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ABSIRACT 

I he pre-rclerral process, if coiiiplclcd correctly, is the most important tool school 

districts can utili/c lo keep students in the general education classroom learning alongside 

their general education peers. Often the prc-rcferral process is misused and 

misunderstood. Too often school districts use the pre-referral process as a screening 

mechanism ultimateh ending in e\ aluation for special education services. Erroneously, 

teachers and administrators often see the pre-referral process as the entry into special 

education w hen actually the goal of the pre-referral process is to keep students in the 

general education setting with the modifications needed to be successful alongside their 

peers. 

The purpose of this study is to investigate, delve into, and begin to understand the 

experiences that parents of children with special needs have had with the pre-referral 

process. The pre-referral process is not mandated by federal law. However, the most 

recent re-authorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) stresses 

that parents should be highly engaged within all processes surrounding the educafion of 

students with disabilities. New Mexico interpreted the language in IDEA as a mandate to 

provide a structured pre-referral process prior to considering students for special 

education evaluation. 

As the pre-referral process continues to grow, school districts have relied heavily 

on information provided by educators and administrators involved to make adjustments 

to the process. The player in the process that has been neglected is the parent. School 
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districts must invest the time and energy to understand the experiences parents have had 

w ith the new process lo fully dc\ clop a collaborative, successful, and productive process. 

In the this slud>,inler\ icws, obscr\alions, and side-by-side interactions with 

parents will expand the limited a\ ailable research with multiple dimensions and allow the 

researcher to build a composite of information that will illustrate and describe the 

perceptions and experiences of parents as they maneuvered their way through the pre-

refenal process. Upon completing the research, school districts will have the ability to 

utilize the infonnation lo better develop and engage parental participation in the pre-

referral process. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The persistent determination of parents of children with special needs has helped 

the field of special education c\ol\e into what it is today. Prior to any government 

legislation or regulations, it w as parents and advocate agencies fighting on behalf of 

parents that w ere filling the court systems with eases involving children with special 

needs and their inherent right to an education in the United States public school systems. 

In 19~ 1. four years prior to the Education for All Handicapped Children 's Act. P.L. 94-

142 (197.">), the P.4RC v. Pennsylvania case was beginning to send vibrations throughout 

the United Slates public schools. Parents of children with mental retardation were 

represented b\ the Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Citizens in a litigious fight to 

gain public school access for their children diagnosed with mental retardation. 

In the thirty-two years since the PARC case, parents have engaged in legal debate 

and ha\'e continued to win unlimited access to a 'free and appropriate education' for their 

children w ith disabilities. With each re-authorization of the Education for All 

Handicapped Children 's Act now called the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA), litigation evoked by parents has been used in the re-writing of not only the law, 

but also the subsequent enforceable federal regulations. Even though parents have 

ultimately acted as change-agents in the laws and regulations regarding education of 

students with disabilities, the inclusion of parents in many of the decision-making 

processes that make up special education has been neglected. Until very 



recently, w ith the rcauthori/ation of//)/•.•.! in 1997 and the following 1999 federal 

regulations, parents w ere iin isible in many actions and decisions that ultimately impacted 

not onl\ their children w ith special needs, but the parents themselves. 

The reaulhori/ation of//)/•.". I in 1997 continues to be the law under which special 

education agencies al the national, stale and district level must work. The current law 

and regulations place parents and their involvement at the forefront of decisions made 

regarding their children in special education programs. The regulatory language 

strengthens parents' rights and provides strong legislation that parents should be partners 

w iih the school e\ cry step of the way (Wright & Wright, 2002). The rights of parents 

and the need for their involvement in the special education processes are woven 

throughout all aspects of the 1997 reauthorization. 

Upon the completion of the 1997 IDEA reauthorization and the subsequent federal 

regulations of 1999, many states opted for more structure in the process that often leads 

to the placement of students in special education. One of the fundamental changes in the 

reauthorization of IDEA in 1997 was the language that required state and local 

educational agencies to ensure that parents are members of any group that makes 

placement decisions. Further, the regulations placed expectations on the state and local 

education agencies to ".. .enhance parent participation in eligibility and placement 

decisions" (Knoblauch, 2000, p. 153). Few states interpreted the new federal language 

and negating regulations as instructing the design and implementation of a new structure 

insuring parent participation at the pre-referral process. New Mexico, however, made 



that inten.irelalion and adopted guidelines supporting and mandating the pre-referral 

process. This interpretation allow ed for the opportunity to conduct this study. 

The prc-rclerral process remains in its infancy in New Mexico and school districts 

continue lo struggle w ith the appropriate level of participation from general educators and 

parents. School districts are unclear how lo effectively include and embrace parents as 

'team members' through this exploratory pre-referral process. For school districts to 

continue to develop and refine prc-rcferral into a quality process, it is imperative that the 

districts and emplo\ccs of the district understand the experiences and perceptions held by 

parents. Often ignorance breeds bad practice. Once educators are introduced to the 

experiences and perceptions held by parents, possible adaptations to the process can be 

made to allow the pre-referral process to be a truly collaborative experience (Taylor, 

2000). 

Manx' studies have been completed regarding various processes involving special 

education. However, with the exception of the study. When It's Your Own Child hy 

Public Agenda (2002), no studies were located specifically dealing with the pre-referral 

process. The Public Agenda study surveyed parents asking very basic information 

regarding the identification process of their children with special needs. It is obvious by 

the dearth of research and information on the pre-referral process that additional research 

must be completed to more fully understand this vitally important process often 

erroneously viewed by educators and parents as ultimately leading to qualification for 

special education services. To gain the trust and participation of parents in the education 



ol their children w ith special needs, active and positive parental involvement must begin 

at w hat main educators view, right or wrong, as the very foundational process of special 

education; the prc-refcrral process. 

Statement of the Problem 

The literature not only lacks, but is practically void of information surrounding 

the pre-referral process. The prc-referral process is not mandated by federal law or 

regulations but is strongls' encouraged through legislative language surrounding the 

invohement of parents throughout the processes that embody special education. Many 

states ha\ e interpreted the language of the federal regulations to embrace the inclusion of 

parents in the \ erx substructure that can begin the services of special education, the pre-

referral process. Due to the infancy of this process, many states are continuing to grow 

and develop the pre-referral process through trial and error. 

In New Mexico, the public school districts leamed in August of 2000 that they 

would be responsible for the design and implementation of successful pre-referral 

processes beginning with the 2000-2001 school year. This immediate change in state 

statutory law sent school districts scurrying to begin implementation of a process foreign 

to administrators, educators, and parents. With the regulations requiring the pre-referral 

process just three years old, school districts are still grappling with how to make this 

process successful in the eyes of the state, local school districts, and parents. 

As the pre-referral process continues to grow, school districts have relied heavily 

on information provided by educators and administrators involved with the process. 



School districts have readily made adjustments and changes lo the pre-referral process 

based on the input from these team players. However, the player in the process that has 

been neglected is the parent. School districts need to invest the time and energy to 

understand the perceptions and the experiences parents have had with the new process to 

fulh dcNclop a successful and producti\c process. 

PuiTJoseofthe Studv 

The purpose of this study is to investigate, delve into, and begin to understand the 

perceptions ajid experiences that parents of children with special needs have had with the 

pre-referral process. The research in the Pilot Study surveyed 190 parents of students 

w ith special needs. The survey began to gather the baseline data that would be used to 

further understand the experiences held by the parents. 

In the current study, interviews, observations, and side-by-side interactions with 

parents helped to expand the limited available research with multiple dimensions. These 

data allowed the researcher to build a composite of information that illustrates and 

describes the perceptions and experiences of parents as they maneuvered their way 

through the pre-referral process. Upon completion of the research, school districts will 

have the ability to utilize the information to better develop and engage parental 

participation in the pre-referral process. 



Lilcrature Review 

Historically, legislation and stale and federal regulations impacting the field of 

special education ha\ c evolved from the fight parents of students with special needs have 

won throughout the court systems of the United Slates. For over three decades, 

beginning with the Education for All Handicapped Children 's Act, P.L. 94-142 (1975), 

federal legislators have w ritten law s ensuring students with special needs the right to a 

free and appropriate education (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2001). Recent 

reauthorization of IDEA pro\ ides strong language regarding the required active role of 

parents within the processes that build special education. 

To fulK' understand the evolution of the field of special education, the literature 

surrounding legislatix e and litigious actions must be examined and considered. 

Throughout the language, beginning with P.L. 94-142, it is evident that the intent of 

legislators w as to include parents in most decisions made on behalf of their children who 

w ere being considered for or receiving services in special education (Knoblauch, 2000). 

In IDEA and the subsequent federal regulations, legislators were very specific and 

adamant about the participation and inclusion of parents in most matters regarding the 

education of their child (Wright & Wright, 2002). The most recent reauthorization of 

IDEA and the following regulations placed unquestionable expectations on local 

education agencies to ".. .enhance parent participation in eligibihty and placement 

decisions" (Knoblauch, 2000, p. 153). 

Once state education agencies received the federal regulations of 1999, many 

states interpreted the language in the regulations to indicate that parents must be included 



and actively participate in each process wilhin special education. The state of New 

Mexico, additionally inteiT)rcled these regulations to dictate that parents would play a 

\ ital role in the prc-refcrral process. The prc-refcrral process is often considered the 

process that ultimateh authorizes or denies children assistance through special education 

sei-\iccs (Smith, Polloway, Patton, ĉ  Dowdy, 2001). 

For the integrity of the study, it is important to understand and realize that the pre-

refenal process is oflen combined w ith and confused with the multidisciplinary team 

process (MTP), also referred to as the eligibility committee. The purpose of the MTP is 

to \iew the education status of the student including: results of formal diagnostic 

assessment data, education background, medical background and any other information 

deemed rele\ ant b>' the MTP. Kubiszyn and Borich (2000) write: "The purpose of the 

eligibilit\- committee is to reach a decision regarding the eligibihty of the child for special 

education ser\ ices and the educational alternatives appropriate to the child" (p. 430). The 

MTP process should be set as a separate event that takes place after the successful 

completion of the pre-referral process. Ultimately, the pre-referral team should be the 

team that forwards information to the MTP, if interventions were not successfiil in the 

general education classroom and the pre-referral team is requesting formal assessment 

and evaluation be started. Remember, the pre-referral process is in place to attempt to 

keep a student in the general education classroom, not place them in the special education 

classroom. 

Suddenly, the New Mexico State Statutes directed school districts to develop and 

begin implementation of a systematic pre-referral process in which the parents were 



activel) involved throughout the entire process. These new statutes caused panic 

throughout the state as school thstricls began the work necessary to abide by the new 

state statutes. 

While the history of special education is rich with literature concerning legislation 

and litigation, research conducted investigating specific disabilities, and illustrations of 

best classroom practices; the literature is weak on the participation of parents in the 

special education processes. There are many studies available on topics of parental 

in\ ohement in the classroom, parental involvement on the lEP team, and the necessity of 

actix e parent participation in the education of children with special needs. However, 

there is a paucity of literature regarding the pre-referral process and the parents' role in 

the pre-referral process. 

.A. studx' conducted by Public Agenda (2002) began to slightly scratch the service 

of parental attitudes and experiences with the pre-referral process. Unfortunately, the 

study provided only baseline data regarding parents' perceptions and experiences with 

the identification of their children, not with the pre-referral process itself Further 

probing in the literature throughout the field of special education and parental 

participation demonstrated the gap, actual void, in the literature regarding the perceptions 

and experiences of parents with the pre-referral process. 

Research Ouestion(s) 

This study will be guided by one fundamental research question, "What 

experiences and perceptions have parents had through their involvement in the pre-



rclcrral process'.'" As w ith all qualitative research, as the guiding question is researched, 

subsequent questions ma>' arise as data is collected and analyzed. Anticipated additional 

research questions that supported the completion of the research included: 

1. How and when w ere parent(s) notified by the school that their child might be 

having an academic problem? 

2. What explanation of the pre-rcfeiTal process was given to the parent(s) as the 

process began? 

3. Were the parents made aware of laws and federal regulations that govern the 

pre-referral process? If so, how and what was the extent of their education 

regarding the laws and regulations? 

4. Was the experience of the parents different based upon the date in which they 

participated in the pre-referral process? 

5. What were the parents' general impressions of the professionals that 

comprised the pre-referral team? 

6. Were parents made to feel as though they were part of the pre-referral team? 

If so, how were they included as part of the team? 

7. Did parents realize that pre-referral process could lead to an evaluation for 

special education? 

All of these questions were taken into account and weighed as the research 

evolved and conclusions were drawn. In order to accurately collect and analyze the 

perceptions and experiences held by parents, research questions cannot be limited to the 

expected, but must embrace and utilize questions as they arise throughout the research. 



B> limiting the research to one question, the researcher severely limits the scope of the 

research and possible know ledge that may be gained through the research (Patton, 1990). 

Siunificance of the Studv 

.\s described earlier, the literature regarding parental perceptions and experiences 

with the pre-refen-al process is basically non-existent. While there is literature regarding 

\arious other special education processes, there is not information regarding the pre-

rclenal process. 

Professionals, who follow the legislative and litigious language provided by 

legislators and the courts are aware that each time IDEA was reauthorized the language 

became stronger regarding the participation of parents throughout all the processes that 

form special education. State special education agencies have begun to be proactive in 

the inclusion of parents into most decisions regarding their children in special education. 

The State Special Education Department of New Mexico took a proactive stance in 

interpreting the 1999 IDEA regulations to mean that parents should be actively involved 

in all processes, including the process that many people erroneously believe special 

education begins: the pre-referral process. This belief of the pre-referral process being 

directly connected to special education services is evident in that the New Mexico State 

Regulations governing the pre-referral process are located in the Special Education 

Regulations. However, it is important to separate the pre-referral process from the muhi-

disciplinary team process (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2001). 
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riic infonnation gained in this study will begin to fill the gap that currentiy exists 

in the literature. Completing research based upon the perceptions and experiences held 

b\ parents can pro\ ide school districts with an insight and perspective that has been 

neglected as the pre-referral process has been developed and implemented. This 

know ledge can onl> further strengthen school district policies fulfilling the intent of the 

law at both the national and state Ic\cl. 

Methodology 

Data Collection 

To understand emotions, perceptions, and experiences of parents, the research 

must be conducted using the most humanistic form of research, qualitative research 

(Patton, 1990). The methodology surrounding the ease study strategy was employed 

when conducting and completing this research study. Within the case study, several 

research strategies were used to complete a solid, valid research base. 

During the completed Pilot Study, surveys were designed and distributed to 190 

parents of students with special needs. Surveys are often used when targeted participants 

for a study need to be scanned for appropriateness to the study (Reason, 1994). In this 

study, the survey acted as the gatekeeper through which targeted participants were 

initially contacted. Due to the confidentiality that surrounds students with special needs 

and their parents, the Pilot Study survey was distributed blind to the researcher by the 

11 



school district participating in the study. For this research, the survey instrument was 

used in place of a group intcrxiew . fhe knowledge gained from the returned surveys was 

used to form interxicw protocols used throughout the completed research. 

Main researchers bclicx c that the strength of qualitative research is the ability to 

obser\ c beha\ lor as it happens. It is important to remember, however, that there are 

main things that cannot be directly observed (Patton, 1990). With this in mind, in-person 

interxiew s were conducted w ith twenty-eight parents regarding their perceptions and 

experiences of the pre-referral process. Patton (1990) writes, "The purpose of 

inteniewing is to find out what is in and on someone else's mind" (p. 278). 

Interview s are \aluable in understanding the past experiences and perceptions 

held b\' parents. To more fully understand the perceptions and experiences of parents as 

the> move through the pre-referral process, the researcher participated in the pre-referral 

process. While experiencing the process with the parents, field notes were completed for 

later analysis. The use of observation and interviews while the parents were engaged in 

the pre-referral process provided the research with additional validity and detail. 

Completing research from an interpretivist methodology, it is necessary to 

examine the participants in many situations in order to represent the many details of the 

subject being studied. "Interpretivism.. .holds that realities are constructed by humans in 

groups" (Willis, Thompson, & Sadera, 1999, p. 34). Observations provide a method of 

strengthening the data gained from the previous interviews and surveys. Using a variety 

of methods, including observation can provide a much more detailed and rich experience 

(Taylor &Bogdan, 1998). 
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Population 

ConlidcntialitN is a key component of special education. With that in mind, the 

researcher had to employ a gatekeeper to gain entrance into the target population for the 

research. The targeted population for this study was parents who should have, under the 

current definition, had experience with the pre-referral process. School districts do not 

keep data on parents that may ha\ c completed the process, but whose children did not 

quality for special education. Therefore, it was determined that parents whose children 

w ere currenth receiving services in special education would be the most likely to have 

had experience with the pre-referral process. Careful attention was paid to ensure that 

parents understood the difference between the pre-referral process being examined and 

the multi-disciplinary team process that ultimately could place students onto the special 

education roster. 

The district participating in the Pilot study identified 380 parents who had 

children receixing special education services. It was determined that one-half of the 

parents would be targeted for participation in the research study. Surveys for the Pilot 

Studx were mailed to 190 parents of children with special needs. Surveys were sent to 

both English speaking and Spanish speaking parents. The district, using a sampling 

method based on a specific criterion, sent a survey to every other parent on their roster. 

Patton (1990) writes, "The logic of criterion sampling is to review and study all cases that 

meet some predetermined criterion of importance" (p. 176). 

Parents were enticed to complete and return the survey to the researcher by being 

entered in a chance to win one of two fifty-dollar gift cards to a local merchant. The final 
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question on the survey asked for participants for in-person interviews. Thirty parents 

responded positix cly to the request for an interview. Verification was conducted by the 

school district oi' the parent participation in the pre-referral process or a similar process 

depending on the date of the parental experience. Upon verification, twenty-eight parents 

w ho matched the research criteria were interviewed. It is crucial that prospective 

interx iew participants match the research criteria to keep the integrity of the research in 

tact (Miles ^: Huberman, 1994). 

Simultaneoush while \ olunteer parents were interviewed, the researcher was an 

actix c participant on se\ eral pre-referral teams once approval of the parents involved in 

the pre-referral process was obtained. These selected participants were the focus of the 

field studx' and interview component of the data collection for the study. 

Data Management 

Glesne (1999) writes, "The open nature of qualitative inquiry means that you will 

acquire ex en more data than you originally envisioned" (p. 134). The very nature of 

qualitatix e research leads to a voluminous amount of collected data. Data in this study 

was collected in the form of written surveys; in-person interviews; field notes from 

observations; post observation interviews. The amount of data collected can quickly 

cause the researcher organizational problems if a plan is not implemented and followed 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). 

A word processor was used to capture the data as it was received from the various 

forms of data collection. Files were organized for easy access and retrieval. Continuous 
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and constant data entry w as employed to manage the quantity of data that was collected 

in this research study. Ihc word processor was used as the first phase of locating 

common terms and themes. Upon completion of the initial analysis NUD'^IST software 

was used to further sort and analyze the data. The use of NUD-^IST software during the 

data anahsis portion pro\ ided a more elTicient use of the data already stored in the word 

processor (Creswell, 2002). 

Data .\nalvsis 

The most effecti\e and efficient method of managing data is to continually 

anah ze the data as the researcher receives the data. The shear magnitude of data 

collected can often be the cause of poor qualitative research (Berg, 2001; Patton, 1990). 

Once the data w as received and the word processor and NUDIST software employed, the 

researcher began the task of identifying common terms, themes, and the identification of 

any unanticipated data. 

The data was read and reread a multitude of times using a constant comparative 

method. The researcher was the sole interviewer, observer, and performed all levels of 

data analysis. By being actively involved throughout the study, the researcher had the 

advantage of becoming extremely familiar with the data as it was collected and analyzed 

in all forms. The use of a constant comparative method allows the researcher to return to 

the data many times looking for new themes that may have been missed and later 

emerged (Merriam, 2001). 
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As the detailed process of coding began, the researcher developed and maintained 

a codebook to record codes as the incoming data was sorted. The codebook provided the 

researcher w ith a historical look at the data and the codes previously used. A codebook 

provides a memorx for the researcher that is often lost as large quantities of data are 

anahzed. The use of open coding allowed the researcher to begin the process of data 

reduction. The \ erx act of data reduction enables the researcher to become more 

intimateh involved w ith the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Once the researcher has 

effectiveh reduced and sorted the collected data, the process of drawing conclusions can 

begin. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Often, the confusion in understanding research is derived directly from terms that 

may hax e a multitude of definitions. Many terms that are used throughout this study are 

taken xerbatim from the federal and state regulations. Other terms used and described are 

commonly used and agreed upon throughout the field of special education. 

Educator. All professionals involved with the education of the child. This 

includes, but is not limited to: teachers, administrators, related service providers, 

educational assistants, and medical staff as required (Marion, 1981). 

Multi-Disciplinary Team Process: The process, which is used to screen students 

having academic and/or behavioral problems as possible candidates for a full evaluation 

estabhshing qualifications for special education services (Kubiszyn & Borich, 2000). 
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Parent. The definition of a parent can be located in 34 C.F.R. Subsection 300.20 

and 20 U.S.C^ Subsection 1401(19) and read as: 

(a) General. As used in this part, the term parent means -

(1) A natural or adoptive parent of the child; 

(2) A guardian but not the State if the child is a ward of 

of the State. 

(3) .\ person acting in the place of a parent (such as a 

grandparent or stepparent with whom the child lives, 

or a person who is legally responsible for the child's 

w elfare); or 

(4) A surrogate parent who has been appointed (p. 12413). 

Pre-referral Child Study Team. "The pre-referral child study and referral process 

ordinarily begins with concerns voiced by a classroom teacher about the performance or 

progress of a student. Other sources could be parents, end-of-year reviews of 

student progress, or an external service provider. At this juncture a group of on-site 

personnel review available information and attempt to generate suggestions to address the 

sttident's difficulties" (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2001, p. 67). 

Pre-referral Intervention. Pre-referral interventions could consist of strategies and 

modifications for modifying curriculum in the general education classroom. These 

interventions are implemented as part of the pre-referral process to consider alternatives 

to special education. 
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Pre-relcTra[ Process. This process is used as a mechanism through which to 

implement pre-refcrral inter\ cntions attempting to allow the student lo remain in the 

general education classroom, negating special education services (Smith, Polloway, 

Patton, ĉ  Dowdx', 2001). A student may ultimately be referred through this process to 

the multi-disciplinary process. 

Limitations of the Studv 

This research study inxestigated the perceptions and experiences of parents with 

the prc-referral process within the body of processes that form special education. The 

research was conducted in a rural school district serving approximately 2700 students in 

New Mexico. Often parents and educators in large metropolitan school districts view 

small, rural school districts very differently from their own school environment. There 

are often txx'o assumptions made regarding rural school districts. Many times parents and 

educators believe that either the small community truly acts as a village raising a child 

and provides the student with more attention and personalized education; or they believe 

that a small school district lacks the resources of a larger school district and could not 

possibly provide the equivalent education provided in a larger school district (Kellow & 

Parker, 2002). These perceptions, accurate or inaccurate, have the potential to place 

limitations on the study. 

The research method employed for this study was the case study method using a 

variety of strategies to collect data. The use of surveys, interviews, observations, and 

additional interviews provided the multiple methods necessary to provide a valid research 
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study. The \ erx act of collecting data from a variety of sources allows the researcher to 

continually crosscheck data against each other while verifying the integrity of the data 

(Glesne. 1999). The generalizability or limitations placed on this study will be directiy 

derixcd b> the pcrson(s) view ing the study for potential use. 

Summary 

This research was designed, conducted and ultimately reported here to uncover, 

discoxer, report, and disseminate the perceptions and experiences of parents with the pre-

referral process. The concluding goal of this study is to provide school districts with 

knowledge regarding the perceptions and experiences of parents with the pre-referral 

process. Know ledge is power, and empowering parents with a better understanding of 

the pre-referral process will only benefit the education of students. By further training 

professional educators on the nuances of the pre-referral process, the process can be 

conducted as intended: to keep students in the general education classroom with the 

support needed to be successful alongside their peers. 

The absence of research and literature on this topic should encourage additional 

research to follow this study. A gap in the literature can only be filled by the completion 

of well-designed, implemented, and conducted research on the many aspects of the pre-

referral process. 
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CHAPTER II 

RHNIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

While researching parental involvement in educational processes such as 

parent teacher conferences and communication, providing the time and environment for 

home study, participation in classroom activities, and acting as a partner in educational 

decision making, there is more literature available than one could use or read in a 

reasonable amount of time. Abundant research concerning parental involvement and its 

positixe impact on the education of children and the hierarchy of their ability to leam 

exists (Fassett, 2002; Johnson, & Duffett, 2002; Hiatt-Michael, 2001; Seery, Davis, & 

Johnson, 2000). The newest research also denotes that the parent is a much needed and 

desired partner in the collaborative process of reading (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). 

Study after study is available illustrating that schools with high quality and 

quantity parental involvement are top performing schools. Parental involvement 

described in studies run the gamut from decreasing behavior problems in the school, to 

being directly responsible for the rise of self-esteem among students. While there is no 

void of literature on parental involvement in the schools on a variety of topics, there is a 

lack of literature, in the area of parental involvement in the pre-referral process. 

The pre-referral process is not federally mandated, which may account for the 

scarcity of literature. For states that have mandated the pre-referral process, the process 

often is incorrectly viewed as a step toward special education evaluation and placement. 

The pre-referral process ultimately can be the deciding factor of whether a child will be 
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recommended lor assessment and evaluation for special education services, or remain in 

the general education classroom free of services, based on the outcome of the process. 

In order to fully understand the pre-referral process, including parental 

involvement m the process, it is imperative to delve into the history of parental 

in\ oh ement from the federal le\ el. Historically, parents and language surrounding 

parents has been included in federal law and ultimately in federal regulations. According 

to the available literature, the evolution of parental involvement has rarely been 

researched. It must be understood as a foundational underpinning for any study regarding 

parents and processes related to special education. 

The rexiew of literature contributed many informational and necessary sources to 

aid in the examination of parental perceptions and experiences during the pre-referral 

process. How exer, evident in the literature was the lack of literature available on the 

specific topic of parental perceptions and experiences in the pre-referral process. This 

x'oid fiirther illustrates the need for research to be conducted in this area. If educators and 

the professionals directly involved in education are to fully understand the role parents 

should haxe or could have in the pre-referral process, additional research must be 

completed and made available for public dissemination. Patton (1990) stresses that 

professionally conducted, analyzed, and reported research leads to evidence eventually 

compiled into best practices within the researching profession. 

The evolution of parental participation in the special education processes, 

definition of parent(s), the supporting philosophical stmcture necessary for sound 

qualitative research, information surrounding the many facets of qualitative research and 
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strategies, and reporting of the research findings are all vital components of a successful, 

wcll-de\ eloped and implemented study. This review of literature will begin the multi-

faceted process of dissecting and investigating the many segments of available 

infonnation and research that were ultimately combined in the completion of this study 

and reported findings. 

Legislative History and Evolution of Parental 
Participation in the Processes of Special Education 

To build a secure foundation of understanding, it is vitally important that common 

temis be understood between the researcher and the ultimate consumer of research. 

Historically, in legislative and legal writings, the term procedural safeguards is used 

when describing all rights given to the parents of children with special needs (Wright and 

Wright, 2002). School administrators interchangeably use the term parental rights and 

procedural safeguards as having the same definition (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 

2001). Finally, teachers and parents often refer to procedural safeguards and/or parental 

rights, as parent rights. Throughout the research the reader will find all three terms as 

they were used by the population, thus maintaining the integrity of the information gained 

in the research. With the various uses of the term procedural safeguards and deviations 

of the term understood, the research into the historical underpinnings of special education 

will be more efficiently discemed as it applies to parental involvement. 

Special education finds its roots deeply imbedded in the civil rights movement. 

Prior to 1954 students of racial minorities were segregated in pubhc schools while 

students with disabilities were absent from schools. Brown v. Board of Education 
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Topeka (1954) not only provided a ground breaking law regarding the segregation of 

racialh' minority students, it also served as the blueprint for upcoming legislation for 

students with disabilities (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2001; Tumbull, 1998). 

Though the Brown case did not focus on students with disabilities, the case has proven to 

be the precedent that has been used repeatedly throughout litigation regarding students 

with special needs and their right to a free and appropriate education along side their 

nondisabled peers. 

Legislation regai'ding the integration of students with disabilities into the 

classroom w as still decades away, however steps were being taken legislatively on behalf 

of students w ith disabilities. In 1958, the Education of Mentally Retarded Children Act 

w as passed by the 85"̂  [U.S.] Congress. This law authorized federal monetary assistance 

for training teachers of the handicapped. There were trained teachers educating students 

with disabilities throughout the country prior to legislation being passed requiring such 

education. 

The 1960s were rife with civil rights laws and became an active decade for 

providing legislation for people with disabihties. The Vocational Education Act of 1973 

was passed enhancing secondary and post-secondary training programs for citizens that 

would not attend universities but desired to leam a vocational trade. The Economic 

Opportunity Act of 1964 provided funds to be used in the development of the Head Start 

program. Head Start education would be made available to students 
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considered at-risk economically as well as intellectually. However, there was no direct 

language in the Economic Opportunity Act that specifically delineated funds to be used 

tor students w ith disabilities. 

The Elemcniarv and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 was perhaps the 

most sweeping piece of legislation with an educational focus to be passed during the 

l̂ )(H)s. .\gain, ESEA did not specify students with disabilities but provisions throughout 

the ESEA opened the door for future legislation focusing on students with disabilities. 

