin by scheduling more numerous 
practice episodes within a short time ('massed 
review') to promote initial fluency and then 
strengthen longer-term skill retention by scheduling 
additional periodic review ('distributed review') 
across longer spans of several weeks or more. 

 Endurance Deficit. The student can do the 
skill but engages in it only for brief 
periods. 

Consider these ideas to boost endurance:  
 In structuring lessons or independent work, 

gradually lengthen the period of time that the 
student spends in skills practice or use.  

 Have the student self-monitor active 
engagement in skill-building activities--setting 
daily, increasingly ambitious work goals and 
then tracking whether he or she successfully 
reaches those goals. 

 Generalization Deficit. The student 
possesses the basic skill but fails to use it 
across appropriate situations or settings. 

Train the student to identify the relevant 
characteristics of situations or settings when the skill 
should be used. Provide incentives for the student to 
use the skill in the appropriate settings. 

 Motivation (Performance) Deficit. The 
student is capable of performing the skill 
and can identify when use of the skill is 
appropriate—but nonetheless is not 
motivated to use the skill. 

Use various strategies to engage the student in the 
skill (e.g., select high-interest learning activities; 
offer incentives to the student for successful use of 
the skill, etc.). 
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