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Podcast #14: Did You Know Every Child Is A Triangle? 
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Hi, fellow Early Childhood Solutionaries. This is Kristie, and today we're diving deep 
into one of my mantras. That mantra is “every child is a triangle”.  
 
Let me back up a little bit. Many years ago we were all running around trying to figure 
out what “triangles” meant. For those of you who have been immersed in Response 
to Intervention (RtI), you understand why we're talking about this one particular 
shape of a triangle. For those of you who have moved beyond RtI, or have moved or 
extended into multi-tiered systems of support- even for some of you who have 
moved into squares or Venn diagrams and are no longer hung up in the triangle- this 
mantra that “every child is a triangle” really has its roots here. When we in early 
childhood were really coming to our thoughts about what RtI is, there were these two 
camps. I think to this day there are still two camps. Is RtI really a response to 
intervention, this way of gating kids through an eligibility process, or is it quality 
instruction? 
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[00:02:00] 

Parker Palmer would say it's “both and”. For many of us, we landed in the camp of 
looking at quality instruction and wanting to talk about what tiered or differentiated 
instruction might look like. Many years back now we wrote a joint paper. We, being 
the Division for Early Childhood, the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children, and the National Head Start Association. We got together to really talk 
about what does RtI, or response to intervention, look like in early childhood? A little 
before then, my dear colleague Dr. Jennifer Grisham Brown from the University of 
Kentucky and I had been trying to figure out some of these same questions around 
quality instruction, particularly in inclusive settings or in PreK settings where by 
default you have children with diverse abilities. 
 

 
 
 
 
[00:02:30] 

Jennifer and I were working on a curriculum framework and we started talking about 
this acronym which came from another dear colleague, Lynn Sullivan in Texas. That 
acronym was ASAP- Assessment; Scope and Sequence; Activities and Instruction; and 
Progress Monitoring (which sometimes we call performance monitoring). So that's 
ASAP. We were really talking about this framework, asking, what is a quality 
curriculum? Not getting too hung up in the word curriculum, we really wanted people 
to think of the word “framework”. Jennifer and I worked on this paper with many 
other colleagues from the National Head Start Association, the National Association 
for the Education of Young Children, and the Division for Early Childhood, and really 
tried to unpack what does RtI or a response to intervention look like in an early 
childhood setting? 
 

[00:03:00] 
 
 
 

Again, the place we landed was really around quality instruction. Jennifer is much 
better with oral history than I am, so that's the best I can do to recollect where we 
were at the time. Some of the debates revolved around questions such as, what is 
tiered, what isn't tiered, and what happens at a tier? Can you match a tiered outcome 
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with a tiered instructional approach? Let's say you have a Tier One need, is there a set 
of evidence that suggests this is a Tier One strategy? Over time, Jennifer and I landed 
on the mantra, which is “every child is a triangle”, with the triangle coming from this 
history of RtI. The child became the focus of our problem-solving, our instructional 
decision planning, this idea of the whole child. Beyond the label, beyond the needs, 
beyond whether this is eligibility or instruction, this thinking was dynamic and 
complex, and we had to really think about that how children’s needs changed as the 
demands of the situation changed. 
 

 
 
 
 
[00:04:30] 

I couldn't say, “here I have a kid who's a Tier One kid, and this kid is a Tier Three kid” 
because really, depending on the demands of the situation, the kid who was a Tier 
One (whatever that meant) could become a Tier Three (whatever that meant). The 
analogy that I use, with us as adults if you haven't heard it before, is to think about 
your skills as a driver. The first and foremost thing that you have to think about is, are 
you a good driver? Well, this gets complicated because what is good? Who decides 
what is good? Who decides at what point you are good? Were you good when you 
first got your driver's permit? Are you good now that you have corrective lenses 
(meaning glasses)? Are you good only if it's not dark? 
 

 
[00:05:00] 

It became this subjective, contextual question about who had a need and who didn't. 
That is not even to mention the motivation factor. For example, I am an okay driver. 
I've never had a speeding ticket (knock on wood). I also drive slowly. I drive some 
people crazy. I don't see well at night or when it's dark and if I'm distracted. I don't 
like to drive. My motivation isn't there. If someone will drive me, I will choose not to 
drive. What am I? Am I a Tier One? A Tier Two? A Tier Three? Or just lazy? 
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It became this complex question about whether you can really be a Tier One kid (or a 
Tier Two or a Tier Three), or rather, whether you are a triangle. Depending on the 
demands of the situation, you vary the needs of support that you require or would 
benefit from. Again, even though we were trying to come up with an answer 
regarding what tiered instructional looks like and we were writing this paper for DEC 
on Response to Intervention, we really came down to thinking about the “what”. In 
other words, the thing that you were learning, the thing that you expect, the 
outcome. And again I'm trying to move away from “outcome” but I don't have a good 
replacement behavior for myself yet. I do love the word “experiences”. What 
experiences do you want? I think right now you'll understand it the best if I say, what 
outcomes do you want for a kid? What do they "need" to learn or have support 
around? 
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We started to say that those “what's” will change as you move in and around 
different situations. What my friends here in Iowa often say is, "What's your’ what’?" 
At any given moment, a child who may look like they have tons of needs and are 
really low functioning might really surprise you and be able to do uppercase and 
lowercase letters and write their name or eat without support. Where are you then? 
You're functioning in some skills on target and other skills you're clearly off target. 
That's where this mantra of “every child is a triangle” really began to take some 
meaning for me, which was that it wasn't the kid that was at a tier. To be honest, it's 
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not even the instructional strategy that is at a tier. Jennifer and I will talk about 
modeling which often times is thought of as a Tier One strategy. I can model with 
greater frequency, greater intentionality, greater individualization which would make 
it look like a Tier Two or Tier Three strategy. 
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[00:08:30] 