The 19(i6 amendments to ESEA for the first time included language regarding students 

with disabilities. The ESEA amendments modified the original legislation and authorized 

grants to states for the initiation, expansion, and improvement of programs and projects 

for the education of handicapped children. The language was in print, and the legislative 

ball of educating students with disabilities began to roll with great force. However, 

participation in this legislation remained optional for states, and many states chose not to 

take the option. 

The ESEA, amended once more in 1968, modified existing programs and for the 

first time authorized and supported centers for the education of handicapped children. 

Model centers for educating the handicapped were to be designed and used. Recmitment 

of personnel and the dissemination of information on educating the handicapped were 

mandated in the amendments. The Handicapped Children 's Early Education Assistance 

Act of 1968 was the first legislation that actually contained the term handicapped in the 

title of the act. This act authorized preschool and early education programs for 

handicapped children. 
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Iwo decades after Brown v. Board of Education Topeka (1954), Congress wrote 

and passed a complete and detailed piece of legislation specifically for the education of 

students with disabilities. The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (P.L. 

94-142) pro\ ided that all handicapped children will have made available to them a free 

and appropriate education designed to meet their unique individual needs. The Education 

for .All Handicapped Children Act sent public schools into panic mode. Schools were not 

equipped or prepared to deal with such widespread legislation. Not only would physical 

accommodations ha\ e to be made to educate students with disabilities, but also teachers 

would have to be trained to teach students with disabilities. Schools of higher education 

\\ ere quiekh' putting together programs for teacher training while at the same time having 

to train their own staff (Roach, 1978). Beyond the panic of educating students with 

disabilities, came the new language regarding Procedural Safeguards for the parent(s) and 

the student. For the first time, parents had rights that would enable them to protect and 

advocate for their children with legal remedies if necessary. Suddenly, special education 

became a legal issue as well as a moral issue. 

Prior to this legislation, school personnel often made unilateral decisions 
about a student's education, including placement and specific components 
of the educational program; parents had little input and little recourse if 
they disagreed with the school. Due-process safeguards make parents and 
schools equal partners in the educational process. Parents must be notified 
and give their consent before schools can take certain actions with their 
child. (Smith et al., 2001, p. 16) 

Procedural safeguards in P.L. 94-142 (1975) were designed to protect the rights of 

parents and their child with a disability. These procedural safeguards provide the parents 
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with a line of recourse in icsoh ing eonOicts with the school system. In P.L. 94-142 

(1975), the Procedural Safeguards included: 

• The rights of parents to inspect and review all of their child's educational 

records. 

• The right to obtain an independent educational evaluation of their child. 

• The right to prior notice in writing regarding matters of identification, 

e\ aluation, or educational placement of their child resulting in a free and 

appropriate education. 

• The right to request a due process hearing conducted by an impartial 

hearing officer. 

• The right to appeal the decision of the hearing officer in accordance with 

guidelines set forth in state regulations. 

• The right for the child to remain in the setting until the dispute is resolved. 

• The right to request reasonable attomey's fees for proceedings brought 

under IDEA if they are the prevailing party. 

• The right to refuse consent to have child initially evaluated and/or placed 

in a special education program for the first time. 

The Education for All Handicapped Children Act was amended in 1977 allowing 

appropriations to extend through 1982. In 1983, amendments were written entitied 

Education of the Handicapped Amendments. The amendments required the State 

Departments of Education to evaluate programs for the disabled, provided funds for 

increased early childhood services, and established a National Advisory Committee on 
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the I-ducation of Handicapped Children and Youth. At this time, states could continue to 

choose not to eompls with the Act with the understanding that federal funds would not be 

made a\ ailable to the slate for the education of students with disabilities. However, states 

soon realized that scr\ ices had to be provided under Section 504 of the Vocational 

Rehabilitation Act (1973) for which federal money was not available. Understanding 

this. b\ 1984 all 50 stales had a plan in place for educating students with disabilities in 

the public schools (Guernsey ĉ  Klare, 2001; Wright & Wright, 2002). Services for eariy 

childhood, extended school year programs and services at handicapped educational 

regional centers were expanded in the Education of the Handicapped Act Amendments of 

1986. 

Perhaps the biggest changes were made to the Education for All Handicapped 

Children 's .ict through the 1990 reauthorization. During this reauthorization, the title of 

the Act w as officially changed to the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA). The 1990 

reauthorization introduced two new categories of disability. Autism and Traumatic Brain 

Injury (TBI). The language in the reauthorization emphasized the need for the student 

w ith a disability to be educated in their least restrictive environment with age appropriate 

nondisabled peers. For parents, this reauthorization provided more detailed and 

substantial Procedural Safeguards (Wright & Wright, 2002). 

The 1997 reauthorization led to the Federal Regulations of 1999, the regulations 

currently used in regulating special education services in public schools throughout the 

United States today. In these regulations, parents' rights were strengthened and the 

strong legislative language provided that parents should be partners with the school every 
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step oi' the w a> (Wright ĉ  Wrighl, 2002). The rights of parents and the need for their 

involvemenl in the special education process are woven throughout all aspects of the 

1997 rcauthori/ation. 

The procedural safeguards remained in tact from the original P.L. 94-142 (1975) 

in effect and relati\ ely unchanged or amended until the 1997 re-authorization of IDEA 

(P.L. 105-17). .\rcas of change in the Procedural Safeguards currentiy in effect since the 

1999 Federal Regulations were finalized include: 

• In some circumstances parents may be provided a detailed copy of the 

Procedural Safeguards as part of the Prior Written Notice form. In other 

instances parents must continued to be sent a complete copy of their 

Procedural Safeguards. 

• Parents must notify the school district if they choose to remove their child 

from public school and place the child in private school at the potential 

expense of the public school district. 

• Parents must notify the school district if they intend to file a due-process 

claim. 

• In most states, parents must go through mediation with the school district 

prior to moving toward due process. 

• Language regarding disciplinary action and the continuation of services 

for students with disabilities become very detailed and burdensome in 

paperwork. 
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• Attorney's fees can be denied if parents did not follow their 

responsibilities under the Procedural Safeguard component of IDEA. 

Upon the completion of the 1997 IDEA re-authorization and the subsequent 

federal regulations of 1999, many states opted for more structure in the process that often 

leads to the placement of students in special education. One of the fundamental changes 

in the reauthorization if IDEA in 1997 was the language that required state and local 

educational agencies to ensure that parents are members of any group that makes 

placement decisions. Further the regulations placed expectation upon the state and local 

education agencies to ".. .enhance parent participation in eligibility and placement 

decisions" (Knoblauch, 2000, p. 153). However, few states interpreted the new federal 

language and negating regulations instmcting the design and implementation of a new 

stmcture insuring parent participation at the pre-referral process. New Mexico was a 

state that adopted such guidelines. 

The History of P.L. 94-142 in New Mexico 

As written earlier in this chapter, the passage of P.L. 94-142, The Education for 

All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 was a sweeping piece of congressional legislation 

that began the legally binding obligation of states to provide a free and appropriate 

education to all children. Though some states were slow to come on board, all states but 

New Mexico accepted P.L. 94-142 and the accompanying federal monies by 1977 
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(Smith. PolIowa\, Patton, ĉ  Dowdy, 2001). New Mexico did not adopt the provisions of 

PL. 94-142 until ordered by the United States Court of Appeals May 13, 1982. 

Guernsey and Klare (2001) report 

Indeed. New Mexico, at one time the only state to have opted out of 
IDEA, disco\ ered that it w ould have to follow much of IDEA in order to avoid 
discrimination under Section 504. New Mexico Association for Retarded 
Citizens V. New Mexico, 495 F. Supp. 391 (D.N.M. 1980) rev'dinpart, 
078 F.2d 847 (10 Cir. 1982). The New Mexico legislature participated in 
IDEA funding after it became clear that Section 504 would require 
compliance with federal requirements without the corresponding funding 
of/D£'.L(p.l) 

In a class action lawsuit against the State of New Mexico, the New Mexico State 

Board of Education, the New Mexico Department of Education, various members of the 

listed orgamzations, the Albuquerque Public School District, and members of the 

Albuquerque Board of Education the New Mexico Association for Retarded Citizens 

along w ith the New Mexico Federation Council for Exceptional Children, the New 

Mexico Association for Children with Leaming Disabihties, and the New Mexico Mental 

Health Association fought for the rights, procedural safeguards, and educational 

opportunities defined in the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975. The 

lawsuit accused the defendants of purposefully and willingly denying the children of New 

Mexico with a free and appropriate education and other remedies promised by P.L. 94-

142. 

The New Mexico State Board of Education along with most districts in the state 

did not adopt P.L. 94-142 when passed by Congress in 1975. The cmx of the state's 

argument against the adoption of P.L. 94-142 was their unwillingness to be told by the 

federal government how they should and would education the children of New Mexico. 
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The State Board of Education backed by the largest school district in the state, 

.Mbuquerque Public Schools, scr\ ed students with special needs under the cover of 

Section 504 onh. The policy of using Section 504 over P.L. 94-142 denied students 

man\ of the opportunities promised by P.L. 94-142. At the center of the denied 

opportunities w ere (1) failure to identify students with special needs through a non-

discriminatorx multi-disciplinary team assessment; (2) failure to accommodate and 

integrate students w ith disabilities in physical education, vocational counseling, leaming 

and personal guidance programs and; (3) the allowance of great disparity among the 

various school districts in their treatment of students with disabilities (New Mexico 

.Association for Retarded Citizens, et al. v. The State of New Mexico, et al.; 678 F.2d 

847, 1982). 

The United States Court of Appeals found in favor of the plaintiffs-appellees and 

ordered the state to remedy the situation. In the Court opinion, written by Seymour, the 

Court ordered 

The state shall require school districts over a five-year period to 
provide special education sufficient to meet the needs of all exceptional 
children. Each district shall meet the educational needs of at least one-
fifth of its eligible exceptional children during the sixty-first fiscal year, 
of at least two-fifths of such children during the sixty-second fiscal 
year, three-fifths during the sixty-third fiscal year, and four fifths during 
the sixty-fourth fiscal year. Regulations and standards shall be developed 
and established by the state board of education for the conduct of special 
education in the schools and classes of the public school system in the state 
and in all institutions wholly or partly supported by the state, (p. 7) 

Important for better comprehension of the questions posed in this study, is the 

understanding of the evolution of special education in New Mexico. While being the last 

state in the United States to adopt P.L. 94-142, New Mexico is now taking the lead on 
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main important aspects of educating students with special needs. New Mexico is one of 

the iew states m the United States to mandate state regulations requiring a pre-referral 

process in all public schools. 

New Mexico Statutes-^Pre-Referral Process 

The federal regulations governing special education hold State Education 

.\gcncies (SEA) and Local Education Agencies (LEA) responsible for implementing and 

upholding the legislative and regulatory work as published. State statutes and regulations 

must align themseh es, and offer no less than the services outlined in the IDEA re

authorization and the 1999 regulations that followed. States develop, pubhsh, and police 

their own statutes implementing IDEA. Most states' statutes and regulations are often a 

mirror image of the regulations provided by the federal government. However, this is not 

always the case. Many times federal statutes and regulations are silent on points deemed 

relevant to the state. For this purpose. Congress granted permission to states to develop 

independent statutes and standards in some areas. Guemsy and Klare (2001) write, 

".. .while the state may not provide fewer rights, some states actually provide more 

substantive and procedural rights than required nnd^ex IDEA" (p. xxvi). 

New Mexico is one of the states described above. In many areas falling under the 

umbrella of special education. New Mexico has extended federal regulations by 

implementing more demanding and often expansive services. One of these expansions is 

the mandate of the pre-referral process prior to a student being evaluated for special 

education services. New Mexico strengthened the federal regulations in two areas in 
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regard to the pre-refcrral process. Under Section 6.31.2.10, Subsection B - General 

Screening for Student Needs the New Mexico Slatute(s) read: 

Pursuant to the SBli Standards for lixcellence at 6.30.2 NMAC, each 
local school district shall conduct general screening as part of its 
Educational Plan for Student Success (EPSS) to identify student needs 
in all educational and related areas, including potential needs for special 
education and related ser\ices. Public agencies that are not local school 
districts shall dc\ clop and implement analogous screen procedures to 
identify possible children with disabilities, (p. 5) 

Directlx' following the regulations for general screening for student needs are the 

regulations mandating and goveming the pre-referral process. Section 6.31.2.10, 

Subsection C - Prereferral Interventions read: 

(1) If general screening, a referral from a parent, a school staff member 
or other information available to a public agency suggests that a 
particular student may be a child with a disability, the agency shall: 

a. Ensure that adequate screening has been completed to mle 
out other possible causes of the child's educational difficulties; 

b. Consider, implement and document such prereferral 
interventions as a properly constituted multidisciplinary team 
believes are appropriate under the circumstances; and 

c. If prereferral interventions are not effective within a reasonable 
time, refer the child for a full special education evaluation. 

(2) Local school districts shall provide for prereferral interventions through 
a student assistance team or similar process pursuant to the district's 

Educational Plan for Student Success (EPSS) as required by the SBE 
Standards for Excellence at 6.30.2 NMAC. Pubhc agencies other than 
local school districts shall develop and implement appropriate processes 
for providing prereferral interventions. All such processes in all public 
agencies shall include provisions for participation by the student's 
parents and, as appropriate, the student, (p. 5) 

These New Mexico statues specifically mandate that school districts design, put in 

place, and implement the pre-referral process for a child prior to recommending the child 

to the mufti-disciplinary team for possible full evaluation for special education services. 
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These regulations, written after the IDEA 1999 regulations and fonnally adopted in New 

Mexico in .\ugust, 2000, placed the burden of a pre-referral process directly on the 

shoulders of the local school districts. While the state mandated that the pre-referral 

process must exist, the regulations set no parameters on how the process should be 

completed, or w hat the process should look like when implemented. The New Mexico 

Special Education Regulations of 2000 sent school districts scrambling to design a 

process, train educators on the new process, and implement the process by the beginning 

of the 2000-2001 school year. 

The pre-referral process is now only three years old, still in its infancy. However, 

school districts are already experiencing growing pains and adjustments are constantly 

being dex eloped making the pre-referral process an ever-evolving process. 

Local School District Policies-Pre-Referral Process 

Reading the New Mexico Statutes outlining the requirement of the pre-referral 

process, it was obvious that the planning, implementation, and design of the pre-referral 

process was left up to the discretion of LEA. Specifically Section 6.31.2.10, Subsection 

C, Part 2 reads, "Local school districts shall provide for prereferral interventions through 

a sttident assistance team or similar process pursuant to the district's Education Plan for 

Sttident Success (EPSS) as required by the SBE Standards for Excellence at 6.30.2 

NMAC" (p. 5). 

Upon investigation into the local district's EPSS plan, it was discovered that there 

is no language specific to the pre-referral process or any facsimile thereof An interview 
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with district personnel unco\ ered that much of the question surrounding the inclusion or 

absence of language regarding the pre-referral process in the EPSS plan was directiy 

related to the inteiprclation of the word "pursuant." District personnel felt that the 

inclusion of language regarding the prc-referral process was overtly embedded 

throughout main of the goals listed specifically regarding student achievement 

throughout the district plan. 

Fiu-ther investigation into LEA policies and procedures regarding the pre-referral 

process highlighted that the process has only one common thread: Who directs the 

Student .\ssistance Team (name given to the pre-referral process in the LEA). The chair 

of the Team is a liaison/diagnostician employed by the Student Special Services 

Department. With a common chair, each individual school then sets the parameters on 

the composition of the building team. These teams vary greatly from building to 

building. As an example, one building's team is comprised of the general education 

teacher of the student being studied, the literacy coordinator of the student, the parent, 

and the chair. Another building's team is made up of a general education teacher 

assigned to be at each meeting and the chair of the committee. Yet another variance of 

the team includes the chair, each teacher that has direct educational contact with the 

sttadent, the tutoring supervisor, a social worker, and an administrator. The multiple 

dynamics of this process within the LEA may in itself be cause for confusion on the part 

of the educators as well as the parents. 
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Pre-RefeiTal Process 

Due to the loosch' w orded language written throughout the federal and state 

regulations, il the pre-refcrral process is in existence, the constmction of the process may 

be \ erx different fi-om SEA lo LEA to individual school building. Examining states that 

cuiTenth ha\ e a regulation for the prc-rcferral process finds there are no common models 

or sxstems used. For this study the researcher accepted a general description of the child-

study pre-referral leam pro\ ided by Smith, Polloway, Patton, and Dowdy (2001, p. 67). 

The pre-refenal child study and referral process ordinarily begin with 
eoncems voiced by a classroom teacher about the performance or progress 
of a student. Other sources could be parents, end-of-year reviews of 
student progress, or an extemal service provider. At this juncture, a group 
of on-site personnel review available information and attempt to generate 
suggestions to address the student's difficulties. 

In the widely accepted description of the pre-referral process above, the parent is listed as 

"could be' im olved. 

The purpose of the pre-referral child study team is to assist the classroom teacher 

in developing interventions that could help the student be successful in the classroom. 

This team is not viewed as a direct road into special education services, but positively, as 

the team that may eliminate the need for a student to move into special education services 

by continuing to receive his/her education fully in the general education classroom 

(Walther-Thomas, Korinek, McCoughlin, & Williams, 2000). 

Though not mandated by federal regulation, but by individual state regulations, it 

is evident that states are using processes that closely resemble the general description 

provided above. In the Public Agenda Report (2002), When It's Your Own Child: A 
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Report on Special Education from the Families Who Use It, parents were surveyed on 

activities taken b\ local school districts prior lo their child being identified with a 

disabilitx. Parents reported that they had faith in the school system's approach and 

behex ed that the school system completed the process while viewing the best interest of 

their child. It w as reported that parents trusted their schools and believed that schools 

were not rushing to identify their child with a disability. In fact, many parents voiced 

displeasure by stating that due lo lack of parent knowledge, if a parent was not persistent, 

main times the process w as not even started. Other parents expressed coneem because 

once started, the process often took too long. 

Se\ entx percent of the parents surveyed expressed coneem that "Too many 

children lose out because their parents are in the dark about the services they are entitled 

to" (p. 12). Parents further voiced that, "Parents have to find out on their own what help 

is available to their children - the school is not going to volunteer the information" (p. 

12). It is obvious when reading this report, that while local districts may have 

implemented the pre-referral process, the process is not publicly known or understood by 

the very stakeholders it is designed to help: the parents and their children. 

SEAs and LEAs using the pre-referral process report that the process usually 

takes approximately six to nine weeks to complete (Public Agenda Report, 2002). The 

intent of the pre-referral child study committee is to provide the classroom teacher the 

time and latittide necessary to successfully implement education strategies that may help 

the student achieve successfiilly negating the need for special education formal 

evaluation and possible placement for services. Smith et al. (2001) write, ".. .the purpose 
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ot the child sliidx or teacher assistance teams is to review eoncems and design pre-

relerral mien enlions rather than lo pass cases on for comprehensive special education 

evaluation" (p. (i7). 

Satran and Safran (I99(i) write, "This process appears to be both effective in 

helping teachers and students and ciricient in generally forwarding referrals of only those 

students needing specialized services" (p. 366). The process can intervene prior to 

student failure and pro\ide the supports and interventions needed for success. 

Unfortunateh', there are students that are not helped through the pre-referral process. 

These students ultimately are referred for formal diagnostic special education evaluation. 

Parties to the Process 

Parents 

IDEA and the regulations goveming IDEA are strongly repetitive about the need 

and obligation of the SEA and the LEA to include parents in most stages of the 

educational process (Guemesy & Klare, 2001). To understand of the magnitude of 

parental involvement one must only be aware and understand the purpose of IDEA as 

described in the 94"̂  Congress, 1̂ ' Session. The New House Report No. 105-90 states: 

The purpose of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
Amendments of 1997 are to clarify and strengthen the Individuals 
with Disabilities Act (IDEA) by providing parent and educators with 

the tools to: Preserve the right of children with disabilities to a free and 
appropriate public education; Promote improved educational results for 
children with disabilities through early intervention, preschool, and 
education experiences that prepare them for later education challenges 
and employment; Expand and promote opportunities for parent, special 
education, related services, regular education, early intervention service 
providers, and other personnel to work in new partnerships at both the 
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State and local lc\cl; Create incentives to enhance the capacity of schools 
and other community-based entities to work effectively with children with 
disabilities and their lamilies, through targeted funding for personnel 
training, research, media, technology, and the dissemination of technical 
assistance and best practices (p. 79). .. .one of the ways the authorization 
hopes to improN c IDE. I is by slrengthening the role of Ihe parents through 
the regulations, (p. 82) 

A ke\ flietor w hen researching and understanding the role of parents throughout 

the processes that complete special education is to identify the accepted definition of a 

parent. The federal regulations are systematic in providing a definition of a parent. The 

definition of a parent can be located in 34 C.F.R. Subsection 300.20 and 20 U.S.C. 

Subsection 1401(19) and read as: 

(b) General. As used in this part, the term parent means -
(1) A natural or adoptive parent of the child; 
(2) A guardian but not the State if the child is a ward of 

of the State. 
(3) A person acting in the place of a parent (such as a 

grandparent or stepparent with whom the child lives, 
or a person who is legally responsible for the child's 
welfare); or 

(4) A surrogate parent who has been appointed, (p. 12413) 

With the understanding of the individuals recognized by the federal regulations as 

parents, research could be continued and better understood. 

The pre-referral process, when implemented, is many times erroneously used as 

the first step in receiving special education services. However, this process is not 

mandated, and ultimately not regulated by the federal regulations that govem other 

aspects of special education. Most often, the process is not available. If the process is 

available, it is viewed as a school-based system most often excluding the parent(s) 

(Ferguson, 2002). The most successful educational processes are those, which invite and 
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embrace the collaboration between parcnt(s) and educational professionals (Cramer, 

1998; Kroth cV Olleni, 1985; Taylor, 2000). 

Educators 

The National PTA published the Checklist for Quality Indicators of the Six 

National Standards for Parent/Family Involvement in 1998. The standards included the 

subheadings of. Communicating, Parenting, Student Leaming, Volunteering, School 

Decision Making and Adxocacy, and Collaborating with Community. Within each of 

these standards educators are provided with benchmarks that measure the success of each 

standard. 

The published standards and benchmarks could serve as a blueprint for improving 

the collaboratixe effort between educators and parents throughout education, including 

the decisions that surround the pre-referral process. Many of the benchmarks, while 

probably not \xritten with the pre-referral process in mind, focus directly on the strategies 

necessary if parents are to become partners in the pre-referral process. The National PTA 

recommends that schools "Establish opportunities for parents and educators to share 

partnering information such as student strengths and leaming preferences" (p. 6). The 

standards also advise schools to seek and encourage participation in all facets of decision

making that affects students within the educational processes. The most powerful of 

suggestion is to "Encourage and facilitate active parent participating in the decisions that 

affect students, such as student placement, course selection, and individual personalized 
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education plans" (p. 8). These standards and benchmarks provide the opportunity for 

educators and parents lo truly become collaborate partners in the education of children. 

Educators lia\e long held that if parents participated more in their child's 

education, than many school-related problems would be solved. At the same time, 

parents have stated that if the schools were more welcoming and open-minded they 

would participate more in the decisions that affect their children (Armstrong, 1995). To 

get through the "the\' said, w c said' impasse, educators must reach out to parents 

encouraging and seeking their input and knowledge. 

Bx' inviting parents to be involved from the very beginning of the processes that 

embody special education; the pre-referral process, educators can initiate a dynamic and 

collaborate relationship that will ultimately benefit the child. When inviting parent 

participation, educators must be prepared to openly and honestly discuss the best interest 

of the student and not best interest of the school (Wright & Wright, 2002). The problem 

is not the educators' refusal to include the parent(s) throughout the process, but the lack 

of knowledge of the pre-referral process themselves. Often educators view the pre

referral process as a time-consuming, burdensome process that negates the needs of the 

child and ultimately causes much needed special education services to be delayed (Smith, 

Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2001). 

This perception often held by educators highlights the misconception of the pre

referral process as the first step toward special education evaluation and possible 

qualification for services. The educators, and the parents, should perceive the pre-referral 

process as an avenue through which help can be provided to both the educator and the 
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child possibh prex-enling the child from entering special education (Wright & Wright, 

2002). The pre-referral team should act as a preventative measure that will keep students 

in the general education classroom learning along side their age-appropriate peers with 

approx cd and adopted general education curriculum. The New Mexico Statutes reviewed 

earlier in this chapter outline that special education evaluation is the last resort. "If pre-

rcfeiral intei-x'cntions are not ctTcctive within a reasonable time, refer the child for a full 

special education exaluation" (Section 6.31.2.10, Subsection C; 2000). The intent of the 

statues are clear: school districts must provide a process by which the goal is to keep the 

student in the general education classroom. "Remember the ultimate goal is not 

placement into special education, but help for the studenf (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & 

Doxvdy, 2001,p. 67). 

Successful collaboration is not impossible, but takes commitment and dedication 

to the process. Educators and parents have to agree to be equal players in the 

collaborative game to ensure success. If the ultimate goal is to provide a successful 

leaming environment for a child, the goal cannot be attained if educators and parents do 

not, cannot, and will not work together with the success of the child in forefront of all 

planning (Cramer, 1998). 

Philosophical Perspective 

Before a phenomenon can be defined and ultimately investigated it is necessary 

for the researcher to match a philosophical approach to the research question. Research 

is often viewed as a Tens' into a defined phenomenon. To thoroughly research and 
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in\ estigate unobserx able and quantitatively immeasurable parental perceptions and 

experiences in this study, interpretivist philosophical theories will be employed. The 

interpretn ist philosophy allows the researcher to "...make sense out of social interaction' 

(Glesne, 1999, p. 22). 

Engaging in research underpinned with the intrepretivist philosophy the 

researcher can iin estigate into human interactions and emotions while building theories 

about the phenomenon under examination. Rabinow and Sullivan (1987), write, "The 

acli\ it\- of interpretation is not simply a methodological option open to social scientist, 

but rather the \ erx' condition of human inquiry itself (p. 12). Human emotions and 

actions are better reported using the intrepretivist philosophy coupled with case study 

strategies (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). 

For this research, it was essential that not only the experiences of the parents be 

observable, but that the parents' perceptions be investigated and reported without losing 

the encapsulated emotion. The loss of the emotion or the inability to report the emotion 

would leaxe this research without the dynamics necessary to accurately interpret and 

report the 'story' of the parents. The interpretivist philosophy allows this researcher to 

investigate the phenomenon of parental perceptions and experiences and report the 

findings in a tmly humanistic form filled with ideas and emotion. 

Purpose for the Study 

The re-authorization of IDEA in 1997 and the following federal regulations of 

1999 placed a new emphasis on the parental role in education. In these regulations 
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parents' rights w ere strengthened and the strong legislative language provided that 

parents should he partners with the school every step of the way (Wright & Wright, 

2002). The rights of parents and the need for their involvement in the special education 

processes are wo\en throughout all aspects of the 1997 reauthorization. Further, the 

regulations placed expectations upon the state and local education agencies to 

".. .enhance parent participation in eligibility and placement decisions" (Knoblauch, 

2000, p. 153). 

The State of New Mexico opted to extend the language of the federal regulations 

to include mandatory pre-referral teams and a stmctured pre-referral process. These 

statutes are in their infancy and, while a beginning, have much room for growth. Parents 

are now expected to participate as partners in the pre-referral process often to the dismay 

of the educators involved in the process. 

There is abundant literature on the perceptions and experiences of parents in many 

processes within the special education arena. However, there is a lack of literature, 

specifying parental roles in the pre-referral process. Perhaps the lack of literature is due 

to the newness of the system and the lack of mandate in the federal regulations. Or, this 

special education process has been left out, while research continues to be designed, 

implemented and conducted on many other aspects of special education. 

For SEAs, LEAs, and educators to understand how to begin to build a more 

inviting collaborative experience surrounding parents, it is imperative that the 

stakeholders understand the experiences and perceptions of the parent(s) involved. 

Stakeholders on both sides of the table; parents and educators, must be better informed. 
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trained, and educated on the components that complete a successful pre-referral team and 

process. Wright and Wright (2002) remind educators and parents that often the 

problems do not lie in the process itself but in the ignorance that surrounds the process. 

This research ma> alle\ latc some of that ignorance. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This qualilati\ e study has been developed to examine and form an understanding 

of the perceptions held by parents of children with special needs. More precisely, the 

study examined the experiences parents have had while moving through the pre-referral 

process. The pre-refen-al process can ultimately lead to the placement of children into 

special education programs. The pre-referral process is a vital link between the 

philosophies of general education and special education. "Pre-referral Child Study 

identifies special abilities and disabilities of a student in the general education classroom 

and implements intervention strategies to enhanee success and possibly negate the need 

for a special education referral" (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 2001, p. 67). 

The pre-referral process is viewed as the first step of the assessment process. 

Hax'ing a dedicated, competent team of professionals working for the success of the child 

can provide valuable information to the classroom teacher, the parent, and the assessment 

professional (Smith et al., 2001; Sattler, 2001). "Pre-referral committees may 

recommend possible interventions. They may also reduce the number of children 

unnecessarily referred for individual assessment, making it easier to provide prompt and 

intensive services to those most in need of individual assessment" (Sattler, 2001, p. 11). 

Unfortunately, research provides a different picture of how the pre-referral 

process actually works. In a recent study, When It's Your Own Child (2002), forty 

percent of the 510 parents surveyed expressed confusion about the pre-referral process 
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imd the puiposc of the process, lileven percent of the parents surveyed believed that the 

school was in too much of a rush to find a problem, while twenty-nine percent reported 

the school took loo much time in reaching an agreement during the process. In a study 

completed in 1991 by Haring, Lovelt, and Saren, approximately 60% of parents were not 

actix eh' involved in education of their child with special needs. Parents who were not 

actix ely inx olved in the education sited lack of understanding of special education from 

the X erx' first process as the reason. Many parents stated that they were confused and 

unsure of the processes inx olved in special education. With this is mind, they chose not 

to be placed in a position of feeling inadequate when working with school professionals 

regarding their child. 

Understanding the perceptions and experiences of parents in the pre-referral 

process x\ ill enable schools to become more "parent friendly" ultimately leading to a 

more positive and successful pre-referral process (Wright & Wright, 2002). Due to the 

possible wide-range of perceptions parents of children with special needs have 

experienced, this study will focus on the perceptions and experiences of the parents 

throughout the pre-referral process only. 

Research Question(s) 

The focus of this study was guided by one encompassing question. However, as 

this question was researched, subsequent questions arose as data was collected. The 

research question for this study asks, "What experiences and perceptions did parents have 

through their involvement in the pre-referral process?" Additional questions that were 
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considered during the course of the study include, but were not limited to: (a) How and 

w hen w ei-c parcnt(s) notified by the school that their child might be having an academic 

problem? (b) What explanation of the pre-refeiTal process was given to the parents as the 

process began.', (c) Were the parents made aware of laws and federal regulations that 

gox em the pre-refeiTal process? If so, how and what was the extent of their education 

regarding the law s and regulations' (d) Was the experience of parents different based 

upon the data in w hich they participated in the pre-referral process?, (e) What were the 

parents general impression of the professionals that comprised the pre-referral team?" 

and (f) Were the parents made to feel as they were part of the pre-referral team? Is so, 

how xxere thex- included as part of the team? 

The X erx nature of qualitative research places the researcher in a position of not 

positixeh- knowing what direction the research may take. Often in qualitative research 

the research is driven by a pre-designed question, but based on the very experience of the 

research the question(s) can change, taking the research in a different direction (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). The qualitative researcher must be ready and willing to change the 

research questions as data is collected and analyzed. By completing ongoing analysis 

research questions may have to be amended and rethought by the researcher based on the 

collected data (Glesne, 1998; Berg, 2001). 

Rationale 

Strauss and Corbin (1990) simply define qualitative research as, ".. .any kind of 

research that produces findings not arrived at by means of statistical procedures or other 

48 



means ol quantilieation" (p. 17). Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research allows 

the researcher to, ".Approach ficldwork without being constrained by predetermined 

categories of anahsis w hich contributes to the depth, openness, and detail of qualitative 

inquiry" (Patton, 1990. p. 13). Qualitative research permits the researcher to go beyond 

the reporting of statistical fads and delve deeper into what is behind the numbers. The 

decision to use qualitatix e research techniques over quantitative research techniques is 

based on the question at the center of the research (Glesne, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Patton, 1990; Strauss ĉ  Corbin, 1990). 

For this studx', qualitative research was chosen due to the depth of understanding 

that the researcher needed to appropriately answer the research question(s). When 

studxing perceptions and experiences of others, it is imperative that the researcher look 

bexond the surface into the lives of those being researched. Berg (2001) writes: 

Qualitative procedures provide a means of accessing unquantifiable 
facts about the actual people researchers observe and talk to or people 
represented by their personal traces. As a result qualitative techniques 
alloxx' researchers to share in the understanding and perceptions of 
others and to explore how people stmcture and give meaning to their 
daily lives. Researchers using qualitative techniques examine how 
people leam about and make sense of themselves and others, (p. 7) 

The use of qualitative research techniques allowed the researcher to gain an 

understanding of the experiences parents have had while being involved in the pre

referral process. The researcher had the opportunity to gain rich descriptions of the 

perceptions of parents as they intimately experienced the pre-referral process. 

Using a case study strategy can provide a holistic look at the subject(s) and 

phenomenon being studied. Qualitative research encompasses many advantages when 
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investigating people and their experiences in a particular setting. The essence of the 

qualitatix e research design, strategics and methods look at relationships, and builds 

relationships betw ecu the researcher and the subjects of the research. "Qualitative design 

incorporates room for description of the role of the researcher as well as description of 

the researcher's own biases and ideological preference" (Janesick, 1994, p. 212). By 

using methodological triangulation, the researcher can dissect the research question(s) 

from xarious x iewpoints (Glesne, 1998; Janesick, 1994; Wolcott, 1990). 

Qualitatix e research is a large encompassing field of study. Glesne, 1998 writes, 

"Qualitatix e inquirx' is often used as an umbrella term for various orientations to 

interpretix ist research. For example, qualitative researchers might call their work 

ethnography, case study, phenomenology, education criticism, hermeneuties, or a number 

of other terms" (p. 8). Under the umbrella of qualitative research, researchers commonly 

use several methods. Most often qualitative methods can be placed in three very distinct 

categories: (1) in-depth, open-ended interviews; (2) written documents; and (3) direct 

observations (Denzin & Lincohi, 1998; Glesne, 1998; Patton, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). Surveys and questionnaires with open-ended questions, faee-to-face in-depth 

interviews, case studies, historical documents, pictures, and personal histories are just a 

few of the many techniques used in the field of qualitative research (Berg, 2001; Patton, 

1990). 
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Case Study 

The research strategy chosen to answer the research question(s) posed in this 

studx is the case study. As described previously, it is important to remember that the 

stratcgx chosen for the slud> must directly reflect the knowledge sought in the research 

question. To trulx uncox er and understand human perceptions and experiences, the case 

study is the best strategy to apply. Stake (1995) describes a case study as a unique 

collection of processes by which to examine the common characteristics of a complex 

issue. Berg (2001) xvrites: "Case study methods involve systematically gathering enough 

infomiation about a particular person, social setting, event, or group to permit the 

researcher to effectix'ely understand how it operates or functions" (p. 225). The case 

stud)', like the field of qualitative research, is an umbrella under which many methods 

fall. Using the case study as the strategy in this research study allowed the researcher to 

engage in methods such as survey, interviews and observations while collecting, 

analyzing, and ultimately producing the research study (Hamel, Dufour, & Fortin, 1993). 

The case study strategy provides a detailed and thorough investigation into a large, yet 

intricate phenomenon. 

There are many advantages in using the case study approach. For the questions 

posed in this research, the case study strategy allowed the researcher to investigate the 

actual experiences and perceptions held by parents. Stake (1981) writes, "Good case 

studies can provide more valid portrayals, better basis for personal understanding of what 

is going on, and solid grounds for considering action" (p. 32). A quahtative case study 

seeks to research, analyze and describe the phenomenon in contextual depth and detail; 
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such detail and depth would not be possible in a study controlled by quantitative 

measures (Patton, 1990). Inlisting the case study strategy along with a variety of 

research techniques prox ided the researcher with a holistic view of the phenomenon 

being studied. When inx estigating and analyzing research that has human nature at the 

X erx center of the question, a case study is the best strategy to employ (Stake, 1995). 

\Miile the case study strategy is effective and useful when trying to understand 

people, experiences, problems and other unique situations in great depth (Patton, 1990), 

there are also disadxantages of using the case study strategy. The very nature of 

qualitatix e research and the case study strategy promises to produce volumes of data that 

xvill require collection, organization, sorting, analysis, and evaluation (Patton, 1990). It is 

imperatixe that the researcher choosing to employ case study strategies and techniques 

has a XX ell-dexeloped and organized data collection and analysis plan. Not only must the 

researcher develop the data collection and analysis plan, they must have the dedication 

and perseverance to adhere to the plan (Stake, 1995). 

Often case studies are attacked by professionals in the field of education and other 

disciplines as being too narrowly focused and having no productive use for future 

generalization (Berg, 2001). The researcher using the case study methodology must take 

steps, such as triangulation, to strengthen the usefulness of the study. However, many 

times researchers choosing the ease study method are not targeting their research for 

broad use and generalization, but for a more detailed understanding of the specified 

phenomenon described in the research question (Donmoyer, 1990). 
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Possiblx' the most questioned aspect of the case study method is the component of 

objectixitx. In qualitative research conducted using the ease study method, the researcher 

themseh cs act as the research tool. "Often qualitative research of any type is viewed as 

suspect xvhen questions of objectivity are asked" (Berg, 2001, p. 231). The question of 

objcctix Ity must be answ ered by the researcher from the very conception of the study. 

1 here are manx' advantages and disadvantages of using the case study method in 

conducting research. How ex er, to investigate the perceptions and experiences of parents, 

the case studx method provides the individual attention required to accurately answer the 

research question(s) posed in this study. The advantages of the case study methodology 

far exceed the disadvantages for this study. However, it is up to the researcher to play 

close attention to the disadvantages to ensure the study does not become tainted. 

In order to capture the essence of the perceptions and experiences of parents, 

along x\ ith keeping the research valid, this study used three different, yet intertwined, 

techniques. A survey containing open-ended questions, face-to-face interviews designed 

in the semi-standardized format, and observations in the field were systematically used as 

the study and ultimately dissertation moved to fhiition. 

Survey 

Reason (1994) writes, "The systematic gathering of information, for example, 

through survey techniques, and then making sense of it from the perspective of the 

community is often an important source of people's knowledge and empowermenf (p. 

329). Surveys are often used when the participants of a possible study need to be 
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scanned and rated for their appropriateness to the study. For this study the survey 

instrument will be used to gain access to the population being studied in this research: 

parents of students xvith special needs. 

Due to the confidentiality that surrounds students with special needs, a survey 

instrument, using open-ended questions, was used to gain access to this population for the 

studx. Ideally, group interx icws or focus group interviews could be used to gain the 

infonnation needed at this point of the study. Unfortunately, due to the limited access to 

the population, the survey instmment was used. An open-ended survey can be viewed as 

a group interxiew on paper, especially when the researcher cannot gain direct legal access 

to a population without the help of gatekeepers. Access to the population and the vital 

need for a gatekeeper xxill be examined later in this chapter. 

L'nlike many surveys used in quantitative research, the survey used in this study 

relied heavily on open-ended questions. Using the analogy that this survey instrument is 

replacing a group interview using paper, it is vital to the research that the questions 

remain open-ended and free of pre-determined categories of expectation (Rubin & Rubin, 

1995). Often when researchers use a survey instmment, the instmment becomes a 

xariation of a quantitative Likert scale (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Using an interpretive 

approach to the survey allowed the researcher to leam beyond the Likert scale categories, 

and gain rich information from the interviewee (person completing the survey) that can 

be used throughout the body of research (Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Desvousges & Frey, 

1989). 
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The success ol using a survey as a group interview technique depends heavily on 

the analysis of data and how the data is used (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). The analysis of 

data is described later in this chapter. In this study the completed surveys were used as 

the first method of research that opened the lock held by the gatekeeper allowing for 

facc-to-facc inteniews to be completed. 

.\s the surxexs xxere dissected and ultimately coded, it was imperative that the 

researcher renicmbcred the w caknesses that could be involved in using surveys. Many 

times surx ex s are relumed by people who choose to use the research, the researcher, and 

the surx ex as a tool hx w hich to present a personal agenda. Often surveys are completed 

and relumed bx ixx o xery different, yet connected groups of people. The two groups of 

people can be described and categorized as (1) people with a complaint or a negative 

response to the issue dealt with on the survey, or (2) people who are in favor and want to 

celebrate the content questions of the survey (Patton, 1990). By understanding the 

possible skexx ed responses received on the survey, a researcher is recommended to use a 

combination of other data collection methods in combination with a survey. 

Ideally when using a survey as a research tool, an existing survey should be 

utilized that had been "proven" vahd by previous use. Patton (1990) writes, "For 

scholarly qualitative research, it is typical to use the published literature to help bring 

focus to a particular study" (p. 376). However, a pre-existing survey was not available 

for the topic being studied in this research. Many surveys containing topics related to 

parents and special education were found in the existing literature (Fassett, 2002; Hiatt-

Michael 2001; Johnson, & Duffett, 2002; Seery, Davis, & Johnson, 2000). However, no 
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pre-exislmg surx ex w as located that questioned parental perceptions and experiences with 

the pre-refen-al process. A surxcy used by Johnson and Duffett (2002) for the Public 

Agenda Report When It '.v Your Own Child: A Report on Special Education from the 

Families IVho Use it, touched on areas surrounding the pre-referral process, but did not 

include questions specific lo the pre-refcrral process. The structure of this survey was 

used xvhen drafting the first proposed instrument for this study. 

Therefore, part of the research process for this study included the design and 

testing of a nexv surx ex instrument. Prior to a researcher designing the survey instmment, 

the goal of the surx ex' must be defined (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). For this study, the survey 

acted as a door in xx'hich to access the target participants of the study. Federal law 

prohibits the dissemination of information regarding students with special needs, 

including information regarding their parents. Therefore, sending the survey to parents 

blind to the researcher was the first step in identifying the target participants. The 

instmment therefore, included basic knowledge level open-ended questions. 

The first step of the survey design enlisted local administrators in the field of 

special education. The cooperation of these individuals was imperative to the sttady, in as 

much as they would be the professionals by which the target participants would be 

accessed. A list of twenty possible survey questions was shared with four special 

education directors in the local area for their critique and opinion. The survey was 

adjusted based on their reactions. The second step of the process accessed teachers (five 

special education teachers and five general education teachers). The latest version of the 

survey was shared with the teachers for their professional critique. Again, the survey 
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instrument was adjusted. Ultimately, two focus groups of parents, ten in each group 

(both w Ith children in special education and without) were solicited to participate in the 

survcx and prox ide icedback lo the researcher. Upon completion of the focus groups the 

suiTcy instrument w as resubmitted to the special education directors and the teachers. 

Three unix ersitx professors with experience in the field of qualitative research, and 

backgrounds neh in issues suiTounding special education completed a final examination 

of the suncx. The Human Subjects Committee at the researcher's institution of 

emploxment and Texas Tech University approved the survey for use. 

Interviews 

Manx qualitative researchers would state that the strength of qualitative research 

is the abilitx' to observe behavior and activity by becoming a physical part of the setting. 

Howex'er, there are many things in the social sciences that cannot be observed. For 

example, it is not possible to observe what is going on in the mind of a participant while 

the participant is showing emotion. The researcher can only write of the emotion 

observed. The researcher can complete observations of participants and make notes of 

their activities in combination with the researcher's direct observations. However, the 

limitations of observation will not allow the researcher to expand beyond what can be 

seen (Patton, 1990). 

Patton (1990) described interviews by writing, "The purpose of interviewing is to 

find out what is in and on someone else's mind" (p. 278). In order to adequately 

understand the perceptions and experiences of parents having children with special needs. 
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the researcher needed lo inxestigatc the thoughts and ideas of Ihe parents. Although a 

researcher obscrx ed parents as they went through Ihe pre-referral process, this alone did 

not prox idc detailed information to understand the experiences of the parents. The use of 

inteniew mg techniques allow ed the researcher lo enter into a person's perspective, to 

belter understand the person at the heart of the research (Fontana & Frey; 1994; Patton, 

1990). 

For this studx, a semi-standardized interview was used. Open-ended questions 

were fomied from infonnation gained as data was collected from the surveys 

disseminated to and retumed by parents. Several probing questions were formatted, and 

used if necessarx. However, it was the hope of the researcher, that parents would freely 

and openly discuss their experiences during the interview negating the need for pre

determined probing questions. 

Manx' of parents interviewed had to use descriptions from their memories as 

questions xx ere asked. The only way to retrieve this knowledge, which was essential to 

this study, was by using interview techniques. "We cannot observe situations that took 

place at some previous point in time" (Patton, 1990, p. 278). Effective and well-designed 

interview questions can open past events for use in current research (Wolcott, 1990). 

While there are strengths and obvious advantages in using interviews in this 

research study, there are always weaknesses in every method that should be examined. 

The most common weaknesses in employing interviews usually fall on the interviewer 

and his/her skills (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). The errors on the part of the interviewer 

usually involve an inadequately designed interview protocol or an interview that was not 
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completed in-deplh. An example could be an interview in which the interviewee 

answ ered sex eral questions with inconsistency or conflict. It would be the duty and the 

obligation ol the researcher lo re-open the interview and introduce the specific 

inconsistencies to the interviewee for complete clarification. Rubin and Rubin (1995) 

xvrite, "Sometimes the interx icwees hold contradictory views simultaneously, and both 

are true, in the sense that the inlei-viewees believe them. To gain credibility with readers, 

the inlei-viexver has to show that he or she explored the apparent contradiction" (p. 89). 

The results gained from the semistandardized interviews will further connect the 

information gained from the surveys and act as a bridge connecting past data with 

current-ongoing experiences of the parents. 

Obserxation and Interviews 

This study moved from the written perception and experiences of parents through 

face-to-face interviews questioning past experiences of parents; and ultimately involved 

obserxations of parent(s) as they actually experience the pre-referral process. As the 

researcher moved through the pre-referral process with the parent(s) field notes were 

taken and analyzed with information gained from parents as they experience and 

complete the pre-referral process. Using qualitative observation, field notes, and 

interview techniques the researcher gained a more complete picture of the current 

perceptions and experiences of parents. 

Observation has been chosen for this study to provide further validity and detail to 

the claims made by parent(s) in the surveys and subsequent face-to-face interviews. 
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Obscrx atioiis prox ided the researcher with opportunity to focus on relationships within 

the pre-relcrral process. Obscrx ations can provide in-depth study of how people work 

and read lo each other as they arc solving a common problem (Adier & Adier, 1998; 

Patton, 1990). C'ompleling research from an interpretivist methodology, it was necessary 

lo examine the participants in many situations in order to represent the many details of 

the subject being studied. Obserxations provide a method of strengthening the data 

gained from the prex ious interx iews and surveys. Using a variety of methods, including 

obserx ation can provide a much more detailed and rich research experience (Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1998). 

.•\fter the observer and the parent(s) have experienced the pre-referral process 

together, the parents xxere interviewed regarding their perceptions of the process. Again, 

semistandardized open-ended interview techniques were used. By engaging the parents 

in the interview immediately after the process, initial reactions were captured. Often 

initial reactions provide a better detail of the emotions and perceptions of the participants. 

Once time is allowed to come between the actual experience and the interview, the 

experience often has become diluted by the participant (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

The use of survey, face-to-face interviews, and observation allowed this 

qualitative sttady to examine the perceptions and experiences of parents regarding the pre

referral process from a multi-dimensional aspect. Examining the research question(s) 

from a variety of methods provides a more in-depth analysis of the question(s) leading to 

a study with increased validity (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 
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.\s in all research strategies, there are strengths and weaknesses that should be 

considered when undertaking and ultimately completing a research study. For case 

studies. \ in (1994) has categorized weaknesses in three areas: time and organization, 

lack of gencralizabilitx', and conclusions that have reliability and validity. 

\'in (1994) wams the researcher choosing the case study strategy of the extensive 

amount of lime involved in the collection and analysis of data. A great deal of time must 

be spent collecting data using a x ariety of possible methods throughout the study. Once 

the time has been expended on the collection of data, the amount of data collected using 

the case study stralegx' is often overwhelming to many researchers. A very detailed plan 

must be designed from the very beginning of the study to ensure proper organization and 

management of the data collected. The researcher must remember that data cannot be 

analx-zed and used, if the data is not organized in a systematic manner in which 

information can be retrieved (Patton, 1990). 

Generalizability has and continues to be debated as a weakness of the case study 

strategy. Eisner and Peshkin (1990) write, "Generalizations enable us to form 

expectations on the basis of prior experience" (p. 171). But, do generalizations have to 

be made using the historical stance taken by most quantitative researchers? hi qualitative 

research, specifically case study, the researcher must redefine generalization. Donmoyer 

(1990) expressed his view that generalization can no longer be viewed as formal and 

statistical in nature. For qualitative research to serve its purpose in the educational 

setting, generalization must and can be derived from personal experiences that are 

connected to previously leamed lessons. 
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The case studx strategy, as with most strategies within the field of qualitative 

research, ofien lead to questions of the reliability and validity of the data collected. 

When the researcher is the research tool, attention must be paid the constmction of the 

research studx. fhe researcher must educate the reader to possible researcher biases that 

max be present in the research. The most powerful tool to be used in correcting the 

weakness of reliability and \ alidity is the use of triangulation in the research design. 

When the researcher uses a x-aridy of methods in completing the research triangulation is 

used as the antidote xvhen the question of reliability and validity is raised (Lincoln & 

Guba. 1985). It is the duty and responsibility of the researcher to ensure that the research 

design is such that reliability and validity are not questioned. 

For this research study, the case study strategy provided the depth and methods 

needed to fulh' answer the research question(s). The perceptions and experiences held by 

parents of students xvith special needs are unique to their individual situations. Therefore, 

xvhile the group could be studied as a whole, it was imperative to the integrity of the 

research, that the individual perceptions and experiences were heard and presented as 

well. Using information from past and present experiences allowed the researcher to 

fully understand the process of pre-referral as seen by the parents. 

The process of data collection was completed in three unique, independent, yet 

connected steps. In approaching the research in this method, the researcher was allowed 

to simultaneously collect and analyze data throughout the study. Time, data collection, 

and data management was aided by the three steps involved in the research. 
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Parents of children w ith special needs are individual as people, but linked by the 

xerx circumstances of the special needs. Generalization of the parents studied in this 

research, max provide insight into parents located in other areas. It would be ultimately 

up to the consumers of the research to decide if generalization of this specific study could 

be used in their school districts. 

The case studx' is the only qualitative research strategy that will allow the 

complete examination of the research question(s) posed in this study. While the 

researcher was alxvaxs mindful of the weaknesses, the strengths of the ease study strategy 

allowed the researcher to complete a deep and rich understanding of the perceptions and 

experiences of the parents involved in this study. 

Context of the Studv 

Due to legal constraints regarding accessibility of information dealing with 

students with exceptionalities, this study took place in a local pubhc school district where 

the researcher has professional contacts and a reputation of tmst with the district 

personnel and administration. The district was chosen based on the necessity of a 

gatekeeper. Contact with parents of children with special needs will require cooperation 

of the local school district and the Office of Special Student Services within the school 

district. 

Like many aspects of qualitative research there are advantages and disadvantages 

when selecting participants in an area where the researcher already has an existing 

relationship (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). The researcher must objectively examine both the 
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advantages and the disadxantages before the site selection can be made. Many details 

must be factored into the selection of the site for the research. Berg (2001) writes, "...the 

investigator needs to consider a rationale for identifying and using a particular settings as 

a data collection site" (p. 29). Berg (2001) stresses there are four critical elements that 

must be considered when selecting an access site: (1) the researchers must know that 

access to the site w ill be possible, (2) within the site the researcher must be assured that 

indix iduals match the described targeted participants, (3) the research question(s) 

proposed bx the researcher will align with the site selection and the targeted participants 

w ithin the site area, and (4) data collection can be effectively completed in the selected 

site XX ith the axailable participants. 

For the purpose of this study, the researcher had to have permission to utilize the 

serx ices of staff within a special education department. The staff was vital in their role as 

a gatekeeper for ultimate access to the targeted participants. Questions were asked of 

parents regarding their children with special needs. The completion of this research 

hinged on the comfort level shared between the parents and the researcher. The 

researcher, having been an educator in the local area, has an established professional 

reputation and has built many relationships throughout the special education community. 

The researcher will only gain information if the parents believe that the researcher will 

not harm them or their children and that the researcher will maintain confidentiality. This 

type of rapport and relationship would not be possible in a location where the researcher 

was a complete stranger. 
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W hen examining the disadvantages of researching in a site familiar to the 

researcher, the researcher must have honest communication with the administrators of the 

desired site (Rubin ĉ  Rubin, 1995). When the research proposal was presented to local 

school districts, many negotiated factors were brought to the forefront of the 

conx ersations. One district wanted license to know who was interviewed and have a 

large voice in the final w ork product. This concession would not be possible in 

protecting the anonymity of the parents. Another district insisted that nothing be 

finalized in w riting xvithout the consent of the superintendent of the district. Again, this 

concession would have tainted the integrity of the study. The district chosen for the study 

siniph asked that the district not be identified by name but by geographic location. This 

concession xx ould not damage the study and was acceptable. Also, imperative to the 

selection of a site in which the researcher in known, was the responsibility of conducting 

a professional and well-designed study. If the researcher does not maintain and high-

level of professionalism, a well-built reputation can be quickly dissolved (Rubin & 

Rubin, 1995). 

After examining both the advantages and disadvantages of conducting research in 

a location where the researcher already has a relationship, it was decided that this 

research would proceed in the location selected. The advantages of aceessibihty, rapport, 

and established professionalism and reputation far outweighed the disadvantages. 

The research design of this study was centered on face-to-face interviews with 

parents and the ability of the researcher to participate in meetings at the school(s) during 

the pre-referral process. These techniques necessitated that the research be completed in 
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a location geographically convenient to the researcher. The research will be completed in 

a rural communitx in New Mexico. Due lo the geographically enonnity of New Mexico, 

communities xviihin a 50-miIe radius of the researcher were considered. 

Selection of the three initial school districts was elementary based on need. In 

order tor the researcher to hax e access lo parents, direct laborious help was needed from 

the statYemploxed at the consenting school district. Three local school districts were 

contacted direclh bx the researcher. The school district chosen for the study agreed to 

alloxx the reseiu-cher access to staff to solicit participation from parents of children with 

special needs. The other two school districts placed too many restrictions on the study, 

xvhich would jeopardize the honest presentation of the study resufts. The district 

requested the exact name and location be omitted from the research product, but did 

alloxv the researcher to identify the district as being located in a mral location in New 

Mexico. 

The participants of the study, based on their preference and convenience, selected 

the interview sites. Allowing the participants to choose a setting most comfortable to 

them, often leads to a more detailed and educational interview (Patton, 1990). Research 

sites used by the researcher included the researcher's office, the participants' homes, 

public meeting places chosen by the participant, and public school buildings. The sites 

selected for the observation portion of the study were chosen from various school 

buildings located within the public school district. 
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Data Sources 

As alluded to prex iously in this chapter, the process of selecting and securing 

participants for this study will be somewhat complex. The sampling method used for this 

study will be based on a specific criterion. Patton (1990) writes, "The logic of criterion 

sampling is to rex iew and study all cases that meet some predetermined criterion of 

importance" (p. 176). The participants in this study must have had experience with the 

pre-refen-al process. The State of New Mexico, Department of Education (2000), New 

.Mexico Special Education Regidations. title 6. Chapter 31, Part 2, New Mexico 

.Administrative Code require that all students identified with special needs must have 

gone through the pre-referral process. Therefore, the parents of those children currently 

receiving special education services in the school district would have experience with the 

pre-referral process. 

Hoxxever, IDEA (1997) provides very detailed confidentiality requirements 

regarding students with special needs and their families. Further strengthening the 

confidentiality requirements of IDEA are the requirements of the Family Education 

Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) (1974). These two acts legally make it impossible for 

the researcher to know the names and any biographical information of the parents of 

students with special needs (Imber & Van Geel, 2000). 

Prior statements were made in regard to the need for a gatekeeper in this study. 

A gatekeeper was engaged by the researcher to gain access to the potential participants 

for this study. Gatekeepers often are the person a researcher must negotiate with in order 

to gain access to a site or group of potential participants. Gatekeepers can be extremely 
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helptui or detrimental to a researcher (Glesne, 1998). Berg (2001) writes, "Gatekeepers 

can be critical in terms of accessing a research setting or reaching research subjects. 

These gatekeepers max be formal or infomial watchdogs who protect the setting, people, 

or institutions sought as a target for research" (p. 145). 

For the puipose this study, four gatekeepers were involved in the solicitation of 

potential participants. The Director of Special Education has granted the researcher 

access to the secretarx of the department and two liaisons/diagnosticians that act as the 

chair of the LE.-\ Student Assistance Team. The secretary acted as the distributor of the 

initial surx ex used in the pilot study. Because the identity of the parents cannot be made 

public to the researcher, the secretary mailed all information from the researcher to the 

potential participants. The parents voluntarily made contact with the researcher after the 

initial mailing by the secretary once they have received the survey and a description of 

the research design. The Director of Special Education was once again used as a 

gatekeeper securing a site for the researcher to observe the active involvement of parents 

in the pre-referral process through the help of the assigned liaisons/diagnosticians. 

Once parents received the survey, the parent(s) contacted with the researcher on a 

voluntary basis for future participation in the study. Caution was taken when individuals 

voluntarily answered surveys and ultimately agreed to be interviewed. Often people 

answer surveys and fiarther engage in interviews because they have strong opinions on a 

subject and they want to use the researcher as their vehicle to deliver their opinion. 

Keeping in mind that participants may use the study as a vehicle to voice their 
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opinions, the researcher must take deliberate steps to use an assortment of research 

techniques to strengthen and ultimately validate the infonnation gained from such 

participants (Ration, 1990). 

.An additional w eakncss of participants selected by criterion reference guidelines 

max be the distraction of lime (Patton, 1990). Due to the detailed requirements of the 

participants, selection is limited. When the researcher is given access to parents of 

children w ith special needs that have had experiences with the pre-referral process, it may 

become exident to the researcher that the perceptions and experiences of the parents have 

faded or diminished with time. By utilizing the other qualitative techniques previously 

described, the researcher was able to balance the dated experiences and perceptions of 

parents xxith current and on-going experiences and perceptions. Using methodological 

triangulation, the researcher dissected the research question(s) from various viewpoints 

(Glesne, 1998; Janesick, 1994; Wolcott, 1990). Berg (2001) writes, "The use of multiple 

research-design strategies and theories increased the depth of understanding an 

investigation can yield" (p. 6). 