It really comes down to what is it that you want to be teaching? What is the 
experience that you want the child to be gaining? What is it that you want to see the 
child doing so that they can fully participate, be fully engaged, be fully independent to 
their own degree? Once you know the “what” then you can say, "Okay, how far off is 
that what from general age expectations or general grade expectations?" Again, we 
know that the older children get (and by older I even mean 3 years of age), the more 
variable development is. I can't really say all 3 year olds will have “this” at a certain 
time. We do have some general expectations that come from our standards, that 
come from our curriculum-based assessments, or even just district-wide policies or 
cultural norms in a community. What is it that we think 3s, 4s, and 5s should be 
doing? 
 

 
 
 
 
[00:09:00] 

Once we know that and we say, "Okay, what are you struggling with?”, that can then 
become something that most would call a Tier Two. Tier Two is all about why you're 
struggling, what has stalled, what can I jump start? What do you need some support 
for? The “what” is what's different. I don't just give you more support. I don't just 
change the type of support. I don't just change the size of the group. I don't just 
change the quantity of things you have to label, or match, or count. I actually change 
the “what”. The expectation and the outcome is very different as I move up these 
tiers that we've all come to know. The common outcome is not just watered down. 
It's not just shifted. It's not just lessened in quantity. It's not just the kid is getting 
more support around the Tier One. 
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It's actually a different outcome. The further the child is away from the common 
expectation or the universal thing that we think all kids should be knowing and doing, 
even if they don't do it beautifully, it's still a way of them making their way through it. 
That's great. They'll fall, they'll stumble, they'll struggle. They're 3. When we figure 
out that a kid is missing a foundational prerequisite skill, or there's a barrier that's 
keeping them from learning anything, then we start to think, "Wow, there's really 
something different I teach." Within the same activity, within the same experience, 
within the same interaction, I will be teaching different “what's”. That is why my 
friends in Iowa call it, "What's your ‘what’?" At any given time, especially if I have a 
group of kids, even if that group is two or three or four or 18, I need to be able to talk 
about “what's your what” in that situation. And when we shift gears to another 
experience or activity, your “what” shifts along with it because “every child is a 
triangle.” 
 

 
 
 
 
[00:11:00] 

Hopefully that helps you understand this idea. Maybe it doesn’t help you figure out 
the magic of intervening and supporting all of these “little triangles” that are running 
around, but hopefully it makes sense where that mantra came from. And that we 
then go, "Okay, if I'm going to differentiate the ‘what’ I need to differentiate the 
‘how’. Then perhaps more importantly I need to differentiate the data collection or 
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the progress monitoring as well." There's still some debate as to whether we should 
go back to our acronym of ASAP: Assessment; Scope and Sequence; Activities and 
Instruction; and Progress Monitoring or Performance Monitoring, if all of those are 
tiered. 
 

 
[00:11:30] 

Jennifer and I talk a lot about whether or not assessment is really tiered or if 
assessment is multi-layered. So you have observation, interviews, testing to some 
extent. You use different measures across time, people and events. But everybody 
gets this sort of initial bookend, this initial baseline, this initial look. Then once I start 
studying where your needs are, and what you need to be learning, then your 
performance monitoring is tiered to match so that if you're in a common outcome I 
will only do progress monitoring two or three times a year. 
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If you're in a targeted outcome where you're struggling, I might do something weekly 
or monthly. Just for a short duration because it's temporary. Then if you have an 
individualized outcome I might collect more frequent data that really helps guide 
instruction because you're different from event to event, person to person, day to 
day. That's where it gets more complicated in the actual art of addressing that 
concept of “every child is a triangle”. Initially, we need to embrace this mantra so that 
we understand that the tiering is first and foremost the expectation or the outcome, 
not the child, the group, or the setting. 
 

 
 
 
[00:13:00] 

As always, I would love to come to your district or program for the opportunity to 
connect with you to train, to encourage other inspired educators just like you. Feel 
free to contact me at KristiePF.com to learn more. For sure, as always, I thank you 
Solutionaries for all that you do to help children thrive in school and in life. 
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