Data Collection 

The field of qualitative research presents many diverse methods in which data can 

be collected. Common forms of qualitative methods of data collection include, but are 

not limited to: direct observation, interviews, surveys, documents, archival records, video 

recordings, and artifacts (Berg, 2001; Patton, 1990). Within each of these methods are a 

variety of choices. Within the methodology of interview, the researcher must decide 
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w hat txpc of interx iew w ill be completed and processed. All of these decisions filled 

w Ith linile ddail directly impact the data collection portion of the study (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1994). 

For this studx, data was collected using three independent methods that will 

become dependent upon each other as the data is managed and analyzed. A survey 

compiled of infonnational and open-ended questions was mailed to all parents having 

special needs in the target school district as part of the Pilot Study. Parents voluntarily 

completed the surx ex and retumed the instmments to the researcher. The last question on 

the survcx xxas a solicitation for parents to volunteer to participate in face-to-face 

interviexvs. 

The ansxx ers supplied in the survey were used as a start for the semistandardized 

interx iexxs. A set of anticipated probing questions was used for follow-up as needed. The 

information gained from these interviews was the catalyst for the final interviews. The 

final interx'iexx s were preceded by the researcher observing the parent(s) participating in 

the pre-referral process. Unstmctured, discussion based interviews immediately 

followed the observations made during the pre-referral process experience. 

Pilot Study-Survey 

A pilot project was conducted disseminating a survey prior to the begirming of the 

research study. The purpose of the pilot project was twofold. (1) The survey instmment 

was tested to verify appropriate questions are being asked, and (2) To verify that parents 

in the district chosen for the study will be willing participants. The survey produced 42 
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responses w ith thirty parents \ olunteering for an interview. The response allowed the 

research to go forw aid in the selected districted. Janesick (1994) writes, "The pilot study 

allow s the researcher to focus on particular areas that may have been unclear previously. 

In addition pilot studies may be used lo test certain questions" (p. 213). 

.\s detailed earlier in this chapter, a published survey could not be located for the 

questions involx ed in this research study. The survey has been written based on the 

rese;u-cher's experience w ith the pre-referral process as both a foster-parent and a special 

education educator. The researcher enlisted the service of twenty parents (not targeted 

participants), ten educators with experience in the pre-referral process, and the directors 

of Special Education from the local districts, including the district in which the study will 

be completed, as the survey was being written. Three university professors with 

experience in the field of qualitative research, and backgrounds rich in issues surrounding 

special education completed a final examination of the survey. As stated previously, the 

survey was tested as part of the Pilot Project, which was started in the spring of 2003. As 

the surveys were retumed, survey questions were reviewed, adjusted, and rejected as 

needed. Questions from the survey were used in the interviews. 

The survey was distributed to 190 parents in the public school district following 

guidelines of the World Association of Public Opinion Research. A retum rate of 42/190, 

or 22% was achieved. Parents were given the incentive of being entered into a raffle for 

two prizes if the survey is completed and retumed. Arzheimer and Klein (1999) write, 

"An appropriate incentive given increases not only the retum rate of mail surveys (which 

has been demonstrated before) but also the speed of retum and the re-interview rate" (p. 

71 



309). Often when offering a tangible incentive as a reward for completing and retuming 

the surxex, the surx cx' results arc more balance (Arzheimer & Klein, 1999). 

Understanding that many people w ho return surveys do so to use the researcher as a 

vehicle for their opinions, the incentive may entice more of a balance from participants. 

Hax ing forty-tw o sui-ycys completed and retumed provided the researcher with a good 

base of infonnation to draw on enabling the study to go forward. 

Interviews 

The strength of this study came from the interviews that were conducted with the 

parents of children with special needs. The survey provided foundational insight into the 

perceptions and experiences of parents during the pre-referral process, but the interview 

took the one-dimensional written information to a deeper and richer level. "Interviewing 

is xx ell suited for studies in which researchers have a relatively clear sense of their 

interests and the kinds of questions they wish to pursue" (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 1). 

The Pilot Study is based on the experiences and perceptions of parents of children 

with special needs. While observation was used on a limited basis, perceptions and 

experiences are not usually observable; therefore the interview strengthened the 

understanding of the research question(s) (Patton, 1990; Yin, 1994). The interviews in 

this study had two separate time lines. 

The first interviews were conducted with parents answering the Pilot Project 

survey and volunteering to share their experiences and perceptions with the researcher. 

These interviews were conducted using a semistandardized interview protocol. The 
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interview protocol has been condensed from the written survey questions, and probing 

questions have been added to gain further insight into the perception and experiences of 

the parents. The interx iew protocols were presented to the panel of parents, teachers and 

unix ersitx professors described eariier in this chapter. By using questions that were 

ansxvered in w riting, the participants are familiar with the type of questions being asked, 

but can turther explain and discuss their answer when probing questions are utilized. 

Probes can extend the discussion providing the researcher with a more in depth level of 

understanding (Berg, 2001). 

Some parents xxere interviewed more than once depending on the length and 

depth of the discussion. Clarifications had to be made during a second interview. 

Important to this study was the realization that some parents will be responding to an 

experience thex' had years prior to this study. Therefore, more clarification was needed as 

the data xvas analyzed. 

The second interviews immediately followed a shared experience between the 

researcher and the parent(s). The researcher attended the full pre-referral process with 

the parent(s). After each meeting (usually three are conducted throughout the process), 

the researcher interviewed the parent(s) regarding their perception(s) and experience(s) in 

the meeting. These interviews provided the researcher with first impression information 

from the parent(s). Often if time is given to the participants to process the event, 

perceptions and accounts of the event will change (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Interviews 

with the parent(s) were conducted after each meeting. A final interview was conducted 
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w Ith the parent(s) upon the compldion of the process. At this time the researcher 

expected that time and contemplation may have changed or varied the original 

perceptions of the parents. 

Using tw o different, yet similar, interviews allowed the research to be further 

cross-compared and analyzed, strengthening the validity of the infonnation gained from 

the surxex's and the two types of interviews. The information gleaned from the survey 

and the on-going anah sis of the interviews allowed the researcher to continually compare 

the infomiation throughout the study, making the data more valid (Patton, 1990; Taylor 

ĉ  Bogdan, 1998). The researcher expected that some participants will have to be 

interx'iewed more than one time, while other participants will provide enough information 

in their initial interview. 

The philosophy of qualitative research presents the possibility that new 

information xxill come forward during the interview process and analysis of the data from 

the interviexx's. New information uncovered during the study caused the study to be 

adjusted accordingly. It is imperative when completing qualitative research that the 

researcher and the study remain fluid and flexible (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

Observation 

The method of observation was used for two different, yet intersected purposes. 

The researcher became part of the pre-referral process along with the parent(s) and school 

district personnel. Having the researcher placed at the meetings allowed the researcher to 

observe and record information regarding the nonverbal cues. Often the nonverbal cues 
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are more pow erful than the spoken word (Creswell, 2002). There are usually three 

meetings w ith parent(s) and other education professionals during the pre-referral process. 

Bx' attending each of the meetings, the researcher verified previous observations and had 

the opportunity to obscrxe the same participants in the same setting on multiple 

occasions. Multiple observations can add strength and validity to the records of the 

researcher. 

The use of observation also provided the researcher with the most current 

infonnation possible on the pre-referral process employed by the school district. As 

dynamics and procedures of the pre-referral process change, the researcher needed to 

make adjustments as required in the design of the study. Observations can strengthen 

information provided by surveys and interviews by allowing the researcher to better 

understand the human dynamics involved in the meeting experience (Glesne, 1999). 

As xxith many qualitative research methods, the weakness of using observation is 

the researcher herself Due to the possibility of inaccurately understanding what is 

happening in the setting, failing to adequately describe activities, or imposing the 

researcher's own reality, information gained from observations can often be flawed 

(Adier & Adier, 1998). Acknowledging that observations present room for error, other 

methods of investigation should be used by the researcher to triangulate the information 

collected from the observation. The use of post-observation interviews served this 

purpose. 

Possibly the most essential reason to use observation in this study was to allow 

the researcher access to the parent(s) during the pre-referral process and immediately 
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after compldion of the process. Prior interviews were completed on parent(s) that had 

experienced the pre-referral process before the study began. Having the ability to 

interview parent(s) as they experience and complete the pre-referral process allowed the 

researcher to gain more immediate and current information. 

.Mso, bx interx iew ing parent(s) during and immediately after they have 

experienced part of the prc-rcferral process, the researcher gained first impressions and 

feelings regarding the process. Interviews of parent(s) who have already experienced the 

pre-referral process will supply information that has been analyzed and diluted by time. 

Often w hen interview s are conducted immediately following the event, participants are 

able to process the exent as the researcher conducts the interview. Observing and 

interviexx'ing a parent(s) as they process the event, allowed the researcher to attain more 

real emotions and thoughts prior to the event being blurred and/or softened by time. It 

was important for the researcher to remember that often as participants are processing 

events for the first time a wide range of emotions and responses may come forward 

(Adier & Adier, 1998; Berg 2001). 

Data Management 

Glesne (1999) writes, "The open nature of quahtative inquiry means that you will 

acquire even more data than you originally envisioned" (p. 134). The basic concept of 

qualitative research methods leads to a tremendous amount of collected data. For this 

study, data was collected in the form of written surveys, two separate yet intertwined 

rounds of face-to-face interviews, and field notes taken during observations. The 
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magnitude ol the data collected can quickly get out of hand causing the researcher to 

wonder why another process of research was not used (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). 

Knoxving that the methods chosen for this study have the capacity to produce vast 

amounts of data, a data management plan was imperative to the success of the study and 

further analysis and interpretation of the data. Due to the anticipated volume of data for 

this stud>, it w as necessary for the researcher to manage the data as it is received. A 

w ord processor w as utilized during the first phase of data collection. Berg (2001) 

describes the usefulness of a word processor as: 

Word processors allow you to create text-based files and to effectively 
find, mox e. reproduce, and retrieve sections of the text in each file. 
These provide a means from transcribing interviews or audio portions 
of video, w r̂iting up or editing field notes, coding text for indexing and 
retrieval purposes, and even writing up findings in reports, (p. 261) 

Bx' using a word processor as the initial management tool for sorting and 

managing data, the researcher was secure in the fact that materials processed were stored 

and retrieved in a variety of ways. This allowed the researcher to be secure in the fact 

that data will not be lost, if care is taken when securing the data (Patton, 1990). 

As the surveys from the original Pilot Project were received, the written 

information was transcribed into text files on the word processor. Once all surveys were 

stored in the word processor, a basic sorting function of the word processor was used as a 

first pass at finding commonly used terms and themes. These terms and themes were 

further analyzed as the study continued. 

The interviews, both as a result of the surveys and those completed after the 

completion of the pre-referral process, were conducted face-to-face while employing a 
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tape recorder at the same time. "The tape recorder [however] provides a nearly complete 

record ot xvhat has been said and permits easy attention to the course of the interview" 

(Glesne, 1998, p. 78). Once recorded, a transcription machine was used by the researcher 

to transcribe the interviexvs ultimately saved using the word processor. The transcribed 

interxiew s xvere returned to the individual participants for their verification of the 

accuracx of the infonnation. Participants had the opportunity to comment, correct, and 

contribute further insight through the verification process. Permitting the participants to 

X erifx' the transcribed interxiews provides an endorsement of the tmthfulness and valid 

interpretation of the interview (Glesne, 1999; Patton, 1990). 

Field notes taken during the observation of parents participating in the pre-referral 

process were recorded using key phrases and terms, and nonverbal communication 

observed. The field notes were also typed into a word processor for fliture sorting and 

analysis. 

Recording all data collected into the word processor saved time when data 

analysis begins. The word processor was used to textualize data gathered in this study for 

future use with a data analysis computer software program. The researcher saved time 

by having information already in the text form, when engaging computer software for the 

data analysis portion of the study. The use of NUD*IST software during the data analysis 

portion was more efficient due to the data being previously secured in the computer/word 

processor (Creswell, 2002). 
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Data Analysis 

Although analysis is without question the most difficult aspect of 
any qualitatix c research project, it is also the most creative. Because 
of the ereatix c component, it is impossible to establish a step-by-step 
operational procedure that will consistently result in qualitative 
analysis. (Berg, 2001, p. 102) 

The most effcctixe and efficient method of managing data is to continually 

analxzc the data as the data is received by the researcher. The shear magnitude of data 

collected can often be the cause of poor qualitative research (Berg, 2001; Patton, 1990). 

With this in mind, the researcher must, up front, set guidelines for themselves as they 

begin to process the data. Quality qualitative research allows the data to drive the 

research and ultimately the researcher. Preconceived ideas and limitations of the 

researcher should not be used to drive the research (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Data will 

be collected and analyzed simultaneously by the researcher. Using this management 

philosophy will allow the research to continue as the analysis of the data is also moving 

forward. 

Berg (2001) writes, ".. .data analysis can be defined as consisting of three 

concurrent flows of action: data reduction, data display, and conclusions and verification" 

(p. 35). Data reduction is a continual detail that must be given attention as data is 

collected. As data is read and re-read the researcher decided how the data was 

maintained and used, if at all. Once data had been entered into the word processor, the 

researcher had the ability to print the data and read it again as the analysis begins. Notes 

were made in the margins of transcribed materials. As common themes emerged, and the 

researcher began to identify pattems, basic coding techniques were engaged as data 
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analxsis began. By continually processing, reading, and re-reading the data, the 

researcher is completing the task of pre-sorting and pre-analyzing the data (Creswell, 

2002). 

"In order to analxzc data, you must first arrange them in some ordered fashion" 

(Berg. 2001, p. 103). When the researcher began the detailed process of coding, a 

notebook was utilized to record codes as research was sorted. A codebook provided the 

researcher w ith a historical perspective of the codes that had been recorded as data was 

collected and ultimately analyzed. Also as time passes throughout the study, the 

researcher xx ill hax e the luxury of retuming to the codebook to review commonalities 

alreadx located in the collected data. Codes should be kept simple in definition and 

cmcial to the sorting of data. 

Coding continued as data was sorted using common themes and statements made 

b\- parents as interviews were completed. The survey answers were also continually 

compared to all interviews as they were completed. As themes emerged, the research 

questions were re-examined and adjusted as needed. Constantly and consistently 

comparing the data allowed the researcher to regularly check and recheek the direction 

the study was moving. Codes were added and deleted as the data was processed. Data 

reduction continued as data collection and analysis continued (Patton, 1990). 

Data display emerged as the data was analyzed and coded. "Displays may 

involve tables of data; tally sheets of themes; summaries or proportions of various 

statements, phrases, or terms; and similarly reduced and transformed grouping of data" 

(Berg, 2001, p. 36). Field notes and transcribed written materials contained notes in the 
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margins cross-organized through the use of coding. Categorical designations were made 

trom the surveys and the interx iews as they were word-processed. Common key phrases 

and statements were used as an initial sorting technique. Data was organized and sorted 

providing the researcher w ith easy to review and useful data. The very act of data 

reduction and data display enabled the researcher to become more intimately involved 

with the data (Strauss ĉ  Corbin, 1990). Once the researcher effectively reduced and 

sorted the collected data, the process of drawing conclusions commenced. 

.\s a consequence of completing ongoing data collection and data analysis, the 

researcher is ready to draw inferences and conclusions based on the analysis completed. 

Simultaneously collecting and analyzing the data allows the researcher to be much more 

familiar xxith the research and permits the researcher to more efficiently and effectively 

start the process of drawing conclusions about the study (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Validity and Generalizability 

One of the most debated and criticized components of qualitative research is the 

basic assumption that all good research must have strong validity and generalizability. 

Researchers in other fields continue to question the validity of completing studies using 

qualitative research. Fellow professionals publicly ask how a single-case study, or a 

study focused on a small group of common people, can be useful to the common good 

and the field of research (Patton, 1990). Eisner and Peshkin (1990) report, "What [the 

public] wants in traditional terms, is an account that tells the tmth about some objectively 

described state of affairs. Such an account would be a valid one" (p. 97). 
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Triangulation is the most effective technique used by qualitative researchers to 

answer the question of x alidity. For the purpose of this study, the researcher chose to use 

multi-method data collection to provide the triangulation for the study. Using the 

qualitative methods set out early in this chapter: survey, interviews, and observation; the 

researcher had the axailability of crosschecking data collected from each method. The 

X erx- ad of collecting data from a variety of sources allows the researcher to continually 

crosscheck data against each other while verifying the integrity of the data (Glesne, 

1999). 

The researcher verified the data collected from the interviews as the oral 

interviexx s are transcribed. Further verification was made as the interview participants 

were asked to evaluate the transcribed material for accuracy (Glesne, 1999). Upon 

receipt of the interview transcripts from the participants, the researcher made 

adjustments, if needed, to the data analysis. 

For this study, generalizability was accomplished by the selection of the 

participants and their connection with the pre-referral process. Participants were chosen 

on the criteria that they have a child receiving special services in the public schools of the 

selected location. Gender, race, socio-economic status, education and other quahfiers 

were not used in participant selection for this study. Therefore, the researcher has the 

expectation that the data collected from the parents will represent the generalized 

population of parents who have had experience with the pre-referral process. The only 

question in the generalizability of the study may be specific to geographical location of 

the school district in which the study is based. Often parents in large metropolitan cities 
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bchex e that small, rural communities are very different from the world in which they live 

and send their children to school. Parents often make two assumptions regarding the 

dittercnces betw cen metropolitan and rural schools. Parents believe that either the small 

communitx is truly a village raising a child and therefore the student with special needs 

receix es the attention and education only possible by this philosophy; or they beheve that 

small school districts do not have access to the resources of a larger city and could not 

possibly provide essential needs of a student with disabilities (Kellow & Parker, 2002). 

Tlirough the triangulation of multiple methods used in the study and the 

heterogeneoush' chosen participants, the researcher believes that this study produced 

results that will be both valid and generalizable. 

Summary 

There is a lack of literature regarding the pre-referral process in the field of 

special education. Limited literature focuses on the process and not the parents' 

experiences and perceptions of the process. The literature is filled with theories and 

studies completed on the perceptions of parents once an Individualized Education Plan 

(lEP) has been completed. Abundant studies are available on the attitudes, perceptions, 

and experiences parents have had while navigating the special education system once 

their child has been found eligible for services. This study will help to begin to fill the 

void in the literature regarding the pre-referral process. 

It is the opinion of this researcher that if education professionals can understand 

what the parents experience in the pre-referral process, changes could be made to allow 
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for a more parent-friendly experience. Completing a positive pre-referral process will 

naturalh lead parents into the expectation of a positive special education process. This 

studx will onh begin to scratch the surface of the question surrounding parental attitudes 

and the pre-referral process. This researcher would optimistically like to believe in the 

Chinese proverb: "A journey of a thousand miles begins with one step." 
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CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION, ANALYSIS, AND CONCLUSIONS OF DATA 

Restatement of the Problem 

The literature not only lacks, but is practically void of information surrounding 

the pre-refeiTal process. The pre-referral process is not mandated by federal law or 

regulations, but is strongly encouraged by the legislative language encasing the 

inx olvement of parents in the processes that embody special education. Many states have 

interpreted the language of the federal regulations to embrace the inclusion of parents in 

the verx substmcture that can lead to the begirming of special education services, the pre

referral process. Due to the infancy of this process, school districts within New Mexico 

are continuing to develop the pre-referral process through trial and error. 

As the pre-referral process continues to grow, school districts have relied heavily 

on information provided by educators and administrators involved with the process. 

School districts have readily made adjustments and changes to the pre-referral process 

based on the input from these team players. However, the player in the process that has 

been neglected is the parent. School districts need to invest the time and energy to 

understand the perceptions and the experiences parents have had with the new process to 

fully develop a successful and productive process. 
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Restatement of the Research Questions 

Research Question!^ 

This studx' w as guided by one fundamental research question, "What experiences 

and perceptions hax c parents had through their involvement in the pre-referral process?" 

.\s with all qualitatixe research, as the guiding question is researched, subsequent 

questions max' arise as data is collected and analyzed. Questions that were anticipated 

and questions that ex'olxed through the research itself included: 

1. How and when were parent(s) notified by the school that their child was 

having an academic problem? 

2. What explanation of the pre-referral process was given to the parent(s) as the 

process began? 

3. Were the parents made aware of laws and federal regulations that govem the 

pre-referral process? If so, how and what was the extent of their education 

regarding the laws and regulations? 

4. Was the experience of the parents different based upon the date in which they 

participated in the pre-referral process? 

5. What were the parents' general impressions of the professionals that 

comprised the pre-referral team? 

6. Were parents made to feel as though they were part of the pre-referral team? 

If so, how were they included as part of the team? 

7. Did parents realize that the pre-referral process could lead to an evaluation for 

special education? 
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All of the questions, both anticipated and unexpected, were taken into account and 

w eighcd. .\s the research evolved common categories emerged, and conclusions were 

drawn. In order to accurately collect and analyze the perceptions and experiences held by 

parents, research questions cannot be limited to the expected, but must embrace and 

utilize questions as they arise throughout the research. By limiting the research to one 

question, the researcher sexerely limits the scope of the research and possible knowledge 

that max be gained through the research (Patton, 1990). Analyzing each question led to 

the outcome posed in the foundational research question: "What experiences and 

perceptions haxe parents had through their involvement in the pre-referral process?" 

Analysis 

W'ritten Surveys and Participant Interviews 

Data collection for this study was comprised of separate, yet intertwined methods 

xvithin the case study strategy. Written surveys were disseminated to 190 parents of 

children with special needs in the research district. Parents voluntarily completed the 

surveys and retumed 42/190 surveys for a retum rate of 22%. The last question on the 

survey solicited participants for interviews. Twenty-eight parents were interviewed 

during this phase of the research. The last data was collected through the participation of 

the researcher in the pre-referral process itself The researcher, a non-participant, 

completed observations of three different pre-referral processes. Each process engaged a 

different family and child with a unique set of educational needs. The parent(s) were 

interviewed either directly after the pre-referral meeting, or within a 24-hour time period. 
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This vanance in interx iexv times was directly related to the availability of the parent to be 

interx iexved at a time and place that was convenient. 

These three different, yet intertwined methods provided the researcher with the 

data necessarx' to answ er the foundational research question, and sub-questions that 

supported the research question. When examining the experiences and perceptions of 

others, it is x itallx' important that a variety of practices be observed and studied enabling a 

complete and accurate picture to be obtained, and ultimately presented. A multitude of 

themes emerged from the coding, dissection, and examination of the data. These themes 

are presented more accurately through the sub-questions that support the heart of the 

research: "WTiat experiences and perceptions have parents had through their involvement 

in the pre-referral process?" 

1. Hoxx' and when were parent(s) notified by the school that their child was 

haxing an academic problem? 

2. What explanation of the pre-referral process was given to the parent(s) as the 

process began? 

3. Were the parents made aware of laws and federal regulations that govem the 

pre-referral process? If so, how and what was the extent of their education 

regarding the laws and regulations? 

4. Was the experience of the parents different based upon the date in which they 

participated in the pre-referral process? 

5. What were the parents' general impressions of the professionals that 

comprised the pre-referral team? 
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(1. Were parents made to feel as though they were part of the pre-referral team? 

If so, how were they included as part of the team? 

7. Did parents realize that the pre-referral process could lead to an evaluation for 

special education? 

How and xvhen w ere parent(s) notified by the school that their child was 
having an academic problem? 

In order for the researcher to begin to understand the perceptions and experiences 

of parents engaged in the pre-referral process it was imperative that the researcher 

understood hoxx the x'ery beginning of the process occurred. Data collected and analyzed 

to appropriately ansxver and understand this question came from two different, yet 

connected sources: the written retumed surveys of the parent(s) and the face-to-face 

parent interxiexvs. 

For parents and their child to become part of the pre-referral process an academic 

problem had to present itself Over 50% of the parents reported that their child's teacher 

had been in contact with them through the school-grading period either in person, by 

phone, or through notes carried by their child from the teacher. One mother, very pleased 

with the school/parent contact reported: 

I had constant contact with my son's teacher. I received graded papers 
home each week, with comments as well as notes from the teacher explaining 
some of the grading criteria. The teacher also began to call me at home 
frequently as she became more and more concerned over my son's lack of 
progress. Ultimately I was called in for a conference to discuss the problems 
and we [the teacher and parent] brainstormed ideas that may help my son. 
When it was obvious these ideas did not help, I agreed to have the SAT 
[Student Assistant Team, name of pre-referral process in the district being 
studied] look for possible solutions to help my son succeed in the classroom. 
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Manx' other parents interviewed relayed that while they saw papers coming home 

with low marks, thex' assumed there was not a major problem since the teacher had not 

contacted them. One father reported, "I felt that no news was good news. I guess now I 

knoxv that w as a bad thing to think." Other parents reported noticing that grades were 

"C" or below and that homework was not well completed. One parent relayed that while 

the papers w ere coming home with low grades, no contact had ever been initiated by the 

school. 

1 kept noticing papers with grades below 60%. I called the teacher 
and set up a meeting to discuss the grades. The teacher appeared to be 
indifferent of the situation and stated, 'This often happens during the first 
nine w eek grading period in third grade. Lets give it sometime before we 
start to panic' I wasn't panicked, but obviously I was more concemed than 
the teacher was. The next contact I had from the school was a meeting about 
retention. 

One father became angry as he relayed that neither he nor the child's mother had 

ever had any contact regarding a problem with their son's progress until they received a 

call from the principal's office. The father explained his anger: 

We were halfway into the school year. Right after Christmas. The 
parent-teacher conference was the week after the holiday. The teacher 
handed us my son's report card with a smile on her face and said what a 
great kid he was. His report card was all As and Bs. We were proud of our 
son, he tries very hard, but homework bites him in the ass. Then three weeks 
later, we get a call from the principal's office saying that he has received 
paperwork recommending retention and he needed to schedule a meeting 
with us. My son is flunking in just three weeks? It became clear that the 
teacher's comments at the parent/teacher conference were crap, she just 
didn't want to be the one to tell us the bad news. How does a kid get all 
A's and B's and three weeks later become a kid being held back? The 
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principal told us [paicnlsl that wc could sign the rdcntion papers, or agree 
to put our son through the Student Assistance Team whatever that was. 
Ot course, xxe didn-t want him lo fail we agree lor the Student Assistance 
1 earn, I had no idea what that meant, but it sounded bdter than failing. 

ttowexer. many parents relayed that they were "blind-sided" by the problem when 

the noticed arm cd inx iting them to a meding. When asked to relay her experience 

regarding coni.ict from the school, the mother excused herself from the room and 

returned xvith a box. She mox cd papers in the box until she located a second-grade report 

card. Handing me the report card, the mother said that she received this home from 

school one dax. She read to me the comments written by the teacher, ".. .is a good boy 

xvith a great smile. He is a jox' to have in my class." Looking back in the box the parent 

explained, "Then txx o daxs later, 1 received this." The mother handed the researcher a 

note from the school stating that a meeting had been set up to "discuss the academic and 

social difficulties.. .was haxing in the classroom." Sarcastically the mother said, "I guess 

he xx as no longer a jox in the classroom." The mother went on to ask, "How can things 

be all .As and Bs one day and two days later a meeting is arranged regarding academic 

and social difficulties?" The mother related that she believed that she would only be 

meeting w ith her son's teacher regarding his problems. However, "When I entered the 

room, after xvaiting about a half-hour, there were three other teachers and the principal 

sitting in the room. I remember thinking what had my son done so wrong that a jury was 

sitting in the room; I was very nervous about the whole thing." 

As reported, many parents were contacted directly by the school personnel 

regarding issues with their sons or daughters. However, another group (six parents) 
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reported that thex m tad. instigated the contact themselves. As parents they noticed that 

something w as not right with their son or daughter. Three parents relayed that they knew 

something w asn't right because their older children were different. One parent reported 

that her older daughter was reading In first grade, yd this daughter was still not reading 

w ell in the third grade. Another reported, that one day at church she realized that "My 

famih w as the onh ones xvho could understand what my four year old son said." She 

suggested that they understood his sitccch because that was how he had talked from the 

beginning. "A speech lady in our church suggested that my son didn't talk good, and 

wanted me to get him tested bx the school." The mother said she had to think about it 

because she didn't think anything xvas wrong with the way "he talked." 

The txvo remaining parents from this group shared that they just "knew" 

something xvas not right. When both approached the school, they were treated with 

respect and were proxided forms to complete and retum to the school. Another example, 

not unusual in a mral community, is the parent that was approached by a Speech and 

Language Pathologist (SLP) at the local Wal-Mart in the toilet paper aisle. The parent 

reported after seeing mx daughter with me, the SLP, a fiiend of the family, asked me "if I 

had noticed my daughter not producing word sounds con-ectly?" Having no clue what 

she was talking about the SLP explained. "As the SLP described my daughter's speech, I 

agreed there w as a problem. The SLP set up the meeting for me." "I had never been 

called any ofmy daughters teachers, even though my daughter was in the third grade." 
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(. onelusions 

When rese.irchmg. and ultimatclx w riting about the experiences parents have had 

with the pre-relcn-al process, it ,s x itallx important to understand how the very first 

contact betw een school and parent took place. These exchanges and expenences set the 

foundation on which all other experiences w ith the process evolved. Over half of the 

parents responding to the written surxex and interviewed face-to-face were satisfied with 

the communication between the school and themselves. Unfortunately, the parents that 

were notified bx the school at the last minute, or not tmthfully handled at parent-teacher 

cont'crenccs began the process w ith negative feelings and often hurt emotions. One 

parent sadlx and sarcasticalh reported, "Why should they contact me, I am only the 

parent. 1 onh Ii\ c with him 24 7. \'ou think if they wanted answers or help, I would be 

the first person the> contacted, not the last." 

.•\s the data continued to be collected and analyzed it became easily understood 

xx hx' the attitude presented at the very beginning often vibrated through the entire process. 

\Mth this understanding, experiences and perceptions held by the parents were not 

surprising. 

What explanation of the pre-referral process was given to the parent(s) as 
the process began? 

As reported above, over 50% of the parents interviewed related positive contacts 

between the school and home regarding their children's needs in the classroom. 

However, only 25% percent of the parents interviewed reported having any knowledge or 

understanding of the pre-refen-al process on which they were about to embark. Of the 
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parents w ho understood the process fioni the xerv beginning, eight out of twelve were 

cmploxed in some c.pacitx by either the local or another school distnd in the vicinity of 

the research district. Ihcre are six other school distncts located within a 50-mile radius 

of the district used in this research. 

For the remaining 75% of parents nnolvcd in the study, their knowledge of the 

process was nonexistent. At the first meding some parents were infonned that this 

Student Assistant Team w as formed to help their child. The parents were told that their 

child's problem(s) xvould be presented and then, as a team, ideas would be discussed to 

help the child in the classroom. 

Ten of the 28 parents interviewed reported being told that the process was in place 

to help their student succeed in the classroom. They were also told, that if the team was 

not able to help their child, the child could ultimately be referred for a special education 

ex aluation. The most common explanation was that the process would take 

approximateh six xx eeks to complete. The parents were informed that the team would 

suggest strategies depending on the child's needs. The strategies would be tried in the 

classroom for txvo weeks. At that time the team would meet again and check the status of 

the strategies. If the strategies had worked, the team would no longer be needed. If the 

strategies w ere not successful, another round of interventions would be agreed upon and 

tried for two additional weeks. At the end of round two, the strategies would be re

examined. Here is where the explanation of the process differed from school to school. 

One school explained that if the strategies didn't work, the child would be refen-ed to and 

evaluated for possible special education help. Another school reported that if the first 
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two rounds of strategics didn't work, the team would continue to med to come up with 

ideas to help the child be successful in the classroom. In this explanation, special 

education xvas never raised as a possibility. 

One parent reported, 

I was told that the team would come up with ideas to help my 
daughter in the classroom ox cr the next couple of weeks. If the ideas 
didn't xvork. mx daughter w ould be referred for a special education 
evaluation. I freaked out! My daughter did not need to be in special 
education, just gix en more time to complete her math work. Her teacher 
told me this xvas the txpc of help she could receive in the special 
education classroom. I asked why she couldn't receive it in the classroom 
she is in now The teacher rudely told me that she couldn't and wouldn't 
gix c each child ditTerent mies to play by and that 1 had better get used to 
the idea that mx' daughter needed serious help with math. I just sat there 
x\ ith mx mouth hanging open and hands in fists. I was mad. I mean I was 
reallx pissed otTat the teacher. No one talked about that, they just ignored 
it, and continued to fill out the paperwork. 

While this parent was upset with the idea of referral to special education, another 

parent xvas upset that the process xvould take so long. After the discussion of how the 

process works, it became apparent to the parent that she and the team would have to meet 

again and again before something more concrete could be decided. The parent stated: 

1 am the one who brought my son's problem to the attention of the 
school. Once I approached them, they agreed there was a problem, but had no 
suggestions of what to do. 1 researched and asked questions and found out 
about the pre-referral process. When I suggested this process begin, the 
teachers involved jumped on it. They quickly an-anged a meeting and got 
all of the people in one room. However, I was then told that we would 
brainstonn possible suggestions to help my son, come back in two weeks to 
see if they helped. If they hadn't helped we would go through the two-week 
process again. Then possibly he could be refenred for special education testing. 
I wanted the testing immediately, we were wasting too much time. I was told 
you could not msh the process. I was upset that we would be wastmg up to six 
weeks but agreed because they are the professionals, I'm just a mom. 
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fhere were three distinct categories of data within this area. One category 

focused on the parents who did not understand the pre-rclerral process, but were willing 

to do anx thing lo gel help for their child. The second category were those parents who 

understood that ., special education referral could be at the end of the process and did not 

want their child to be tested lor special education. The last category held parents, who 

knew their child had a problem, and wanted lo surpass the pre-refen-al process and have a 

special education evaluation conducted immediately, if not sooner, to quickly gd their 

child the help needed to be successlul in school. 

Unfortunateh. the explanation provided most frequently by the team members 

xvas that special education often w as at the end of the pre-referral process. When in fact, 

the pre-referral process and the multidisciplinary team process are two separate, yet 

somewhat related processes. Special education should not be automatically waiting at the 

end of the pre-referral process tunnel. For the integrity of the study, it is important to 

understand and realize that the pre-referral process is often combined with and confused 

xx'ith the multidisciplinary team process (MTP), also referred to as the eligibility 

committee. The purpose of the MTP is to review the education status of the student 

including: results of formal diagnostic assessment data, educational background, medical 

background, and any other information deemed relevant by the MTP. Kubiszyn and 

Borich (2000) write: "The purpose of the eligibility committee is to reach a decision 

regarding the eligibility of the child for special education services and the educational 

altematives appropriate to the child" (p. 430). The MTP process should be sd as a 

separate event that takes place only after the compldion of the pre-refen-al process. 
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Ultimatclx, the pre-referral team should be the team that fomards information to the 

MfP This infonnation would be forwarded if interx cntions were not successful in the 

general education classroom and the pre-rclerral team agreed to request formal 

assessment and evaluation be started. Remember, the pre-referral process is in place to 

attempt to keep .i student in the general education classroom, not place them in the 

special education classroom. Sadlx, the confusion between these two distinctiy different 

processes is common iunong educators, fhcrcibre, it is not a quantum leap to understand 

hoxv parents gd their erroneous impressions. 

Conclusions 

Most parents x\ ere unaxvare of the pre-referral process, but willing to participate 

in the process hoping their child xx ould receive the help that was needed for success in the 

classroom. Howex er, parents w ere not provided with the same explanation within the 

same school district. Manx educators want the parents to agree to go through the process, 

but do not want the parents to understand what could take place if the process is not 

successful. .Manx educators believe it is better for parents to be ignorant than have to 

delix er possible bad news. Other educators quickly incorrectly informed parents that a 

special education evaluation was automatically at the end of the pre-refenral process. 

With this knowledge parents were blindsided with one possible outcome of the process. 

When parents are provided an explanation of the pre-refen-al process, often it was 

delivered by educators, who did not understand the process themselves, ft is imperative 

that educators understand that the pre-refen-al process is different from the 
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multidisciplinary leam. Ignorance promotes fear, lulucators must be educated or educate 

themsclxcs of the purpose on the pre-refcrral process: to keep students in the general 

education classroom alongside their noiulisablctl peers, using the adopted general 

education curriculum xvith possible modifications promoting success. Special education 

should not be believed or translated as a natural outcome of the pre-referral process. 

Were the parents made aw are of laws and federal regulations 
thai gox em the pre-rclcrral process'.' 

This question is not xalid w ithin the underpinnings of the appropriate use of the 

pre-referral process. It more readily belongs with research completed on the appropriate 

use of the multidisciplinary team assessment process. It was the intent of the researcher 

to throw this question out, until several parents brought it up. Because of their interest 

andbr confusion, the researcher chose to retain the question hoping it would lead to the 

discover) of additional data. 

.\ father, that w as very upset of the possibly of retention for his son, agreed with 

reluctance to participate in the pre-referral process. Unfortunately, this same father was 

angered bx the lack of communication between himself and the school personnel. When 

amving at the introductory pre-refen-al meding, the father was told that ultimately if the 

pre-refen-al process w as unsuccessfiil for his son, his son might be refenred for a special 

education evaluation. The results of the evaluation could ultimately lead to services in 

special education. Angered by what the fathd refers to as "the close-mmdedness of 

school persomiel toward his son" the father requested to know what rights he had on this 

team. The chair of the Student Assistance Team ensured the father that he had a vote like 
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ex erx one else on the team and Ihat no one "wanled" his son to go into special education. 

Unfortunateh. the team chair w cut on to explain lo the lather that he had rights under the 

special education laxv. Not onlx did the leam chair erroneously inform the father of his 

rights, she provided him w ith .1 ciipx of the procedural safeguards as set forth under 

IDEA. 1 he incorrect deliverx of parental rights, which do not impact the pre-referral 

process, were later retracted and further explanation of the process was given to the 

father. The father then agreed to move forward with the process. All of this confiasion 

could hax c been prex cnled if all educators and administrators had a common 

understanding of the purpose of the pre-referral process. 

.Most parents do not remember, rightfully so, receiving any type of parent right 

guarantee under the pre-referral process. Two parents related almost identical stories 

regarding a question thex had about their rights. The mothers reported that they asked the 

committee what would happen if they did not agree to place their child in the pre-refenral 

process. Both w ere told thex' had no rights under this process, but if they ultimately did 

not w ant their child assessed for special education, they did not have to sign the papers. 

One mother fiirious explained: 

I don't have any rights? I am the parent. Maybe my question was 
notright. Ididn'txvant...youknow....legalrights...likeonTV. I 
wanted to know how 1 would be sure the school was doing what they said 
they were doing. How did 1 know if the changes were being made it the 
classroom or if the teacher had already made up hd mind about my son? I 
wanted someone to promise me they were going to honestly work with my 
son, and not just push him into special education. I wanted hard proof The 
entire team ignored my coneem and infomied me that I would have to sign 
before he couW be tested. 1 asked.. .how do you know he is gomg to be 
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tested It xou haven t nuule up your mind? No one answered me. I was 
really mad and insisted that I be kept up-to-date everyday on how the 
nexv things w ere going. The teachers w ere mad. I didn't care, I was 
mad loo. 

Another parent relax cd .. x erx different experience. During the first meding of 

the prc-rcferral leam the mother was prov ided a thorough explanation of the process. She 

was Ihen inslmcted that she would ha\ e to agree lo the process and provide a signature 

approving the process before it could go any further. The chair of the team explained to 

her that she had pnvacx rights and that they would have to gd her pemiission before they 

could discuss her daughter's problems and progress with other members of the team. 

This mother staled. "I felt such a part of the group. They said they would not go on 

without mx approval. 1 was xerx satisfied with their professionahsm." 

Conclusions 

Even though this question was not appropriate regarding the pre-referral process, 

many parents had something to relate on the issue. Therefore, the researcher maintained 

the integritx of the question within the scope of the originally anticipated research 

questions. It is important to remember the pre-referral process is not mandated by the 

federal government but by the state education agency. Therefore, federal laws and 

regulations w ould hax e no impact. Again, it is obvious through the exchanges of these 

few parents, that educators are confused about the process. Unfortunately, the confiision 

of educators adds to the confiision and fiiistration of parents as they move through the 

pre-referral process. 
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Was the experience ojjhe p.iicnts differenUiascdiiiion the date in 
whuTLyK'xX>>'l!î ir'>l'-:<iin the pjc-xcjerral process'.' 

This question was added to support the result of data collection and analysis, ft 

was not anticipated or ex en contemplated by the researcher. However, as the data was 

rcccixcd and an.ihzed from the written surxcy, the data began to illustrate strong breaks 

in dates of experience w ith the pre-referral process. 

There w ere three defined time breaks in the data. Each time break naturally 

dox ciailed onto major pieces of legislation causing a change in the, then existing, 

regulations. Of the 42 written sun eys retumed and the 28 participant interviews 

completed, the ex olutionarx history of the pre-referral process emerged. The first break 

in the data came for parents xvhose children were evaluated and ultimately began 

receix ing special education serx ices prior to 1994. 

During 1994, the reauthorization of P.L. 94-142 from 1990 remained legally in 

place. In this reauthorization P.Z,. 94-142. The Education for All Handicapped 

Children 's ' Act w as renamed The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 

The 1990 reauthorization provided two new categories of disabihty. Autism and 

Traumatic Brain Injury. IDEA strengthened the wording throughout the regulations 

encouraging school distrids to take an optimistic look at defining the least restrictive 

environment as educational services received in the general education class alongside 

nondisabled peers complde with the needed education supports required for the 

successfiil free and appropriate education of the student diagnosed with special needs. 

IDEA fiirther added muscle to the procedural safeguards (parental rights) section of the 

law. 
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However, the language within this re-authorization continued to suggest but not 

mandate parental participation w ithin the \ arious processes involved in special education. 

The federal regulalions suggested that parents remain as partners, but fell short of any 

txpc of mandate. 

The eight parents falling into the time period reluctantly completed the written 

surx cx s. Some participants inleiTiew cd w cic dumbfounded as to what the pre-referral 

process was, much less w hat their experiences were. A common response among all 

participants of this time era: "1 rcccixcd a phone call from the school, had a meeting with 

the leacher, signed some papers, ansxx ered some questions, and before 1 knew it he was 

being tested for special education." The first formal meeting of any kind attended by 

these eight parents xx as the first lEP. It was at this meeting that parents were told if their 

child in fact had a disabilitx and qualified for special education. One parent shared, 

1 knexx- that my son was slower at reading then his sister. I welcomed 
the schools" coneem. However, I never, during the time, realized that my 
agreement xvould lead him to special education. This was never mentioned 
until the testing w as completed and I was at a meeting. Tmly the entire thing 
is a blur. If I knew then what I know now, I am sure things would have been 
handled differently. At that time, parents had no power.. ..to be honest I am 
not sure I had the right to say no. 

Another parent shared that she believed her son's teacher had a class ftill of boys 

she couldn't handle, so systematically one-by-one she got them out of her classroom. 

Unfortunately, many went into the special education classroom. This mother shared the 

following story: 

I was at a parent/teacher conference. The teacher said that was 
doing fine She reported that he had been in trouble for arguing and 
fighting with another boy. She laughed and said, you know boys will be 
boys. His grades were Cor above. I was satisfied that he was doing alnght. 
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I he teacher never led mc to belicx e his problem was anything serious 
until I receix cd a call from the principal's office asking me to come in 
tor,, visit. W hen I got there I was relieved that .... was not in trouble. 
I he pnncipal mlomied me that ,. ..teacher had forgotten to gd me to 
sign some papers. 1 asked what they were, he very casually told me that 
thex were lo conlirm that I had been told about his fighting. I signed the 
papers. • ••Nvhy...why shouldn't 1 believe the principal....after all, he 
IS the principal. .\ few weeks later, my son came home and told me that 
he had taken a bunch of tests and then got a candy bar from a nice lady. 
Fw o w eeks later I get called into school for a meeting. I walked in, I 
remember like it was x cstenlay. There were six people; teachers, 
pnncipal, testing lady, and other I didn't know who they were. They were 
all sitting across the table liom w here they told me to sit. Then in a 
xvhirlw ind they started telling me that my son was leaming disabled. 
How exer, they said the good news was that he wasn't retarded! Leaming 
disabled, xvhat the hell is that'.' 

"In hindsight, 1 w ould hardly call that a process!" The parent described above is a 

teacher in a local school district. It was obvious throughout the interview she felt 

betrax ed and tmlx beliex ed that the school had her son's best interest in mind. Currently 

she a member of her school's pre-referral team. With a smile, she guarantees the 

researcher that things are handled much differently now than they were then. 

All eight parents from this time period relayed various versions of a story with the 

same theme. They all remembered signing papers because the teachers or administrators 

asked. One parent said, "I never liked going to the principal's office. I had blind faith 

that they were doing the right thing for my daughter. ... I am not so sure now, but it is 

too late, isn't it?" 

The second group of parents categorized by a time period completed the pre-

refen-al process for their children between 1997-1999. This period followed the re

authorization of IDEA in 1997 with the federal regulations being confimied in March 
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1̂ )̂ )̂ ). This iwo-xeai period of lime is known as a blurry zone by many involved in 

special education (W right .s. \\nght, 2002). The regulations supporting the new re

authorization look two xears to complete and made available to school officials. Until 

the regulations were ax ailable. school officials were in the uncomfortable position of 

reading luid mteipreting the new law thcmsclx cs. This reauthorization strengthened the 

rights of the p.irents to adxocate on behalf of their children. The federal regulations 

produced strong language regarding the necessity of parental involvement throughout all 

processes that lead lo, or could lead to a student receiving special education services. 

The reauthonzation oi IDEA and the following regulations placed unquestionable 

expectations on local education agencies to ".. .enhance parent participation in eligibility 

and placement decisions" (Knoblauch, 2000, p. 153). 

Dunng this time period in the school district being researched, there was a 

screening process in place, xx hich resembles the pre-referral process now in place. 

Howex er, the process from 1996-1997 could easily be side stepped. As an example: if a 

parent came in and requested their child be tested for special education, the child's name 

w as immediately placed on a list for testing. There was no collaboration with school 

personnel, just the request from the parent. During this time, the parent could usurp the 

screening process. Often these referrals would surprise educators as they leamed of a 

"nomial" student in their classroom being tested for special education. The screening 

process was much more flexible and could easily be bent. Some students were subjected 

to waiting periods to verify if modifications to the general education cunieulum would 

work. Yet others were simply signed in as requiring testing. Parents were usually not 
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notified to the screening during this lime. Notification of testing often continued to come 

at a complete surprise and the new s w as met with anger and fmstration. A mothd and 

fiuher related the folloxvmg siorx: 

W c w ere called into the school for a meeting regarding our daughter. 
She had alxvax s been slow at cx crything. We were told when she was bom 
as a precmie, that wc should expect she would have problems. The 
teacher presented her concerns and ask us if we had noticed any of the same 
problems. We agreed that w c had started noticing several of the problems 
the teacher described, but wc were hoping since we retained her in first 
grade that maturitx would cure some of the issues. The teacher replied, 
'Well it obviouslx didn't help.' We xvere surprised by her reaction, but 
w anted lo gel help for our daughter. There were three other teachers in 
the room. One leacher related the purpose of the screening. 
We agreed that xx c w ould like to try some new strategies to see if they 
w orked s teacher quickly snapped that she had already tried all 
of those things and needed to get this girl tested right away. I was pissed 
off .. ..had been my daughter's teacher for the entire fall and chose 
to refer to her as 'this girl' in a tone of voice that almost accused our 
daughter of being the dexil herself 1 wanted proof that she had tried 
the suggestions. She snapped, 'Don't you believe me?' I replied, I 
didn't knoxx xx hat to believe, but that 1 was not willing to msh my 
daughter into special education 's teacher replied 'Now or in two 
w eeks. it doesn't matter, that is where she is going. 

The parents insisted that the screening process come to fruition prior to agreeing 

to haxe their daughter tested. As a result of the screening and time, the daughter was 

removed and placed in another classroom. She did not qualify for special education, but 

remained a stmggling student in the general education classroom. The father reiterated, 

"ft is not that 1 am against special education, but shouldn't we try everything else first?" 

The third and last group segregated by time had experiences with the pre-refen-al 

process after the federal regulations of March 1999 and after the state of New Mexico 

interpreted the federal regulations to dictate that parents had to be involved in every 
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process that leads lo or could potentially lead to a child being placed in special education 

scnices. fhis included regulations mandating the pre-referral process in the New 

Mexico state statutes. 

Once slate education agencies received the federal regulations of 1999, many 

states interpreted the language in the regulations lo indicate that parents must be included 

and actively p.irticipalc in each process w ithin special education. The state of New 

Mexico, additionally inlerprded these regulations to dictate that parents would play a 

vital role in the prc-referral process. The pre-referral process is often considered the 

process that ultimateh' authorizes or denies children assistance through special education 

serxices. (Smith, Polloxvay, Patton, & Dowdy, 2001). Suddenly, the New Mexico State 

Statutes directed school districts to develop and begin implementation of a systematic 

pre-referral process in w hich the parents were actively involved throughout the entire 

process. These new statutes caused panic throughout the state as school districts began 

the work necessarx to abide by the new statutes. 

With the new statutes in place, school districts have designed, developed and 

implemented pre-referral process throughout the state of New Mexico. However, there 

was no directix e from the State Department on how this process should work, who would 

be involved in the team, or any timdables the teams would work under or through. Each 

district had the audacious job of defining the regulations and quickly putting a process in 

place. The district in which this research is being conducted is still refining their process. 

Part of the confiision regarding the pre-refertal process and its comiection with special 

education, as a special education process, may be that the directive in the stattites for the 
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pre-referral process is found m the New Mexico Slate Department of Education, Office of 

Special Lducalion Regulalions. Ihe very inclusion of the pre-refertal process 

requirement m the special education regulations causes conflict and confusion. 

I o lurthcr blur w here Ihe process belongs, the district being researched currentiy 

places a liaison diagnostician from the Special Student Services office as the chair of the 

Student .Assistance fcam Ipic-rcferral process]. This liaison is a certified diagnostician, 

and ultimately xvill be the one to conduct the evaluations on students if they complete the 

pre-referral process unsuccessfully. The make-up of the team varies from school 

building to school building, adding confusion and questioning biases to the process. At 

one school where obserxations occurred, the Student Assistance Team is comprised of 

the chair, the child's current teacher and a reading specialist. Another school in the 

district has more stringent participation outlined. This school's team is comprised of an 

administrator, each teacher who has contact with the student, a special education teacher, 

the school level counselor or social worker, and a representative from the tutoring 

program at the school. Yet another school simply has the chair and a permanently 

assigned faculty member. The different make-up of teams throughout the district are 

confiising not only to parents, but teachers and administers as well. 

The thirteen parents that have participated in the pre-refen-al process since the 

implementation of the New Mexico statutes appear to have had more success and a better 

overall experience with the pre-refen-al process. All thirteen parents reported being 

notified by their child's school of a problem and then remembered being invited to the 

Sttident Assistance Team meeting(s). One parent stated, "Yes, I was invited. Only I got 
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the letter one dax before the meeting, 1 could not get off work lo come to the meding. 

So 1 said ok.ix to hax c it w i.hout me." Another parent had the same complaint. She 

stressed that ".. school meetings are all during the day time, what are we supposed to do 

if we work. If 1 don't w ork I don't get my check or other help, they will take my stamps 

luid what will mx kids cat'.'" She wondered why they couldn't have medings at times 

conxenienl lo the schedules of the parents. 

One mother w as at the meeting w ith an interpreter provided by the school district. 

She spoke with me through her sister w ho interpreted Spanish to English and visa versa. 

She said thai she liked the meeting, but didn't think they franslated everything into 

Spanish. She wondered if she got "the whole story?" Speaking to the researcher 

sometimes in broken English and sometimes through her sister she said, 

1 want mx son to get better school than me. He need to speak and 
read English. If he need help from another teacher, do she speak Spanish? 
1 think he gets behind in that all Spanish class he is in because the teacher 
do not want to help him as much as he need. 

The common response receix ed from the non-English speaking parents was "The 

teachers are smart, they know best, what ever they say I will do. I no want to cause 

trouble for my kids. What ever you guys say.. .ok." 

The parents voiced confusion many times about the process and the possible 

outcomes of the process. Many stated that they did not understand the process. If the 

sttident was having problems, why not just try to fix them? Parents reported that they 

appreciated the teachers trying to help their children in different ways, but wondered why 

the process had to take so long. 
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Il is important to restate here, that the participants of this study were selected from 

all parents m the district ihat haxe students being served in special education. Therefore, 

the piucnls inleiA iexved had mox ed through all aspects of the process, if there was a 

paxcss in place, into the evaluation by the special education department. The students 

were then either denied special education serx ices (3) or found eligible to receive special 

education sei-viccs (25). 1 listoricalh there were no records maintained on children that 

went through ihe pre-referral process successfully and remained in the general education 

classroom. Currenth. records are being maintained on children that complete the pre

referral process and are not referted for special education evaluation. This change in 

policx xxill aid future research in this area. Vital to the research is the understanding that 

some of the parents interx iexxed may be upset because their child either qualified or did 

not qualifx tor special education services. 

Conclusions 

As an unexpected or anticipated result of data analysis, it became obvious to the 

researcher that the attitudes and expenences of the parents varied greatly depending on 

the time penod, thex moxed through the pre-refenral process. Parents prior to 1994 did 

not know anything about or have any expenences with a pre-refen-al process. Parents 

whose children were screened aftd the reauthorization of IDEA in 1997 and the 

finalization of regulations in 1999, had expenence with a screening meeting. These 

screemngs vaned from school to school in length and duration as well as m substance. 

The last group that fell out of the data was parents who had expenenced the pre-refen-al 
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process alter the regulations of 199. and after the August 2000 regulations were sd by 

the New Mexico Department oi fdiication. Office of Special Education mandating a pre-

refcrtal process. Ihese statutes included the parents being a partner in the pre-refen-al 

process pnor to anx referr.il to the multidisciplinary team for possible special education 

exaluation. 

Parents thai had experience with the prc-rcferral process after the 1999 federal 

regulations and the 2000 slate regulations describe experiences that were much more 

fomial. thorough, luid complde. Howex er, parents in this group reported problems 

surrounding inadequate time of meeting notifications or the inconvenience of meetings 

held during the school hours. Most parents understood the time that was taken, but still 

xvere contused and upset that the process took "so long." 

\̂Tlat were the parents' general impressions of the professionals that 
comprised the pre-referral team? 

Ox erall the parent participants were pleased with the makeup of the pre-referral 

team. Interestingly there were two very distinct attitudes held by parents. 

The general comment made by the majority of parents was almost complacent, one 

comment made by a parent, but echoed by many others stated, "They are the 

professionals, they are educated, they know what is best for my daughter." 

However, sex eral parents commented on the members of the team. These 

comments were directly related to the school in which they completed the process. One 

father was very adamant when he stated: 
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1 don t think a meeting this important should only have my 
daughter s le.ichci, the reading teacher who works with her, and the 
one that nu.x end up doing the testing. All of these people already have 
uic.is ol where this process is going. 1 would think that the pnncipal 
should take the lime to be there, as w ell as other teachers that could offd 
M unbiased opinion. Who w as there lo question the teachers besides me 
andmx wife'.' It was like us against ihem. Nothing positive comes out 
ot thai tyiic of situation. 

Another p̂ u-enl w as extremely pleased with the professionals who were involved 

in the process at the Junior High level. The parent reported, 

.•\t first it w as verx scary. When 1 went into the room, it was filled up 
xvith school people I had nex er seen before. Course, if I went to some 
parent teacher meetings maybe 1 would know them. One lady was in charge, 
I had seen her around tow n.. ..she told me she was in charge and then had 
exerx'one sax xxho thex were. Some were my kid's teachers and others were 
there lo help the ladx said. Everyone was smiling and said they were there to 
help mx daughter. They started talking about her problems, they even asked 
me what 1 thought. I xvas glad they asked me, usually at school they don't. 
Thex xvere all very nice and 1 think they really wanted to help my daughter. 
Thex made a plan and then we met a couple of weeks after that. 

Other parents who had their pre-referral experience at the Junior High shared the 

same experience of working with a large team, being made to feel that their opinion 

counted, and listened to as if they knew something. One mother said jokingly, "When I 

left the meeting 1 thought maybe I did know something and could help the school solve a 

problem." 

Parents who were not English speakers shared that there was an interpreter 

waiting for them as they entered the meeting. One parent stated through her interprder, 

"Usually 1 have to ask for someone to speak Spanish. This time I didn't, she was in the 

room waiting for me." This parent relayed through her interprdd during the participant 

interview that she immediately felt comfortable and knew that everything would be okay 
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because thex were taking of care of what she needed, the ability to speak in hd language 

to the teachers. Ihis same comment w as similarly repeated by two other parents who 

xxcrc non-linglish speakers. 

Suipnsmglx main parents commented on the absence of the principal or another 

administrator at the meeting. One parent summed her feelings up by saying, "If my son 

had been in trouble, like a fight or something, Mr would have been there. But 

because this w as a leaming problem. 1 guess it wasn't important enough for him to be 

there." Sex en other p.iicnls had similar comments and eoncems. 

Conclusions 

The attitudes regarding the makeup of the pre-referral team differed greatly. 

Parents held impressions based on the schools in which the meetings took place. Because 

each building designs its own pre-referral team, the members of the team differ greatiy 

from school to school. Many parents were complacent about their impression of the team 

gix ing the school blind faith that as teachers and administrators they knew what was best 

for their children. 

Parents that participated in the process at the Junior High level provided the most 

favorable impressions. The Junior High has a large team comprised of educators and 

administrators that have a varidy of experiences with the student being studied in the 

process. One parent shared, "Some of the people at the meeting did not even know my 

daughter, they were just there to help, they said." As a fathd pointed out earUd in his 
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dissat.slaction w iih the bias makeup of his daughter's team, a largd more objective team 

max hax e soothed manx of the questions regarding bias and pre-ddennined outcomes. 

Spanish siu\ikmg parents were grateful that inlerprders were readily available and 

that thex did not hax c lo sit through much of the meeting not understanding what was 

being said until someone xvas found lo inleiprd for them. This initial forethought and 

organization bx the school distnd proxided the Spanish-speaking parents with a 

favorable impression (Smith. Polloway, Patton & Dowdy, 2001) of the team and 

ultimately, the entire process. One parent stated simply through an interpreter, "They had 

a Spanish'English talker to help me. That means that they respect me and want to me say 

things in the meeting." This statement may be more prolific than anticipated by the 

parent. Respect, indeed, may be the decisive factor of a parent having a favorable view 

of the professionals, which make up the pre-referral process. Not only respect of parent, 

but respect of process, and ultimately respect for the success of their daughter or son. 

Were parents made to feel as though they were part of the pre-referral 
team? If so. hoxv were they included as part of the team? 

Ox erxx helmingly, parents reported either in written surveys or in participant 

interviews that they were not made to feel a part of the team. Parents reported that they 

were invited to the meetings, were often sat across from the other people present, and 

were "talked at, not to." Surprisingly, parents who participated at the higher-grade levels 

reported feeling part of the team much more than parents of children in the primary 

grades. This finding was surprising and is in opposition of research available or parent 

participation in the schools. Research shows that parents of younger children are much 
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more mx olved m the dax -to dax operations of schooling than parents of children 12 and 

oldd(Christcn.son .̂  Sheridan, 2001, Armstrong. 1995; Cramer, 1998). This finding 

max be explained bx the lack of expenence parents of young children have had with the 

intemal workings of the school. One parent explained, 

I had nex er been called inlo the school for a meding. I had been to 
the parent te.ichei conferences, but nc\ cr a meding that sounded like 
somelhmg bad xvas going on w ith my daughter. 1 was scared to death. I 
nex er like the principal w hen 1 was in school and all those feelings came 
back. W hen I got to the meeting there were several teachers all sitting on 
one side of the room and 1 was gixen a chair across from them. I feU like I 
was on a police shoxv being questioned! 1 feU like 1 just had to listen and 
couldn't ask any questions. At the end of the meeting the lady in charge 
asked me if 1 had anx questions. 1 was so nervous I said no and left. 
When 1 got home and relaxed 1 had plenty of questions. When I called the 
next dax. 1 w as told that 1 could bring them up at our next meeting. I had 
forgotten xxhat thex- w ere by then. I was nervous for every meeting. 
Teachers are smart, 1 told them to do what they needed to help my daughter 
and 1 xxould sign the papers. I am not even sure what papers I ended up 
signing I hope 1 did the right thing for her. 

.Manx parents reported feeling inadequate and intimidated by the members of the 

team. Parents told the researcher stories of being nervous whenever being called into the 

school unexpectedly. A father reported, "I felt like I was back in school, being called in 

because 1 was in trouble." Over and over again parents spoke of the teachers and 

administrators being better trained and knowing more about what was good for their 

children in school then they did. Most admitted to not questioning anything in the 

meeting, but being relieved when the meeting was over. A mother stated "I was so 

nervous at the first meeting, that I told the teacher I couldn't be at the next one, just to go 

ahead without me and do what was best for my daughter." 
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The three parents interx lewcd that spoke only Spanish stated that while they were 

pleased there was an interpreter present, they were unsure they were told everything that 

was said at ihe meeting. Through an interpreter a mother told the researcher, "The 

interpreter w as good, but 1 speak a little linglish and 1 know that she didn't tell me all 

thai they said...I think she only told me the important stuff, 1 hope." Anothdmothd 

w ho spoke only Spanish stated. "The people would talk to each othd or the interpreter, 

even if thex spoke Spiuiish. thex never looked at me when they were talking, ft was hke I 

was invisible unless thex had to ask me a question." When asked by the researcher if she 

felt like a member of the team, the mother responded through her interpreter, "What 

team, it was them and then me. 1 don't understand what team." When the researcher 

provided further information regarding the team concept the mother did not change. She 

again said, "WTiat team? It w as them and it was me." 

Parents that experienced the process at the Junior High school all reported that 

they felt as if thex xx ere not only part of the team, but also a very important part of the 

team. 

The teachers asked me about what I had been seeing at home. They 
w anted to know about .. ..'s homework when he did it, where he did ft, and 
all that stuff When 1 told them, they had some ideas on how we could help. 
The teachers said that education doesn't just happen at school, but at home 
too and they wanted to help my son at school and at home. I liked what 
they told me. And, what they told me worked at home. My son does his 
homework now and his grades are better. We don't have to go to no more 
meetings. He doesn't have those problems no more. They and me helped 
solve his problem. 

Another parent who participated in the process at the Junior High level reported that she 

was shown into the big room with lots of teachers. She said that she was going to sft at 
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the back olThe room w here there was an empty chair, but the assistant pnncipal 

"...invited mc to sit up al the big table right in the middle of all the teachers and othd 

people that were at the meeting." When asked how that made her feel she stated, "ft 

made me feel like thex thought I was important. 

Conclusions 

It IS important for educators lo realize how intimidated parents often feel when 

thex arc called to the school for a meeting or as many perceived "a problem with their 

child" (Wrighl ^; Wright, 2t)02). Many parents still experience the nervous tension they 

ma\' hax e experienced as a student being called into the office. The professionals on the 

team ot^en intimidate parents. Parents expressed feelings of inadequacy when working 

with "people who are a lot smarter then me and have gone to a lot more school then me." 

These are the parents that were ready to agree to anything the team said, because after all, 

the team is made up of professionals that know more then the parents perceive they know 

about education. The professionals involved in the meeting have the responsibility to 

make the parent(s) feel welcomed and a valuable part of the pre-referral team. The 

parents interviewed in this research provided very basic tools to aceomphsh this feeling 

of team membership. Parents suggested having the parents sit in the middle of the team 

and not across the table from all of the othd team members. Showing resped to parents 

not only is morally right, but also invites the parents to participate as an equal (Hiatt-

Michael, 2001). 
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One parent sareastically summed up her feelings, "What do I know....I am only 

the parent"" Il is impcr.ilivc that parents are made to feel and understand that the most 

important member on the team is Ihe parent, after all who knows the child bettd (Marion, 

U)81)'' 

Did piu-ents realize that the pre-refen-al process could lead to 
an evaluation for special education? 

Parents had such ignorance about the pre-referral process they were involved in 

that all aspects of the process appeared to be surprising to them. Unfortunately, much of 

the confusion w as not cleared up during the process itself Many parents related that they 

had to ask throughout the process why they were in the meeting, the purpose of the 

meeting, and ultimately xx hat was the outcome goal for the meeting. Teachers and 

administrators misunderstanding the purpose of the process as well only added to the 

confusion felt and expressed by the parents. 

Tw enty of the parents interviewed stated that they believed after they had 

completed some form of the pre-referral process, that the end goal was to get their child 

qualified for special education services, hi hindsight, these parents beheved that there 

was never a genuine plan to attempt to successftilly keep their child in the general 

education classroom, but move them through "the hoops" into receiving special education 

services. 

One parent became visibly agitated when asked this question during the interview. 

Aftd a long pause filled with deep thought the parent, in an angry tone, replied: 
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> cs, and all it x\as, was put him in special ed cause he's not 
gonna be .ible lo leam at a iioi nial lex el. fhere was quite a few other 
parcms that were told the same exact thing as 1 was told but their 
problem area weren't the same. They were all given the same exad 
classes and w ere being taught the same stuff same way, even though 
some didnl need help m specific areas just cause they had 1 or 2 problems 
in other areas. 

Another parent adamanth spoke of the "tunnel vision" of the pre-referral team. When 

asked if she fell the Student Assistant leam had a preconceived opinion about her 

daughter, she replied. "In mx opinion, yes. 1 especially feh that a large section of her 

academic, social, iuid emotional problems were looked at with tunnel vision." The parent 

obviouslx upset bx the memory of the experience added. 

They act like they know my child better than I do. My daughter 
has been disabled since she xx as a toddler, yet they think they are smarter. 
They almost called me a liar when 1 reported what my daughter is capable 
of doing at home. They want to treat her like an idiot and put her in the 
comer in a chair or on the computer. 1 need my daughter to leam. Isn't 
that w hat school is all about?" 

While manx parents simply answered "yes" that they believed the team already 

had made a decision about their child, one parent added as tears spilled from her eyes, 

'"I'es, if I knexv then w hat I knew now, they would not have railroaded me into something 

1 didn't understand. They should have worked harder for my daughter. If we can't tmst 

the schools to do the right thing for our kids, who can we tmst?" 

Of all the interview questions asked of the participants this question by far 

sparked the most emotions. Parents expressed feelings of regrd, angd, helplessness, 

ignorance, blind faith, disappointment and guilt. Many parents expressed the feeling of 

"If I knew then what I knew now" regret. 
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1 ighl inlei-view s were completed with parents who not only voiced that they 

understood the process, but trulx bchex ed that the goal of the process was to provide their 

child w iih successful strategics to remain successful in the general education classroom. 

11 IS necessarx lo understand that these three parents are teachers in the local distrid and 

had an intimate understanding of the process. Two of the parents had been members of 

the Sludenl Assistant leam and the third parent had actually been the chair of the Team 

at one time. 

Underst.uiding the hislorx of these parents with the pre-referral process, I asked 

whx' thex' fell the team did not haxe a pre-conceived ending for their child. One parent 

replied. 

The people inx oh ed with the process knew that I knew what was 
going on. Thex knexx that 1 would ask questions, and you know. When 
a teacher responded that they had already tried a specific intervention, 
1 asked for proof they had done it. They couldn't provide it. When we 
came back for the second meeting, the teacher had documented proof 
ex erxlhing she had tried and how it worked. I asked for a lot more 
interx entions than normal, because 1 knew to ask. In the end, my son 
was tested for special education and has started receiving services. 

However, he is in an inclusion setting. I insisted that he receive his 
services in the regular classroom. His teacher was not happy with 
me. That's her problem, my job is to look out for my son.. .who else 
is going to do it? 

Another parent simply replied, "They knew I would not be railroaded, it had to be done 

right." What is unsettling about the two comments shared by teacher/parents is that they 

are aware of a dual system being perpetrated; one for knowledgeable parents, and one for 

parents who do not know what to ask or do during the process. 
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Conclusions 

Iho xerx need to ask the question "Did parents realize that the pre-refen-al 

process could lead to an evaluation for special education?" and the answers provided by 

the parents highlights the inappropriate use of the pre-referral process. It is impossible to 

separate w iih w honi and w here the ignorance and confusion begins. Are the parents 

contused and unsure of the process due to being uneducated regarding the process? Or, 

are parents confused because the educators involved in the process are confused 

themseh es'.' It is unclear if the educators are truly confused or if they contaminate the 

pre-referral process inlo something they desire it to be, an avenue into special education. 

Bx the answ ers and insights provided by the parents in this section of the 

interview, it is obvious that parents believe that educators have already made up their 

mind regarding the outcome for their child. The very nature of this belief adds to the 

distrust many parents hax e xx ith schools in general. 

School districts must begin to admit to biases often evident in the pre-referral 

process and begin to dexelop methods and systems to build tmst with parents. Using the 

pre-referral process as it is intended should be the first step in correcting the air of distmst 

expressed by many parents. Changing the attitudes of teachers and administrators 

regarding the pre-refen-al process will take time and effort by all levels of professionals in 

the public schools. One parent quoted eariier simply stated, "If we can't tmst the schools 

to do the right thing for our kids, who can we tmst?" This is a serious question that 

should cause schools to immediately rethink if the processes in place in the schools are 

tmly used as they were intended. 

120 



Analysis 

Fieldl^hscix ations ;uuLPosl^xpcri_eiice Interviews 

Obserx ations prox ided the researeher wilh the opportunity to focus on 

relationships xviihin the pre-refcrral process. Observations provided an in-depth study of 

how people w ork and react lo each other as they are solving a common problem (Adier & 

Adier. 1998; Patton. 1990). The use of observation provided the researeher with the 

most current infonnation possible on the pre-referral process employed by the school 

district. .-\s dxTiamics and procedures of the pre-referral process change, the researcher 

needed to make adjustments as required in the design of the study. Observations 

strengthened infomiation provided by surveys and interviews by allowing the researcher 

to better understand the human dynamics involved in the meeting experience (Glesne, 

1999). 

Possiblx the most essential reason to use observation in this study was to allow 

the researcher access to the parent(s) during the pre-referral process and immediately 

after completion of the process. Prior interviews were completed with parent(s) that had 

experienced the pre-referral process before the study began. Having the ability to 

interview parent(s) as they experienced and completed the pre-referral process allowed 

the researcher to gain immediate and current information. 

By engaging the parents in the interview immediately after the process, initial 

reactions were capttired. Often initial reactions provide a better ddail of the emotions 

and perceptions of the participants. Once time is allowed to come between the actual 

experience and the interview, the experience often has become diluted by the participant 
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(Strauss .̂ ;: Corbin. 1990). ,.\|so, by interviewing parent(s) during and immediately aftd 

thex have experienced part of the prc-referral process, the researcher gained first 

impressions and feelings regarding the process. Interviews of parent(s) who had already 

expenenced the pre-referral process supplied information that had been self-analyzed by 

the parent(s) and diluted bx' time. 

The final inteniew s xvere preceded by the researcher observing the parent(s) 

participating in the pre-referral process. Unstructured, discussion-based interviews 

imniediateh lollow cd the obserx ations made during the pre-referral process experience. 

The method of observation was used for two different, yet intersected purposes. The 

researcher became part of the pre-referral process along with the parent(s) and school 

district persomiel. Having the researcher placed at the meetings allowed the researcher to 

observe and record information regarding the nonverbal cues. Often the nonverbal cues 

are more poxx erful than the spoken word (Creswell, 2002). There were usually three 

meetings xxith parent(s) and other education professionals during the pre-referral process. 

By attending each of the meetings, the researcher verified previous observations and had 

the opportunity to observe the same participants in the same setting on multiple 

occasions. Multiple observations can add strength and validity to the records of the 

researcher. 

Often when interviews are conducted immediately following the event, 

participants are able to process the event as the researcher conducts the interview. 

Observing and interviewing a parent(s) as they processed the event, allowed the 

researeher to attain more real emotions and thoughts prior to the event being blurred 
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and or softened by time. It w as important lor the researeher lo remembd that often as 

participants are processing e\ cuts for the first time a wide range of emotions and 

responses come forward (Adier c'v: Adier, 1998; Berg, 2001). 

Three parents w ere interx iew ed during obscrvalion/post-observation interview 

phase of the research. Txvo lamilies w ho spoke in English; one mother of a son, and a 

mother and father of a daughter and one mother, of a son, who spoke Spanish, but was 

interx icw cd through an interprder, prox ided by the researcher, served as the participants. 

The protocol of interview questions was different for the post-observation 

interviexvs than those used during the survey and participant interview. The researcher 

chose to use an open-interx iexx technique so that parents felt free to dialogue with the 

researcher instead of "just answer questions." Probing questions used during post-

obserxation interviexvs xx ere: 

1. Can xou explain to me what you are feeling right now about what just 

occurred in the meeting? 

2. Did you understand everything that just occurred in the meeting? If not, what 

didn't you understand? 

3. Were you made to feel as if you were part of the team and the decision 

making process in the meeting? Why or why not? 

4. What do you believe the goal of this meeting was? 

5. Do you believe what oecun-ed in the meeting will help your child in school? 

6. Would you like to share any other thoughts with me regarding the meeting 

that just oecun-ed or the pre-refen-al process in general? 
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fhe data collected and analyzed as a rcsull of the field observations and the post-

obsd-x ation interviews provided an additional dimensional layd to previously analyzed 

and reported data. Ibis data prox ided inlomiation in real-lime to bettd understand the 

parents as they moxed through the current pre-referral process in the distrid. Again, to 

understimd the ox ciall rescareh question: "What experiences and perceptions have 

parents had through their involvement in the pre-referral process?" it was vital to analyze 

the data collected through the sub-qucstions. The questions will be analyzed by each 

participant. 

Participant One. .Mother of son. Mother only speaks Spanish and was interviewed 
through an interpreter provided by the researcher. 

Obserxations during the pre-referral meetings (3) 

This mother entered the room for each meeting promptly. She was well dressed 

and alxvax s nervouslx' smiled at the group as she entered the room. The mother was very 

tense at the first meeting, but was relaxed by the completion of the third meeting. It 

appeared that she had become familiar with the group. 

There w as an interpreter at each meeting provided by the Special Student Services 

office of the school distnct. The interpreter always engaged in small talk with the mother 

prior to the meeting. For each meeting, the mother was shown to a chair at the end of a 

rectangular table. Next to the mother sat the interpreter. Present at the meeting was the 

chair of the Sttident Assistance Team committee, the student's classroom teacher, and 

another general education teacher that was assigned to the committee for the 2003-2004 

school year, and the researcher. 
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The chair continualh smiled at the mother and made eye contad with hd each 

time she spoke. I he other two educators at the meding looked only at the interpretd 

when they talked. One teacher spoke Spanish, but nevd diredly looked at the mothd 

w hen she spoke in either Spanish or English. This behavior occurted during all meetings. 

The mother's body language w as filled with tension and an uneasiness as the 

meeting continued. She sat \ erx stiff with straight posture in her chair with her hands 

alw ax s positioned on her lap. She w ould only add to the conversation when she was 

asked a direct question. She didn't x olunteer any unsohcited information. She paid close 

attention to those speaking in the meeting and was often observed leaning into the person, 

as if she could understand their English if she leaned toward them. The meetings always 

ended xx ith a promise to trx the new interventions and a solicitation of comments from 

the mother. The mother ended the meeting the same way each time, "You are the 

teachers, xx hat exer xou think is best for ... I know you will do." 

Post-Observation Interviews (3) 

Can you explain to me what you are feeling right now about what 
just occurred in the meeting 

After the first meeting, the mother intently listened as the interpreter asked her the 

question. After a pause for reflection the mother answered: 

I feel so bad. 1 did not know that.... was having so many problems 
at school. He never told me. His papers he brings home didn't tell me. How 
should I know? I did not go to a lot of school, I thought he was doing okay 
and was smart. I am glad the teachers are going to help, I don't know if I 
can help. They are so smart and want... to do good. I know they will help 
him. Right? 
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This mother was somcwhal confiised that she had not been told hd son was having 

difTicultics in school. 1 lowcvcr, she spoke with great guiU explaining that ft was 

probablx her fault for not going to the last teacher conference. She expressed relief that 

the school was going lo help her son. She added to her comment, "Maybe if I spoke 

English 1 would know he wasn't doing good." 

.•\fter the second and third meeting, the mother was much more relaxed. At one 

point when answenng this question she said, "1 am very happy the teachers want ... to do 

good in school. He is a good box and 1 know they will help him. These meetings are 

good, tliey help kids xxho need it." This mother also expressed that she was less nervous 

Uian during the first meetings. She stated that her husband could never come because of 

xxork and that she hoped she "did okay" at the meetings. 

Did you understand everything that just occurred in the meeting? 
If not, what didn't you understand? 

After the first meeting this mother stated that all she understood was that her son 

was hax ing problems in school and the teachers wanted to find a way to help him. She 

said "it is good teachers want to help, in Mexico no one wants to help the kids." She 

commented, "There were a lot of papers, I don't know what they were writing, ft was for 

the teachers to use." 

At the conclusion of the third and final meding the mother stated, 

I know that what they tried did not help ... and now they are going to 
give him a test to see if they can find anothd way to help him. Not a test 
by a doctor, but by the lady that was in charge of the meeting. She was 
nice and was good to me and ... [parent nevd complded thought]. 
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Added during this part of the inlei-yiew was the mother's appreciation that the 

school had proxided an interpreter from the moment she entered the meeting. She shared 

that It was easier for her to hax c someone lo chat wilh until the meding started. Other 

people xvere talking and she w as too. 

Were NOU made lo feel as if xou were part of the team and the decision 
milking process in the meeting.' Why or why not? 

The mother expressed gratitude that the "lady in charge" asked her many 

questions and alw ax s looked at her when she was talking. The mother said that the 

teachers probabh' wanted her to talk more, but she didn't know what to say. She stated 

again, "The teachers know the most, they will take care of... I tmst them." The mother 

alxvaxs agreed xvith what the committee members suggested. It is unclear if the mother 

fulh understood the concept of her being part of the team when it came to making 

decisions. 

What do you beliexe the goal of this meeting was? 

Through conversations after each meeting with the mother, it was apparent that 

the mother tmly believed that the meetings were arranged to "get help for ... ." The 

mother never expressed any coneem or misgivings about the meetings. She genuinely 

was thankfiil for the time and coneem put forth by the members of the committee. 
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Do you bclicx cwliat occumxLmihejnedjng will help your child in 
school.' Win or wjiy jiol'.' 

I his w as a x erx simple answ er for this mother. Reviewing field notes and notes 

made dunng the interx iew the mother's response was exactly the same each time, "They 

w ill help .. Thex xvant him lo do good and get smart. That is what 1 want too." 

Would like to share anx other thoughts with mc regarding the meeting 
that xvas just completed or the pre-refcrral process in general? 

The mother did not engage or offer any additional comments. She always 

thanked me for asking w hat she thought and quickly went home "to make supper." 

Conclusions 

It is difficult to know if this mother would have been more engaged in the 

interx iexvs if she xxere an English speaker. Although there was an interpreter presented, it 

becomes axx kxx-ard for everyone, researcher, interpreter, and parent to converse through a 

third party. The mother always thought about each question, and answered honestly, in 

the opinion of the researcher. 

A pattern did ex olve through the research in regard to the Spanish-speaking 

parents using an interprder. The three parents interviewed for this study, all agreed that 

the school knew what was best. They all felt that the teachers were all smarter than they 

were and that they shouldn't question what they suggested. All parents were gratefiil for 

the interest the teachers were showing their children and did not ever pose questions 

about the process or the suggestions made by the team. One mothd told me, "We don't 
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ask questions, the school is alw axs right, they are helping the children." This sentiment 

resonated throughout the three Spanisli-speaking parents interviewed for this study. 

Participant I'xvo. Mother and father of a daughter, English speaking. 

Observations through the pre-referral meeting (I) 

Observation xvas onh complded during the third meeting of this pre-referral 

process. The parents did not attend the first or the second meeting and gave verbal 

pemiission for the medings to occur without them present. Having meetings in the 

absence of the parent, but w ith their verbal approval to continue, is an acceptable practice 

in this district for the pre-referral process. 

This meeting xx as held on a Friday aftemoon at a time set by the parents. It was 

unclear at this time xx hx the parents did not attend the first two meetings of the process. 

The procedure xxhen parents do not attend the meeting(s) is to secure verbal permission to 

have the meeting in their absence and then report the results to them; that was the case in 

the first two meetings of this process. 

The parents entered a large conference room. Present in the room was the chair of 

the team, the child's general education teacher, a special education teacher, a speech and 

language pathologist, and a literacy coordinator; all of these educators had experience 

with the child with the exception of the special education teacher. The parents sat in two 

empty chairs at the table almost directly across from the rest of the team. No one on the 

team moved to provide a more "inviting" seating an-angement. The an-angement 

reminded the researcher of someone sitting at a defendant's table facing a jury. 
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Both parents were dressed professionally, Ihe father in a job related unifonn. The 

mother spoke lo the team w ith a smile while the father simply nodded as introductions 

were made. The father appeared anxious and continually looked at his watch or the clock 

that was located .icross Irom him on the wall. The father rarely made eye contad with 

iunone on ihe team, ex en when they were speaking directly to him. The mother was 

pleasant and appeared lo be comfortable with the team. She engaged in small talk with 

her daughter's teacher before the meeting started. The father remained silent. 

The chair of the team reiterated what had transpired at the previous two meetings 

and asked the parents if they had any questions or comments regarding the previous two 

meetings. The father abruptly, almost shouting asked, "Tell me again why we are here." 

Caught by surprise the chair of the team cleared her throat the explained the process: 

Your daughter was referred to the Student Assistance Team by her 
teacher due to her lack of progress in reading. The teacher has shared 
eoncems xxith the team. The team's responsibility is to make suggestions 
regarding interventions or modifications that can be made in the classroom 
to enable your daughter to be successfiil. The previous times we met, with 
your permission, in your absence we developed plans to help your daughter 
in the classroom. We are meeting this time, possibly the last time to make 
a decision about where the team should go from here in regards to your 
daughter's success in the classroom. 

The father responded, "So this isn't to put her in the class with kids that are dumb?" The 

question cleariy caught the team members off guard; the mother appeared to be 

embarrassed. The chair of the team asked him what he meant. The father said, "I 

thought this was to get her tested to go into special ed." The chair of the team rephed. 

Referring your daughter for an evaluation in special education is a 
possible outcome of this process, ft tmly depends on the reports we are 
about to get and where the team, in which you are a part, decide to go next. 
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The father nodded and sat back in his chair, fhe chair of the leam asked for reports from 

the various educators on Ihe status of the modifications. The mothd seemed more and 

more reliexed as the news was dclixcred; the father's confrontational expression nevd 

changed. 

At the end of the meeting, the team was asked for comments and 

recommendations. The x arious educalors agreed that the interventions had worked and 

believed there w as no need to meet again or refer the giri for evaluation. The team did 

agree that the literacx coordinator would keep a close eye on the girl's progress to 

prevent problems again and to ensure the modifications that were successful continued to 

be used in the classroom. The mother was quiet, but sat with a large smile on her face as 

tears xx elled up in her eyes. The father sat silent, looking confiised. Finally he said, "So, 

she is not dumb'?" The chair of the team further explained the successfiil modifications 

that XX ere used and gave the parents suggestions on how to help their daughter at home. 

The father just shook his head, ft was apparent on the faces and through the body 

language of the x arious team members that they were relieved the meeting was over. 

Post-Observation Interview (1) 

Can you explain to me what vou are feeling right now about what 
just occurred in the meeting? 

As the parents joined the researcher for the interview, the father still appeared to 

be anxious and almost annoyed. The mother, now crying, sat in the chair with a great 

sigh. The father asked why they were being interviewed if the meeting was over. The 
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research w as explained again, and the explanation seemed to pacify the father. The first 

question was asked. The mother immediately said, with a large smile through tears, "I 

am so rehcx ed the things they did worked. 1 was seared she had a bad problem." The 

lather replied. "I am suipnsed. I thought the whole point of this adventure was to put my 

daughter in a special class. 1 knew that she didn't need a special class, just some extra 

help. 1 w as the same wax." When asked if they had any other feelings about what had 

happened in the meeting. The father replied, 

11 I knew thex really wanted to help her and not put her in a special 
class, I w ould have come to all the meetings. 1 just figured they had already 
made up their minds to give her a test, so why should I take off work and 
come here just to get mad. Usually schools do what they want no mafter 
xvhat we sax. 

Did xou understand ex erything that just occurred in the meeting? 
If not, what didn't xou understand? 

The mother nodded that she had understood everything. The father appeared to 

be in great thought. After a long silence the question was reworded and asked again. 

The father slowly began to speak, at first repeated much of what had just occurred during 

the meeting then he stated, "What 1 don't understand is if the new things they tried 

worked, why didn't they just do those in the first place? Isn't that what teachers are 

supposed to do, help kids leam?" Before the researcher could explain that ft was not 

within the parameters of the research for her to answer questions from parents regarding 

the process, the mother jumped in and stated, "... 's teacher didn't come up with the ideas, 

the other teachers did. That's why ... got help, not from her teacher, but the others' 

ideas." The father simply shmgged his shoulders and sat back in his chair. 
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Were xou madejo Iccl as if you were part of the team and the derision 
making process m the meeting'.' Why or why not? 

1 his question caused the tension in the interview room to increase. The father 

shifted in his chair a couple of times, and the mother would not make eye contact with the 

researcher. When the researcher asked iilhey understood the question, the father took 

the lead. 

The school called us after every meeting and told us what was 
happening. 1 reallx w asn't interested because 1 knew they already had a 
plan in mind and it didn't matter what happened in the meetings. I thought 
the meetings xvere just a bunch of hoops the school had to jump through 
w bile xvasting mx time. That is why we didn't go;they wouldn't hsten to 
what xve had to say anyway. We are only parents. Neither of us have a 
college education and they all think they are smarter than us cause they do. 
1 hate to sax it, but 1 guess 1 was wrong. They really wanted ... to do 
better in reading and their plan worked. So, at least this time, they looked 
at things xxithout already having an answer. But really, how many times 
does that happen? I still hate to come to meetings at school. They just 
make me mad. 

The mother nodded in agreement with the father the entire time he was answering the 

question. The mother than added, "Maybe we need to give this school a chance, maybe 

they are different from the last school our kids were in." 

Again, the question regarding team membership was raised. Both parents stated 

they should have been more a part of the team and it was their fault that they did not 

participate in all the meetings. 
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What do xou belicx etiie giViLonius niccLing was'.' 

The father quickly stated, " lo put ... in a class filled with dumb kids. I guess 

thex decided she was not dumb after all." 

Do you beliex e w hat occuncd in the meeting will help your child 
in school? 

Bx- this point in the interview it \\ as obvious that both the mother and the father 

were beating themseh cs up for not attending the previous meetings. Also obvious to the 

researcher w as that both parents w ere ready for the interview to be over, there was no 

mistaking their bodx language as the father got up from his chair and began to move 

toxvard the door. The father looked back at the researcher and said, "I guess they want to 

help ... .we w ill see if it continues." The father then left the room. The mother 

remained. 

Would vou like to share any other thoughts with me regarding the meeting 
that just occurred or the pre-referral process in general? 

As the mother prepared to leave the room she became emotional and stated, "We 

should have tmsted them, they really were wanting to help . . . . Next time they call for a 

meeting, I will come." 

No comments were made about the pre-referral process. The mother and the 

father left the interview as they continued to express guift for not participating in all the 

meetings. 
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Conclusions 

These parents w ere beating themsclxcs over their lack of involvement in the pre

referral process. The father openly admitted that he believed the committee already had a 

pre-ddennined outcome for the meeting. The father actually showed surprise and the 

mother shoxved relief xvhen the committee agreed that Ihe pre-referral interventions had 

been successful and there was not need for special education evaluation. 

More than once, the mother and father expressed regret that they had purposefully 

not attended the meetings and had not show more support to the school. This process and 

observation illustrated that xxhen the pre-referral process is conducted in spirit it was 

designed teachers, parents, and the students can all benefit. Unfortunately, the parents 

continued throughout the process and the interview to be their own worst critics. 

Participant Three. Mother with son, English speaking. 

Obserxations of the pre-referral meetings (3) 

During each meeting the mother entered the meeting just arriving from work in a 

classroom as an educational assistant in another local school district. The mother always 

thanked the chair for allowing the meeting to be held after school so that she didn't have 

to miss any work. Present at the meeting was the chair of the committee, the son's 

teacher and the literacy coordinator. The mothd asked if anyone else would be joining 

the meeting. The chair responded that this was the complete committee. The mothd 

appeared to be surprised with that answer. 
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in fhe mother w as x cry comfortable during the medings and easily engaged ii 

small talk w ith those present. She is going to the local university, majoring in special 

education. She commented, "1 am already doing the work in the classroom, 1 want to 

stiu-l getting paid for il." During this cycle of medings, it was very interesting to observe 

the members of the team, fhcy appeared almost to be "on their guard." Knowing that 

the mother had a great deal of knowledge about the process caused the team to follow the 

regulalions of the process to the minute detail. If not, the mother caught the mistake and 

questioned w hat had happened or had not happened as the meetings progress. 

As a researcher, it xx as almost more interesting observing the behavior of the team 

during this obserxation. The team members were always on time to each meeting. All 

team members came to each meeting with a formally prepared written report of the 

interx'entions and modifications trials and hard evidence (examples of student work) if the 

interx'entions had been successfiil. Even the language used in the meeting was more 

formal. The team members used education-ease throughout the meetings. As the mother 

asked questions, the team members answered the questions and foUowed-up their 

answers by showing examples of her son's work, ft was a very interesting to watch the 

dynamics of these meetings, with a knowledgeable parent, compared to those with 

parents that did not understand the purpose of the meeting and had no working 

knowledge of the pre-referral process. 
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The chair started the meeting by announcing to all present that the mothd had 

initiated this process out of concerns she has had with her son. The teacher agreed that 

she had seen the same academic problems at school that the mother described while 

completing homexvork. 

The chair explained the process completed as the mother continually nodded her 

head in agreement. At each of the three medings, the chair and teacher explained the 

interx'entions thai had been agreed on at the previous meeting and the success or failure 

of those interventions. The mother also commented on the suggested interventions that 

she had carried out al home. She stated that some had worked while others had failed. 

The mother described a tough night of homework that had happened during the last two-

week intervention. The teacher agreed that the same type of event had taken place at 

school as xvell. 

During the third meeting, the team agreed that none of the interventions or 

modifications had worked long-term. Many of the suggestions had worked when they 

were first introduced, but the newness quickly wore off. At this point, the mother asked 

what the next step of the process would be. The chair opened a discussion about the need 

to either continue interventions and modifications or to refer the child to Special Student 

Services (SSS) for an evaluation. The mother immediately said that she wanted the 

evaluation. She stated that she knew they had to "play the game for the process," but was 

anxious to get an assessment completed. The mothd reported that she believed her son 

had a memory processing issue and needed services that would be provided through SSS. 

The team agreed, and the final paperwork was complded to send the file to SSS. 
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Al this time the mother asked questions about what would happen next in the 

process. She was assured that she would be contacted by the chair of the team to 

complete the papenvork needed lo start the SSS evaluation. The mothd left the meding 

pleased. 

Post-Obsenation Interviews (3) 

Can you explain to me xvhat x ou are feeling right now about what 
just occurred in the meeting' 

This mother was x erx w ell informed and comfortable working with the school 

personnel. She infomied the researcher that she had been an educational assistant in a 

local school district (not the research district) and she understood the process well from 

being an active participant as a part of her job responsibilities. The mother also shared 

that she is currently attending the local university. She is majoring in special education 

but has not started the special education classes yet. She commented that she should 

formally begin her education classes in the fall of 2004. 

The researcher again ask the first question "Can you explain to me what you are 

feeling right now about what just occurred in the meeting?" The mother quickly 

responded, "Do you want me to explain the complete version or just the highhghts?" The 

researeher relayed that she could answer the question in a way that was comfortable to 

her. The mother responded. 

The Student Assistant Team meetings are set up to see if a child's 
problems can be solved in his regular class or if he needs to be tested for 
special education. You have to go through several meetings, and a great 
deal of paper to get to the answer. At each meeting the team, and I am part 
of it, come up with ideas that could help my son. The ideas are then tired 
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at school and at home. In the end if they work, the child stays in his 
regular classroom. 11 the ideas don't work, Ihe child takes a lot of tests 
o sec 11 he needs to receive special education services. 1 know they have 

to go hrough all these meetings. But, I knew from the beginning my son 
w ould have lo be tested. I am sure he has a leaming disability with some 
memorx processing issues. 

The mother looked at the researeher, smiled and stated, "Oh yea, 1 know all about it, I am 

part of the team at the school where 1 work!" She followed by saying, "Is that enough or 

do xou need more of an answer'.'" The researcher responded that was fine unless she had 

more to add. The mother smiled, nodded hd head and stated, "Ld's move to the next 

question." 

Did you understand exerything that iust occurred in the meeting? 
If not, xvhat didn't you understand? 

"I understood it all." The mother reminded the researeher that she knew her son 

xvould have to be tested for special education services, but knew that there were "hoops" 

xou had to jump through for the state department. "I don't mind playing by the mles, 

exen though they often waste time," the mother added. The mother paused in her 

conversation with the researcher, and then added, "I actually think that I understand the 

process more than my son's teacher did." 

Were vou made to feel as if you were part of the team and the decision 
making process in the meeting? Why or why not? 

As a researcher, it is very interesting to observe meetings where the parent is just 

as educated and infonned as all the members of the team about the process. Actually 
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sex eral limes during the three meetings the mother reminded team members what they 

needed and came up wilh suggested interx cntions and modifications when they could not. 

The mother laughed and stated, "I lox c lo come to medings at school. They know that I 

work in education. 1 am treated much differently than my friends report being treated. I 

guess il is because 1 work in education. That really shouldn't matter though." 

\\ hen the question regarding team membership was rephrased the mother again 

laughed. "I didn't gix c them any choice but to accept and know that I was part of the 

team, and knexv w hat should be happening. Some times there is power in knowing stuff." 

What do xou believe the goal of this meeting was? 

The responses from this mother did not change from meeting to meeting. After 

each meeting xx hen asked this question, the mother responded, "My goal was to get my 

son referred for a special education evaluation. Their goal was to properly go through the 

process." 

Do you believe what occurred in the meeting will help your child in 
school? 

At the conclusion of the first meding, the mother quickly responded, "I know 

why they have to have all the medings, but in the end my son will have to be tested, I 

just know." After the second meding the mother responded by saying, "I know they 

have to have the meetings, but whole process is wasting time in gefting the help my son 

needs." 
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Upon conclusion of the third and final meding of the process, the mother stopped 

talking and paused for an extended length of time aftd being asked this question. She 

looked through the papers that she had collected throughout the meetings. She looked up 

at the researcher and said. 

In mx heart 1 knew that my son would have to be tested for special 
education. I w ork ex erx day with students who have the exact same problems. 
But. after the second meeting there was a time when 1 thought some of the 
mlenentions might work and Id him not have to been in special education. 
1 think I got mx' hopes up some. But then after the third meding it was 
obvious that he needed more help than his teacher could give him. I 
appreciate that cx erxone tried, but I think my son will qualify for special 
education and get the help he needs there. At least 1 hope he does, or 
xvhy did we go through all this? 

Would you like to share any other thoughts with me regarding the 
meeting that just occurred or the pre-referral process in general? 

At the end of the first two meetings this question was asked of the mother. Each 

time she answered no. After the concluding meeting, the researcher once again asked the 

question, this time the mother had a quick response. "I was shocked at how small their 

team w as and who w as on it." The researcher encouraged the mother to explain her 

ansxxer. 

At my school, the Student Assistance Team is a large group of 
people. You are chosen to be on the team at the first of the school year 
and you stay on the team the entire year. The only thing that ever changes 
on the team is who the third regular education teacher is. This teacher is 
the teacher of the student that is being studied by the team. We are a 
small school district and our team is made up of members who work at 
kindergarten through 12'̂  grade. We have an elementary teacher, a 
secondary teacher, a special education teacher, an administrator (some 
times this changes depending who is available), and our speech and 
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language person. All these people are on every leam. I was shocked 
when I walked in the firsl meeting and Ihcre were only three people 
on the leam. It didn't seem like a very big team to make such an 
imporuuil decision. 1 like our way better. 

The mother felt that bx being a larger team, il was easid to come up with a 

X arictx of interx entions and modifications that would help the student being studied. The 

idea of having a team made up of K-12 personnel provided a team that was well rounded 

w iih expenence and different ideas about how sludents could be taught. The mother 

added. 

There is no one on our team that will be involved in the testing if 
il is required. That is handled separately. 1 was surprised that the chair 
of the meeting is the lady that will be doing the testing. I think that looks 
like a conflict of interest. 1 thought the Student Assistant Team's job was 
to come up x\ ith xx ays to have the students stay in the classroom. If their 
ideas didn't xx ork then they were referred onto the diagnostician for special 
education testing. In this meeting, the diagnostician was already there. At 
first 1 thought maybe this mean the team had already made up their minds 
regarding special education. But then I realized this is just how they have 
their team, ft is a little weird I think. 

This comment by the mother hit the nail on the head regarding the literature that 

supports the pre-referral process. For the integrity of the study, ft is important to 

understand and realize that the pre-referral process is often combined with and confused 

with the multidisciplinary team process (MTP), also refen-ed to as the eligibility 

committee. The purpose of the MTP is to view the education status of the student 

including: results of fonnal diagnostic assessment data, education background, medical 

background and any other information deemed relevant by the MTP. Kubiszyn and 

Borich (2000) write: "The purpose of the eligibility committee is to reach a decision 

regarding the eligibility of the child for special education services and the educational 
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as a 
altemalixes appropriate to the child" (p. 430). The MTP process should be sd 

separate ex enl that lakes place after the successful compldion of the pre-referral process. 

Ultimately, the prc-rcferral team should be the leam that forwards infomiation to the 

MTP. if interx entions w ere not successful in the general education classroom and the pre-

refeual leam is requesting fonnal assessment and evaluation be started. Remember, the 

pre-refen-al process is m place lo attempt to keep a student in the general education 

classroom, not place them in the special education classroom. 

Conclusions 

The dxiianiics were xastly different in this pre-referral process than the other two 

obserxations included in this study. While waiting for the arrival of the mother for the 

xery first meeting, the members of the team were very aware of the knowledge the 

mother possessed regarding the process. They spoke about making sure that everything 

was handled "bx the book" during the process. The members were keenly aware that if 

the meeting(s) xx ere not directed appropriately the mother would interject and call the 

team members on the process. The general education teacher wamed the committee, 

"This mother knows a lot and is not afraid to tell you if you are doing something wrong. 

Tmst me, I know." From that point on the dynamic of the team changed dramatically 

from previous observations of this team and the others observed. 

The mother involved in this process was not only aware of how the process 

should work, but had an intimate knowledge of the possible outcomes. The mother many 

times had the opportunity to be a part of the team at hd school in another local distrid. 
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She not onh knew how the process should work, she knew how the process should be 

orchestrated and ultimatclx completed. 

As the process beg.iii, the mother had an outcome already planned in her mind. 

L sually it is the team that has already guessed the outcome. The mother admitted that at 

one point dunng the process she began lo second-guess the anticipated outcome that was 

cemented into her mind. Ultimately, the process ended as predicted by the mother, with a 

referral for her son to be ex aluated for special education services. 

Summary of Data Presentation and Analysis 

The purpose of this study was to delve into, investigate, and discover the 

experiences parents had xx ith the pre-referral process. This section of the research 

analyzed and presented data detailing parental experiences with the pre-referral process. 

This studx used methods found within the overall case study design. Three uniquely 

different, x et interhx ined methods were used to collect the data presented in this study. 

The study w as divided into two different phases to collect both historical data as well as 

current data regarding the use of the pre-referral process. 

The first phase of data collection engaged a wriften survey voluntarily completed 

and retiimed by 42/190 parents surveyed. The data provided by the survey was analyzed 

leading to 28 participant interviews. Through these participant interviews, data was 

collected regarding past experiences parents had while involved in the re-refen-al process. 

The second phase of the data collected placed the researcher as an observer within 

the pre-refen-al process itself At the completion of each meding attended by the parents. 
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the parents xvere then interxiew ed reL'anlini) tli,-ir ,.v,^.,; .„^ -ri • r -̂ i J I "-"ti'legaiuing tntii expenence. The information gleaned 

from this phase of the research was then compared to the historical data received during 

the first phase of the research. 

All research was compared, coded, and ultimately searched for emergent themes 

that would answer not only the research question guiding the study, "What experiences 

and perceptions have p.irents had through their involvement in the pre-referral process?" 

but the sub-questions that supported the research question. 

The local school district, educators, administrators, and selected parents, 

participated xoluntarih throughout the study. The school district and its employees 

viewed the research as an axenue through which improvement could be made to the 

existing pre-referral process. Parents participated in order for their voice to be heard 

and, in the end. relax ed to the local school district. 

Notification bx school that child was having an academic problem 

Through data collection and analysis, it was obvious that when and how the 

parents w ere notified that their child was experiencing an academic problem was 

fiindamental to the foundational tmst parents carried into the pre-referral process. The 

parents participating in the survey were divided into two very different groups. One 

group, the majority of parents participating, shared positive interactions with the school 

personnel through the academic year. The second group (9/28) reported littie to no 

contact with school personnel until they were called in to participate in the pre-referral 

process. 
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C iroup one posilivelx reported receiving infonnation from teachers on a daily and 

weekly basis. These s.ime parents reported initialing contact with teachers if they had a 

question regarding then child's progress. Parents in this group reported attending 

pai-ent teacher conferences and meeting w ith the teacher whenever necessary. All 

parents in this group w ere linglish speakers. These parents reported that when they were 

contacted regarding the pre-refemil process they were not surprised. Matter of fad, six 

of the parents falling into group one actually initiated the pre-refen-al process themselves. 

Group tw o, including three Spanish only speaking parents, reported surprise and 

confusion at receiving notification of the pre-referral process. Parents in this group 

reported student work coming home with passing grades, as well as reports cards with 

average of passing grades being received. Some parents in this group honestly admitted 

to not attending parent teacher conferences and had the opinion that "no news from 

school xx as good news." One parent within this group stated, 

1XX as shocked when I received notification and an explanation 
of the process at the meeting. I had my daughter's report card in my hand 
at the first meeting. The report card had all As and Bs on it. How could 
she, only days after receiving this report card, being having the kinds of 
problems the teacher was talking about in the meeting? Obviously the 
reports cards do not always represent the tmth of what is going on in the class. 
How are we supposed to know?" 

The three Spanish-speaking parents admitted feeling intimated by school and 

functions that occurred at school. These parents acknowledged that their lack of English 

skills was directly linked to why they were not involved in the education of their children. 

The Spanish-speaking parents all readily admitted to not questioning teachers or 
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administrators and exhibited a "they know what's best for child al school" attitude 

throughout the research. 

Explanation oniKipre-refcii^ilprgcess proxided to parents. 

Parents reported receiving a wide-variety of explanation as they became involved 

in the prc-retciTal process. Three categories of explanation emerged from the data 

collected from both phases of the research. Most explanations were simphfied and short. 

Some parents w ere told that the pre-referral process was to help their child be successfiil 

in school. Other parents xvere proxided a detailed explanation of the process that could 

"take up to eight xveeks" to complde but were not provided an explanation of what 

complete meant. The third emerging explanation given to parents reported that if the pre

referral process xx as not successfiil the student would be recommended for a special 

education exaluation. 

Exident throughout the emerging themes of data surrounding the explanation of 

the pre-referral process was the confusion held by the educators involved in the process. 

The analyzed data confirmed that many educators participating in the pre-referral process 

are themselves confiised about the intent of the process. This confusion was easily 

passed on to parents as factual information. Most educators beheved the process to be 

an avenue into qualifying for and receiving special education services. Adding to this 

confiision is the fact that the process is chaired by a liaison/diagnostician of the Special 

Sttident Services Department, leading educators to ertoneously beheve the pre-refen-al 

process is directly tied to special education services. 

147 



Pyji^nls"j^cccipt on-eniuUyjcmsiind laws surrounding 
the pre-rcfenal process 

Initially this question w as to be dropped from the research. Because the pre-

reten-al process is not a process w ithin special education, parents would not be made 

axvare ol procedural safeguards and other laws surrounding the process simply because 

no such safeguards or regulations exist. I lowever, parents received conflicting 

intbmialion on their rights based on the school-level building directing the pre-referral 

process. Sex eral parents brought up the procedural safeguards and regulations, therefore 

the sub-question remained framed within the research. 

There w ere txxo distinct experiences within this question. Most parents, correctly, 

xx ere not supplied any information on procedural safeguards or regulations surrounding 

the pre-referral process. However, one school-level building team not only presented 

parents xxith a copx of their procedural safeguards as hsted under IDEA, but offered to 

explain the rights set forth in the pamphlet. The practice of providing the parents with 

the procedural safeguards immediately erroneously connected the pre-referral process 

w ith special education. It did not take a great deal of thought to understand why parents 

were confiising the pre-referral process as a process held within special education. 

Were experiences with the pre-referral process different based 
on the date in which participation in the process occurred? 

The data collected, coded, and analyzed for this question sorted into three distinct 

categories. The first category of parents wde comprised of those whose children began 
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receiving serxices prior to l')94 who had no recollection of a pre-referral process. These 

parents simplv remembered getting a call from the Special Student Services office to 

come in and provide a medical background history of their child and to sign for the child 

to be tested for special education serx ices. Many of these parents shared that they didn't 

know they had anx- rights or ex en that they could slop the process. Parents in this 

category, hands dow n. beliex ed the school had all the power and they just had a 

signature. 

The second categorx of parents were involved in a quasi pre-referral screening 

betxveen the IDE. I regulalions of 1997 and the subsequent federal regulations of 1999. 

These parents recall meeting w ith a group of teachers to talk about their child's lack of 

progress in school. Some parents remember the teacher trying suggested interventions 

for a couple of xxeeks. .A.11 the parents in this category remember being called into sign 

papers for special education testing. 

The third category was comprised of parents that were involved with the pre

referral process after New Mexico mandated a formal pre-referral process be completed. 

These parents were involved in the process after August of 2000. This group of parents 

recalled a system that took approximately six weeks to complete prior to a 

recommendation for testing. Many of these parents commented that they had a vote on 

the pre-referral team, and they believed that the team was putting the needs of their child 

first. One mother wrote on her survey, "ft was great! There wde four teachers in the 

room all coming up with ideas to help my son. ft was wonderful!" 
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Other parents in this third category stressed the length of lime the entire process 

took. Sex eral parents \ oiccd cimcern of the time that could have been spent getting their 

child "real help" instead of making up a new plan every couple of weeks. One mother 

recalled. 

The meding part took about 8 weeks. Then 1 was called into the 
special ed ofi'\t:e to sign papers. Then il took time for testing. Finally we 
had an education plan meeting four months after the first time we met. 
This xvastcd a lot of time when he could have been getting additional help. 
His teacher didn't like the time it took either. 1 think she wanted him out 
of her class. 

As the data was collected, sorted, and analyzed it was important to understand the 

timeframe that sunounding the parental experience. The date of experience became very 

important as categories emerged throughout the data. 

Parental Impressions of Team 

Oxerall, parents w ere pleased with the professional make-up of the teams. In the 

research district the teams are different based on building-level design. Therefore one 

team examined only had 3 educators and the parent involved, while another team had 4 

teachers, a social worker, an administrator, a tutoring specialist, and the chair of the 

committee. 

One parent discussed earlid was surprised at the makeup of the team as compared 

to the team she was involved with in a diffdent school distrid. Overwhelmingly parents 

tmst educators to make the rtght decisions for their children. Many parents expressed 

being intimidated by thdr own lack of education and having the feeling that "the teaehd 

must always be right." 
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Illllr'i'*-''!'^ Iccl thex were team members'.' 

Parents gciici allx reported that Ihey were asked their opinions and listened to 

when thex had questions. I low exer, il is important to understand that many parents chose 

to be passix c members ofthe leam. Some parents defending their "ask no questions" 

philosophy bx explaining that the schools already have an answer before you are called in 

any wax, so xvhat is the point'.' Other parents expressed complete confusion regarding 

wIn they were inxolxed in the process and were embarrassed to ask questions or make 

comments that thex might humiliate themselves. 

Parents, xx ho spoke Spanish and only a little English, expressed gratitude for an 

interpreter, but stated that they were not always sure the interpreter told them everything 

that was being said in the meeting. These parents commented that it is not part of who 

thex are to question teachers. One parent explained by sajdng, through an interpreter and 

using broken English, "I not question the teacher. She went to school and is smart. I 

beliex e whatex er she says is what we should do for my son. I can't question her, I am 

only a xvorker." 

The overall comment that was threaded throughout the responses to this question 

was that parents tmsted school personnel to do what was best for their children. Many 

parents, involved in the process before August 2000, historically looked back at their 

decisions with hindsight and wondered if they would so easily be convinced to just sign 

the papers again without a lot more questions. 
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Special education cyalualioiiwailing at the end of the pre-referral proce.ss 

Of the total parents survexed, interx icwed, and observed only eight parents were 

told the outcome of the pre-refcrral process could be a recommendation for a special 

education exaluation. Sex eral parents believed the only outcome ofthe pre-refen-al 

process w as a special education ex aluation, but were not told this by the pre-refen-al team 

members, .\gain. xvhat led to the confusion ofthe parents, was the confusion ofthe 

educators regarding Ihe purpose ofthe pre-refeiTal process. 

X'italh important lo the xalidity ofthe research presented in this study is the 

understanding that the research w as completed in a small mral community. Often in a 

small community parents receixe information both correct and incorrect through friends, 

neighbors, and relatix es. Unfortunately, many times the information being transmitted is 

the result of a bad experience or an adult, who themselves, remain confused about their 

experiences xxithin the pre-referral process. 

Conclusions 

The data collected, categorized, analyzed, and presented in this chapter provided a 

copious amount of detailed information describing the experiences of parents with the 

pre-refen-al process over the last 13 years. The data reported leads to a wide variety of 

implications and recommendations for the continued refinement ofthe pre-refen:al 

process. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

Summary 

Upon the completion of Ihc 1997 IDEA reauthorization and the subsequent federal 

regulalions of 1999, main states opted for more structure in the process that often leads 

to the placement of students in special education. One ofthe fundamental changes in the 

reauthonzation of IDEA in 1997 w as the language that required state and local 

educational agencies to ensure that parents are members of any group that makes 

placement decisions. Further, the regulations placed expectations on the state and local 

education agencies to ".. .enhance parent participation in eligibility and placement 

decisions" (Knoblauch, 2000, p. 153). Few states interpreted the new federal language 

and negating regulations as instmcting the design and implementation of a new stmcture 

insuring parent participation at the pre-referral process. New Mexico however, made that 

interpretation and adopted guidelines supporting and mandating the pre-referral process. 

This interpretation allowed for the opportunity to conduct this study. 

The pre-referral process remains in its infancy in New Mexico and school districts 

continue to stmggle with the appropriate level of participation from educators and 

parents. School districts are unclear how to effectively include and embrace parents as 

'team members' through this exploratory pre-refen-al process. For school districts to 

continue to develop and refine pre-refen-al into a quality process, it is imperative that the 

districts and employees ofthe district understand the experiences and perceptions held by 

parents. Often ignorance breeds bad practice. Once educators are introduced to the 
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expenences and pcreept.ons held by parents possible adaptations to the process can be 

made lo allow the pre-reieiTal process to be a tmly collaborative experience (Taylor, 

2000). 

I his case studx engaged three separate, yd intertwined methods of data collection 

that proxided a x ast amount of infonnation regarding the experiences parents had with 

the pre-rcfeiTal process. Once the data was gathered, sorted, categorized, and analyzed, 

a clear picture emerged on not only, the experiences parents have had with the process, 

but changes that could be made to provide a richer, more collaborative experience 

betxveen parents and school personnel. 

Implications for Practice 

While this study researched one school district in New Mexico, implications from 

the studx' can be interpreted to have a far-reaching impact on the pre-referral process. 

Recommendations that follow in this chapter range from suggestions for change at the 

local level, through possible legislation at the federal level. The data unmistakably 

demonstrated that the current pre-referral process has many areas for improvement and 

falls short ofthe purpose ofthe pre-referral process. 

ft is important that the intent ofthe pre-referral process be maintained. The pre

referral process is used as a mechanism through which to implement pre-referral 

interventions attempting to allow the student to remain in the general education 

classroom, negating special education services (Smith, Polloway, Patton, & Dowdy, 

2001). Aiding in the confiision held by educators and parents in regards to the purpose of 
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the pre-reterral process is New Mexico's placement olThe statutes outlining the pre

referral process. The regulation mandating the pre-referral process in New Mexico is 

located under Section (v31.2.10, Subsection B - Ceneral Screening for Student Needs 

located in the New Mexico Department of Special Education State Regulations. The very 

placement ofthe pre-refcrral regulations within the regulations for special education 

present a stage for confusion. The following recommendations are proposed to add 

clantx to the pre-refenal process for both educators and parents, as well as to solidify a 

collaboratix e experience bx the parent as a vital member ofthe pre-referral team. The 

recommendations will be presented in the order below. When appropriate 

recommendations w ill include implications at the district, state, and federal level. 

1. The pre-referral process must be disjointed from any direct connection with 

special education. The responsibility for the success and proper use ofthe 

pre-referral process must remain under the auspice of general education. 

2. Both parents and educators need to receive training on the purpose ofthe pre

referral process. 

3. Collaboration between parents and educators is imperative for a tmly 

complete pre-referral process to work. 

4. Educators should be compelled to design and implement effective school to 

home communication. 
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RecommendatioiT^ 

Ml education regulalions al the slate and local level are developed from the 

federal regulations written lo explain and define federal legislation. Currently, there is no 

language in either federal legislation or federal regulations that mandate or describe the 

pre-refenal process. In the language surrounding the re-authorization of IDEA in 1997 

and the subsequent federal regulations in March of 1999, the regulations place high 

expectations on the state education agencies to, "...enhanee parent participation in 

eligibilitx and placement decisions" (Knoblauch, 2000, p. 153). However, the regulations 

stop short of exer mentioning or defining where those "eligibility and placements 

decisions" begin. 

In the most recent piece of sweeping federal education legislation. No Child Left 

Behind, there is no mention of any process with the purpose of keeping a student in the 

general education classroom. If the intent ofthe legislators tmly was to have no child left 

behind, it xxould behoove them to legislate a process that would be placed between 

education in the general education classroom and qualifying for special education 

services. The pre-referral process could and should fill this void. By effectively 

mandating and outlining the pre-referral process within the regulations that surround 

general education, the importance ofthe process would be defined and delivered to state 

and local education agencies. 

Throughout the sttidy, it was apparent to the researcher that there was great 

confiision on the purpose ofthe pre-refen-al process. At the state-level, the cause for 

confiision is obvious. The regulations and statutes mandating the pre-refen-al process are 
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located in the New Mexico Special lulucation Regulations and Statutes, ft is not 

difficult to understand where Ihc confusion on who "owns" the process evolved. 

It the New Mexico State Department of Special Education's intent is to ensure a 

non-biased, productix c prc-referral process has occurred prior to the recommendation of a 

special education ex aluation; the process musl be removed from the special education 

regulalions. These regulalions prox ide language and guidelines for processes within 

special education. The regulations outlining and defining the pre-referral process must 

be mox ed from under the umbrella of special education into the regulations and statutes 

that goxem general education. The act of changing the location ofthe legislative 

language from special education to general education should clear up much ofthe 

confusion occurring xx ithin local school districts in New Mexico. 

Once the statutes and regulations mandating the pre-referral process have been 

appropriate!) placed under the auspice of general education, more thorough directives on 

the process need to be developed to aid the school districts in their design, 

implementation, and use ofthe pre-refen-al process. The regulatory language that now 

exists has room for great interpretation, and misinterpretation, causing the pre-referral 

process to be drastically different from distrid to distrid within the state of New Mexico. 

The regulations need to define the makeup ofthe team, a schedule of appropriate time for 

the process to reach conclusion, parent notification requirements, and a system of rights 

given to parents of children as they move through the process. 

At the district level, the confiision oecun-ed among two very distinct, yd 

comiected, groups of people: educators and parents. The data easily illustrated that the 
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confusion regarding the pre-rclerral process had three components: (1) The chair ofthe 

pre-refenal leam (Student Assistance I cam) was a liaison/diagnostician from the Special 

Students Serx ices Dcpartmcni. (2) Teachers participating in the pre-refen-al process 

viewed the process as a necessarx' ex il to get a student tested for special education. (3) If 

parents receix ed an explanation ofthe pre-referral process il was either by a teacher 

confused about the process, an administrative-type employee from the Special Students 

Serxices Dep.irtnicnt, or from neighbors, friends, or family who had experience with the 

process. All three of these components must be addressed as the district attempts to 

redesign and define the existing pre-referral process. 

Chair of Team 

Currenth' the chair ofthe pre-referral process is a liaison/diagnostician employed 

bx the Special Student Services Office (SSS). The very connection ofthe chair to the 

office that governs special education for the district imphes the process "belongs" to 

special education. Also, questionable is the possible conflict of interest that occurs by the 

chair ofthe team ultimately being the individual who will complete the diagnostic 

assessment should the student not successfiilly complete the pre-referral process. 

In order for the pre-referral process to be viewed by general education teachers as 

a general education process, personnel from the SSS office should not be involved at aU, 

especially not as the chair. The only role the SSS office might ultimately play would be 
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If a student is mox ed from the Student Assistance Team to the Multidisciplinary 

Assessment leam for special education ex aluation upon completion ofthe pre-refen-al 

process. 

Teacher Confusion 

It IS no wonder that general education and special education teachers are confused 

about the pre-refen-al process. The x cry connection ofthe chair described above from the 

SSS office implies that the pre-referral process belongs to special education. The 

administration ofthe pre-referral process must be given to general education so that an 

obx ious connection no longer occurs. General education must control the process from 

the first inquiry bx' a teacher, through the process possibly reaching finiition with a 

referral to the .Multidisciplinary Team for special education screening and/or evaluation. 

Using the guidelines provided by the state regulations, the pre-referral process 

must be designed to keep the integrity ofthe pre-referral process in tact. Educators must 

remember that the goal ofthe pre-referral process is not "a hoop that must be jumped" 

through to obtain special education services for a child, but a process that keeps students 

in the general education classroom. Often the pre-referral process is viewed and defined 

by teachers as an avenue into special education. In fact, the pre-referral process should 

positively been seen and utilized as a detour from special education. 
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Parent Confiision 

Parents often reported receix mg a call from someone, unknown to them who 

worked at Ihe SSS ofi-ic^-. Immediately, a connection was made by parents regarding the 

purpose ofthe prc-rctcrral only adding to the confusion. The confusion held by general 

education teachers described abox e additionally added to the confusion ofthe parents. 

Manx parents xvere told bx friends, family members, and neighbors that the pre-refen-al 

process led direclh to special education. Unknowingly, parents that had experience with 

the process xvhich led to their child being evaluated and receiving services in special 

education believed this xvas the only outcome ofthe pre-referral process. 

Having their child's teacher contact the parent regarding the pre-referral process 

xvould sex er the direct connection to SSS. Not only would the SSS connection be broken, 

the parent xx ould be communicating with an educator with whom they have already 

established relationship. Communication between school and parent wiU be described in 

another recommendation within this chapter. 

Recommendation #2 

Often confiision is directly related to ignorance. For all parties involved in the 

pre-referral process to understand and effectively execute the process, a correct working 

knowledge of the process must be obtained. Training in the nuances that complete the 

pre-referral process must be made available to parents and educators. 
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Educator Training 

Whdi designing traiiinig for educators, il ,s vital that the importance and 

significance ofthe process and training be related lo educators. Often educators 

complain of in-serx ice trainings that are just a remn of previous training provided by the 

distnct. Training on the pre-rclerral process is important and should be treated as 

important bx the administration ofthe district. The training must be delivered at a time 

and place condueix c to mandator)' training (Hiatt-Michael, 2001). Teachers must be 

held accountable for the content of knowledge received at the training. 

.Most educators in this distrid currently hold the incorrect notion that the pre

referral process is a direct road to special education services. The erroneous impression 

ofthe pre-referral process xxill have to be erased as the correct use ofthe pre-referral 

process is delivered. .A.s w ith any change, educators often discount the training, or take 

on the "it does not apply to me" attitude. Great detail in the organization and delivery of 

the training must be given to allow teachers to understand that the pre-referral process is 

directlx' coimected to each educator (Safran & Safran, 1996; Christenson & Sheridan, 

2001.) When providing in-service training to teachers who naturaUy resist training, an 

outside professional providing the training is most effective. Teachers are more prone to 

listen to someone whom they do not work with every day and is viewed as an authority 

on the subject (Cramer, 1998). 

Obvious to successfiilly offering any training to teachers, is the necessity that the 

district administrators understand the process themselves, hi order to provide an 

effective training experience, the school district must have taken the time to develop, not 
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onh the training, but also the process itself The pre-referral process in the current 

distticl must be rew riiten and designed prior to any substantive training being offered. 

Educators should be trained and fully understand the pre-referral process before any 

training for parents can occur. Educators must present a common description ofthe pre-

rcfenal process xvhen speaking with parents. 

Parent Training 

When prox iding training for parents, school districts are always caught in a 

conundmin of how to provide the training. The basic question is when to train parents? 

Should parents be prex entatively trained on the chance they will need to understand the 

process down the road? Or, should parents be trained once it is determined that they will 

become part ofthe pre-referral process? 

Ansxx ering either way, it is important that school districts train parents on 

processes they may occur during their child's academic career. Often school districts are 

cautious xxhen providing training to parents. School districts may believe that by 

providing the parent with training, they are loading a weapon that could be used by the 

parent: knowledge (Wright & Wright, 2002). School districts stress that when parent 

training is offered, parents rarely attend unless the training has direct impact on what it 

happening in their child's life at that time, not what may happen in the fiiture (Kroth & 

Otteni, 1985). 

However, by providing training to parents, the school district empowers the 

parent to be an active participant in not only the process, but the education of their child 
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as well. Educalors constantly complain of parents that do not participate in events that 

sun-ound their child's education. Unfortunately, many limes the lack of participation is 

direclh due to the lack of know ledge (Hiatt-Michael, 2001). The distrid will have to 

answer the question of when it is appropriate to educate the parent on the pre-refen-al 

process. Ihe best plan, may not be a large fonnal training session, but empowering the 

educators within the local school buildings to provide the training. Unlike educators, 

parents are more receptive of training if the training is conducted by a person or persons 

w Ith w hom they hax c alreadx established a relationship (Taylor, 2000). 

Recommendation #3 

Successful collaboration is based on the strengths and weaknesses ofthe parties 

involved in the collaboratixe experience. For the pre-referral process, or any process 

XX ithin the education of a child to work successfully, educators and parents must feel 

comfortable enough to collaborate. The data collected in this research clearly indicated 

that parents do not feel as though they are valued as partners in regard to their child's 

education. Parents revealed that schools are quick to involve parents regarding 

disciphne, but not as quick to involve parents when ft comes to academies. 

Educators must begin to provide a welcoming environment as part ofthe overall 

culttire ofthe school. Parents described what they believed was an unequal balance of 

power. Many parents participating in this study believed that the school had already 

made up its mind regarding the education of their child, and what could they possibly 

add. One parent reported that she was viewed as a "difficult parent" because she had 
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knowledge ofthe pre-referral process. While another parent expressed that teachers were 

educated and smarter, therefore, w hat could she possible add, or how could she question 

the teachers? Parenlal pereeptions, like the ones just described, impede the collaborative 

process. It is the school's responsibility and moral obligation to establish and maintain a 

collaboratixe experience that is view cd as equal by all participants (Cramer, 1998). 

Within the prc-referral process itself collaboration must occur for the process to 

be deemed as succcsstul. Teachers must come to meetings understanding the needs of 

the child as w ell as their parents. Teachers must enter the pre-referral process with an 

open mind and the understanding that all parties involved are there to help the child be 

successfiil. This collaboration begins on or before the first day of school. How a teacher 

communicates xx ith the parent from day one will set the tone for all future collaborative 

experiences (Wong & Wong, 1991). 

Recommendation #4 

"Communication is the foundation of a sohd partnership. When parents and 

educators communicate effectively, positive relationships develop, problems are more 

easily solved, and students make greater process" (White, 1998, p. 9). Many parents 

reported what they perceived to be problems with communication between school and 

home. When a teacher was confronted by a parent at a pre-refen-al meeting about 

communication the teacher simply replied, "I sent a note home." 

Unfortunately, the most often-used communication tool between school and 

parents is the note home. By limiting themselves to notes home, educators are limiting 
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the communication betw ecu thcmsclx es and parents. Many considerations must be taken 

when communicating x la pnnt. The educator must ask themselves many questions as 

thex write the note; (I) Am 1 clearly writing my intent? (2) Is my handwriting legible? 

(2) Can this parent read mx notes' (4) Does the parent read and understand English? 

And most importantly, (5) Am 1 sure the notes actually get home and into the hands of 

the parents'.' While the note home may be an effective communication tool, it seriously 

limits the communication lo pencil and paper (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). 

Teachers must feel comfortable in talking with parents. One-to-one 

communication is the most powerful tool an educator possesses (Hiatte-Michael, 2001). 

WTien communicating one-to-one an educator has the ability to not only speak to the 

parent, but also xx ateh their body language determine if the parent understood the point of 

the conversation, has questions, or has something to add to the conversation. These 

nonx erbal cues are not available through the note home. 

Parents reported that they were "blind sided" by the news that their child was 

having trouble in school. Parents relayed stories to the researcher of report cards with 

A's and B's and then within two weeks receiving a call regarding their child's poor 

academic performance at school. An angry father reported a parent/teacher conference 

that was all smiles and happy news and then within days receiving a call about a pre

referral meeting. Through these examples it is obvious that educators are often not 

comfortable in delivering what they pdceive as bad news to parents. When teachers 

have encouraged and built a communication relationship with parents, delivery of bad 
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new s is no more di fficult than sharing good news. However, the educator must take the 

control in establishing and maintaining communication between school and the parent. 

Teachers may require training on how lo deliver what they perceive to be bad 

news. Sugareoatmg realitx will not help the educator/parent relationship and will not be 

beneficial in the end. Skills in communicating with parents are leamed by educators over 

lime. What support is available for the new teacher that lacks the experience of a 

xeteran? 

There is no substitute for strong communication between the school and home. 

Educators should exhaust all their resources and then start over before they label a parent 

as not interested. Teachers must remember that it is comfortable for them to walk into 

the school building, thex' do it everyday. For many parents being called to school brings 

back memories of being a student themselves. The school should present itself as 

inx'iting and xxelcoming at all times to parents. When a parent feels welcomed at school, 

and a part of their child's educational team, even the worse news is easier to dehver and 

accept (Wong & Wong, 1991). 

Implications for Future Research 

This study has provided an understanding ofthe experiences parents have had 

with the pre-refen-al process. There is a great void in the literature regarding the pre-

refen-al process in general; much less the experiences parents have had with the process. 
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How ex cr, this researeh onlx begins to scratch the service on the need for additional 

rescareh on the pre-referral process, further researeh is needed on various aspects ofthe 

pre-refen-al process. 

A natural next step from this rescareh would be to investigate the experiences that 

teachers hax c had w ith the pre-refeaal process. A cross-comparison between the 

expenences held bx teachers iuid parents would provide a richer depth of understanding. 

If parents and teachers both understand the perceptions held by each other, a stronger 

collaboratix e experience can occur. Adding to the experiences ofthe educators and 

parents would be the additional layer ofthe attitudes and experiences held by 

administrators regarding the pre-referral process. 

There are 88 additional school districts in New Mexico. A study investigating 

hoxx the xarious school districts define and complete the pre-referral process would add 

additional strength and generalizability to this study. The New Mexico regulations 

provide a xerx' broad definition and directive regarding the pre-referral process, which 

has been interpreted in 89 different ways. Researching the pre-referral practice in each 

school district in New Mexico would allow the strengths from the various interpretations 

to be combined into what could be perceived as a dynamic statewide process. 

On a much larger scale, research must be completed on how the pre-referral 

process is used at the state and national levels. As stated previously in this chapter, if the 

expedation of our federal govemment is that no child will tmly be left behind, processes 

must be in place to support that lofty expectation. 
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Conclusions 

This research studx w as guided by one fundamental research question, "What 

experiences and pcicciitions hax e parents had through their involvement in the pre

referral process "" As with all qualitative research, as data is collected subsequent 

questions arise that w ere anticipated or not anticipated as the research is conducted. 

Questions that were anticipated and questions that evolved through the research itself 

included: 

1. Hoxv and xvhen w ere parent(s) notified by the school that their child was 

hax ing an academic problem? 

2. WTiat explanation ofthe pre-referral process was given to the parent(s) as the 

process began? 

3. Were the parents made aware of laws and federal regulations that govem the 

pre-referral process? If so, how and what was the extent of their education 

regarding the laws and regulations? 

4. Was the experience of the parents different based upon the date in which they 

participated in the pre-referral process? 

5. What were the parents' general impressions ofthe professionals that 

comprised the pre-referral team? 

6. Were parents made to feel as though they were part of the pre-refen-al team? 

If so, how were they included as part ofthe team? 
7. Did parents realize that the pre-refen-al process could lead to an evaluation for 

special education? 
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The first four chapters prox ided an introduction to the study, a review of literature 

focusing on the pre-relcrral process, a description ofthe methodology used throughout 

the studx, and the presentation and analysis ofthe data collected throughout the study. 

Chapter 1 provided a bnef historical overview ofthe legislation impacting the 

field of special education. In this chapter a description ofthe study was provided along 

with the statement ofthe problem, the researeh question and supporting questions, the 

methodologx supported bx a theordical framework, definitions of key temis to be used 

throughout the study, a discussion ofthe significance ofthe study, and possible 

limitations ofthe study. 

Chapter 11 provided an extensive review ofthe literature available on the pre

referral process and topics surrounding the pre-referral process. The current literature 

available on the pre-referral process is scarce, almost void. The pre-referral process is 

not an isolated process. Research investigating various phenomenons surrounding the 

pre-referral process was provided. Information on the legislative history and evolution of 

parent inx oh'ement in various special education processes were investigated and 

reported. Directly supporting the research in this study was an investigation into the 

history of P.L. 94-142 and its impact on special education in the state of New Mexico. 

Within the boundaries of New Mexico, the state regulations were examined along side 

the local district policies goveming the pre-referral process. 

Chapter III described the ease study strategy that would be employed throughout 

the researeh study. Three separated, yd interconneded, data coUedion methods were 

used supporting the case study strategy. A written survey was sent to 190 parents as part 
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ofthe Pilot Study. The Pilot Study acted as a gatekeepd lo the targeted participant field. 

Once parents x olunlarih' completed the written survey and volunteered for participant 

interview s. the researeh could fonnally begin. The last phase ofthe research placed the 

researeher as an obsei-xcr in the actual pre-referral process. Upon the completion of each 

meeting, the researeher interx icwed parents involved in the meeting. 

Engaging in observation and post-observation interviews allowed the research to span 

from the historical perspeclix e of parents through current experiences parents had with 

the pre-referral process. 

Participants were chosen using a system of purposefiil sampling. The local school 

district was emplox ed to confidentially distribute the Pilot Study surveys to parents of 

children xvith special needs. Parents then, by answering the last question on the survey, 

volunteered to be interviewed by the researcher. The local school district and the 

researched validated the qualifications of each participant to be interviewed. The 

researcher w as then given permission by the local school district, local buildings, and 

ultimately the parents to become an observer in the actual pre-referral process. This 

process provided the parents for the post-observation interviews. 

Triangulation occurred throughout the study in various methods of data 

collection. Participants verified typed transcripts of interviews for accuracy. 

Triangulation was achieved by the use of multiple methods of collection as well as 

participant checking. Data was categorized and sorted using the NUD*IST computd 
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softw are pack.igc. Through this categorization, commonalities within the research 

presented itself Discrepancies in the research were also located through the sorting and 

categorizing of data. If necessarx' Ihe researcher rdumed to the participant for 

clarification. 

The collected data w as presented and analyzed using a constant comparison 

approach descnbed bx Strauss and C ôrbin (1990) and Memam (2001). Data collected 

from the xvrilten surx ex, participant interviews, field notes from the observations, and the 

post-obserx ation interx iew s xvere searched, sorted, and categorized using common 

emerging themes. The parallel act of continually collecting and comparing data 

throughout the studx' alloxx ed for crosschecking and verification at all levels ofthe 

research. Bx using a cross-comparative method, the validity ofthe research could be 

ensured. 

.\s the data w as collected, analyzed, and ultimately reported throughout Chapter 

I\'. the implications and recommendations for Chapter V easily presented themselves. 

Chapter \ ' serx'ed as the platform for making recommendations to adjust, refine, and 

strengthen the pre-referral process. The recommendations obtained from the analysis of 

data spanned implications from the federal level to the distrid level. The data 

overwhelmingly presented the fallacy ofthe pre-refen-al process. While this question 

was not part ofthe research design, it was obvious that the misinterprdation and 

erroneous unddstanding ofthe pre-refen-al process by both educators and parents was the 

very underpimiing ofthe experiences and perceptions held by parents regarding the pre-

referral process. 
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The field of education engages in its own vocabulary and methodology. Schools 

often bUune parents for shortcomings while parents in turn blame the schools. Using the 

pre-refen-al process as an example il is imperative that parents and schools stop pointing 

fingers and begin to work collaboratix ely to provide a successful, education for children. 

When researching and examining the prc-rcferral process, the spirit ofthe process must 

be understood, accepted, and practiced by school administrators and teachers, as well as 

parents. Perhaps bx accuratch engaging the pre-referral process schools will begin 

To celebrate that students xvith and without disabilities can be successful in general 

education classrooms throughout the public schools without having a label imposed. For 

educators the focus should be altered from how to change and train students to leam 

differentlx to hoxx' schools can provide differentiated education to reach muftiple students 

in one classroom. 
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March 15, 2003 

Estimados Padres de Familia: 

Les escribo para pedirles su ayuda con un proyecto de 
investigacion que estoy realizando para obtener mi 
licenciatura de Texas Tech University. Muchos de ustedes 
ya me conocen. He trabajado en el distrito de los escuelos 
de Portales, teniendo el placer de trabajar con sus hijos. 
Ensefie en el departamento de educacion especial (Special 
Ed) por varios anos. Recientemente empece a trabajar en 
ENMU (la universidad en Portales) de tiempo complete, y 
estoy asistiendo a clases para completar mi doctorado en 
Texas Tech University. 

Estoy investigando y escribiendo mi desertacion acerca 
se las percepciones y experiencias que ban tenido los 
padres de familia con el proceso de pre-remitir (pre-
refferal) . En Portales a este proceso se le llama Student 
Assistance Team (SAT) o sea equipo de ayuda para el 
estudiante. Este es el equipo que investiga los problemas 
acade:r.icos que nuestros estudiantes pueden tener en el 
aula, y posiblemente pueden recomendarlos a una evaluacion 
para saber si necesitan servicios de Educacion Especial 
(Special Ed) . 

Estrictamente de acuerdo con los requisites de 
confidencialidad provehidos por el gobierno, su nombre y 
los datos personales seran anonimos. Las encuestas fueron 
coleccionados y cerrados en sobres y entregadas a la 
oficina de Special Student Services. Despues los empleados 
de esa oficina pusieron su nombre y direccion en el sobre 
para enviarselos. Quiero asegurarles que la 
confidencialidad de ustedes y de su hijo estan 
garantizados. 

Una encuesta de preguntas sobre el proceso SAT esta 
adjunto. Espero que tomen el tiempo para llenar la 
encuesta y regresarla en el sobre con postal pagado. 
Tambien adjunto encontrara un boleto verde para^una rifa. 
Si devuelve la encuesta , por favor llene tambien el 
boleto y mandemelo. Todos los boletos seran separados de 
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los encuestas y puestoa en un sorteo para ganar una de dos 
tarjetas de $50.00 para gastar en Wal-Mart. Para ser 
considerado enel sorteo, la encuesta debe ser recibida para 
el lunes, 5 de mayo, del 2003. 

La ultima pregunta de la encuesta, les pregunta si me 
darian la oportunidad de hacerles una entrevista para poder 
obtener m^s informaci6n sobre sus experiencias con el 
proceso SAT. Si usted considerara ser entrevistado a 
finales de la primavera, el verano, o a principles del 
otono del 2003, por favor complete la informacion en la 
encuesta. Espero tener entrevistas con muchos padres para 
obtener un mejor conocimiento acerca de sus experiencias. 

Gracias por tomar el tiempo para llenar esta encuesta. 
Si tiene alguna pregunta por favor no dude un llamarme. 

Atentamente, 

Kathie Good 
Instructor of Special Education 
562-2603 (oficina) 
359-0897 (casa) 

adjuntos: 1. Encuesta 2. Boleto verde para rifa. 3. Sobre 
postal pagado 
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Inciicsla 

Direcc.oncs: 1 or i.ixor responda a las preguntas lo mas eompldo posible. Si neeesita 
mas cspacio. use el olro lado de esta pagnia u otra oja de papel. Cuando termine de llenar 
a encuesta por l.ivor devuelvelo en el sobre con postal pagado provehido. Por favor 
llene el boleto para hi i, la x dex culx do con la encuesta, si deseas tener posibilidad de 
gauiu- una de las dos larjetas deS .SO.Qo del Wal-Mart. 

Si tiene preguntas lax or de ponerse en conlac.o conmigo por la direccion o numero de 
iclclono que esta loc.ili/ado en la carta adjunlado. 

1. t.Cuando fue la primera x e/ que les ax isaron que su hijo/a estaba teniendo 

problemas con su educacion en la escuela? 

2. ^Que edad tenia su hijo'a cuando les avisaron que podria haber problem 

3 i Conio les axisaron que la maestra estabapreocupado por la educacion de su 

hijo a? 

4. ,̂ Por que creen ustedes que la escuela queria que su hijo/a compldara el proceso 
SAT X al final ser examinado para servicios espeeiales? 

5. £,Les mantux'ieron informados paso por paso de todo lo que esta involucrado con 
el proceso despues de avisarles? 

6. (;,Si estaban informados, como se llevo a cabo? 

7. ^L'sted y su hijo/a fueron por el proceso previo, Uamado SAT process? 

8. ^Cuanto tiempo duro el proceso desde cuando ustedes primero fueron informados, 
hasta que se eompldo? 

9. ^Creen ustedes que el poceso fue de provecho o beneficial para su hijo/a? 

10. ^Si creen ustedes que si fue de provecho, diganme en que apectos? 

11. ^Estaban ustedes de acuerdo con los cambios sugeridos por el equipo SAT? 

12. ^Paso el maestro de su hijo/a tiempo adecuado en los modificaciones 
recomendados por el equipo SAT? 
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1 .>. .. Ĉ  cen ustedes que hi escuela lux o un conscntimienlo previo para resolvd al 
posible problema de su hijo a'.' 

14. j.C'reen ustedes que el priKcso de SA'I'r'iml-.;A In r^-,, A J I • 
' f ^ ' ^ ••"-'̂ '̂ '̂ camt-)io la lormadcpensardealguien eon 

respeto al dcsarollo de su hijo a en el salon de clase? 

1 .̂  ^Como crec usted que pudicranos camb.ar cl proceso SAT para que sea mas 
venlajoso p.ira padres de familia y sus nifios en cl futuro? 

\b. ,.Que p.isos podriamos xcr lomado para que su hijo/a hubiera progresadoen el 
aula, sin haber sido remitado al proceso de educacion especial? 

17. Por favor sientcse libre de compartir cualquier infromacion que ustedes piensan 
que cs necesario. 

18. I stedes consideran ser entrevistado por la maestra (Kathie Good) para poder 
saber mas de sus experencias con el proceso SAT? Si permite, por favor de llenar 
la infonnacion abajo para poder ser contactado. Entrevistas seran completados a 
prineipios de otofio del ano 2003. 

Nombre: 

Numero de telefono durante el dia; 

Por la tarde: 

Gracias por tomar el tiempo de responder las preguntas en esta encuesta. Asegurese de 
enviar su forma verde de la rifa. 

Kathie Good 
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April 21. :00> 

IVar Parents. 

I am xxnting to enlis. vour help u ui, a rcsearcii projccl I am completing as part ofmy 
degree trom I exas eeh LnixersUN Manx OINOU know me. I have worked in the Portales 
School nislncl and hax c had Ihe honor and pri\ ilege to work with some of your children For 
those ot you xx ho do not knoxx mc, 1 taught special education in the I'ortalcs School District for 
scxeral years Rcccntlx. I began working at 1:NMI) on a full-lime basis and am competing my 
doctoral degree al I exas I cch Cnixersiiy. 

1 am researching and ultim.ilelx wri.ini; my doctoral dissertahon on the perceptions and 
expenences that parents ha\c had \\ uh the prc-rclerral process. In Portales, this process is 
ret'encd lo as the Student Assistance I cam (SA 1 ). This is the team that investigated academic 
problems your child ni.ix hax c had in the classroom and possibly referred your child to be 
assessed to receix e special education serx ices. 

Sinctlx' abiding mx the confidentiality requirements set by the federal govemment, I am 
unaxxare of your name. etc. The surx ex s were assembled and sealed in envelopes and given to the 
Special Student Serx ices (SSS) otTice. The SSS staff then placed your confidential name and 
address on the envelope for mailing. I w ant to assure you that you and your child's 
confidentiahrx' has remained in tact. 

.A survey of questions regarding the SAT process is enclosed. It is my hope that you will 
take the time to complete the survey and retum it to me in the enclosed post-paid envelope. Also 
enclosed is a green rattle ticket. If you retum the completed survey, please complete the raffle 
ncket and return the ticket xxith the survey. All tickets will be separated from the surveys and 
placed in a draxx ing for one of two S50.00 Wal-Mart gift cards. For you to be considered for the 
drawing, the completed surx ex and the ticket must be received by Monday, May 5' , 2003. 

The last question on the survey asks if you would allow me to interview you to gain more 
insight into xour S.AT process experience. If you would consider being interviewed in the late 
spring, summer or early fall of 2003, please complete the information on the survey. I hope to 
interviexx many parents to get a better understanding of your experiences. 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. If you have any additional 
questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 

Sincerely, 

Kathie Good 
Instmctor of Special Education 
562-2603 (office) 
359-0897 (home) 
kathie.goodfeenmu.edu 

enclosures: 1. Survey 2. Green Raffle Tickd 3. Postage Paid retum envelope 
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I*ARI Nl SLIRVIA' 
're-relcrr.,1 (Student Assislance Team SAT) Process 

Dircdions: I lca.se ansxx er the lollou ing questions as completely as possible. If you need 
additional sp.ice. please use the back ofthe page or another sheet of paper. When you 
have completed the surxex. please return il m the postage-paid envelope provided. Please 
complde the scpara.e rallle licke. and rdum with your survey if you wish to have a 
chance at one ol txxo S.'̂ O.OO Wal-Man gifi cards. 

If you have any questions, please contact me at the address or phone numbd located on 
the letter enclosed. 

I. When XX ere x ou first notified that your child was having an educational problem 
at school' 

-. What age x\ as x our child xvhen xou were notified ofthe possible problem? 

3. Hoxx x\ ere xou notified that your child's teacher had an educational coneem about 
your child? 

4. Whx do xou think that the school wanted your child to complete the SAT process 
and ultimatclx be tested for special services? 

5. Were you kept up-to-date on the steps involved in the process once you were 
notified of a possible academic problem with your child? 

6. If xou were kept up-to-date, how were you kept up-to-date? 

7. Did you and x our child go through the pre-referral process? Often this process is 
called the Student Assistance Team (SAT Process). 

8. Hoxv long did the process take from when you were first notified there may be a 
problem until you completed the SAT process, 

9. Do you feel that the SAT process was beneficial to your child? 

10. If you believe the SAT process was beneficial to your child, how was it 
beneficial? 

II. Were you comfortable with the modifications suggested by the SAT team? 
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12. Did your child's teacher spend adequate lime on the modifications recommended 
hy the SAT team? 

13. In xour opinion, do xcm behex c that school had a preconceived answer to your 
child's possible prohlcm'.' 

14 Do you behex c that the SA V process change anyone's mind regarding your 
child's perlonnaiice in the classroom? If so how was it changed? 

1 .s Hoxx do xou feci the SA 1 process couUl he changed to be more advantageous to 
parents and children m the future? 

lo. What ax enues could hax e been taken to help your child succeed in the classroom 
xxithout being referred to the special education process? 

17. Please feel free lo share any infomiation that was not covered in the questions 
aboxc. 

IS. Would xou consider being interviewed by the researcher (Kathie Good) to further 
expand on your experiences xvith the Student Assistance Team (SAT) process? 
If so. please complete the information below so that you can be contacted. 
Interx iexvs xvill probably be completed during the early fall of 2003. 

Name: 

Phone number: Day: Evening: 

Thank you so taking the time to answer the questions on this survey. Be sure to mail 
your green raffle form back with this completed survey. 

Kathie Good 
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'I'lciAieu I'lotoeol 

Participant liiler\iew 

I. When « c , . ^o„ ,-„s, „„,ir,al ,!,.„ vourchild u . s having an educational problem 

: How were y„ , nohllecl ,l,a, ^„ur clnld's (eaehe, had an educational concern about 
xour child.' '• au^JUl 

3 Why do xou ihink that the school xx anted vour child to complete the SAT process 
and ultimatclx be tested for special serx ices/ 

4, Were you kept up-to-date on the steps inxolved in the process once you were 
noliticd ol a possible academic problem with your child? 

>. It vou XXere kept up-to-date, how were you kept up-to-date? 

6. Did you and xour child go through the pre-refenal process? Often this process is 
called the Student .Assistance Team (SAT Process). 

7. Hoxv long did the process take from when you were first notified there may be a 
problem until xou completed the SAT process, 

8. Do xou feel that the S.AT process xvas beneficial to your child? 

9. Were you comfortable w ith the modifications suggested by the SAT team? 

10. Did xour child's teacher spend adequate time on the modifications recommended 
by the SAT team? 

II. In \ our opinion, do you believe that school had a preconceived answer to your 
child's possible problem? 

12. Do xou believe that the SAT process change anyone's mind regarding your 
child's performance in the classroom? If so how was it changed? 

13. How do you feel the SAT process could be changed to be more advantageous to 
parents and children in the future? 

14. Please feel fi-ee to share any information that was not covered in the questions 
above. 
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Interx iexv Protocol 

Post-Observation Interview 

1. Can you explain to me what you are feeling right now about what just 
occurred in the meeting? 

2. Did you understand ex erything that just occun-ed in the meeting? If not, what 
didn't you understand? 

3. Were you made to feel as if you were part ofthe team and the decision 
making process in the meeting? Why or why not? 

4. Wliat do you beliex e the goal of this meeting was? 

5. Do you believe what occurred in the meeting will help your child in school? 

6. Would you like to share any other thoughts with me regarding the meeting 
that just occurred or the pre-referral process in general? 
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