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Abstract: 

Informing teachers about identifying students at risk is necessary and important for 

effective application of interventions in the pre-referral process. The purpose of this study 

was to determine the adaptations that elementary school teachers did for their students 

at risk in the pre-referral process and to determine these teachers’ experiences in the 

process. In this study, the phenomenological design was used to determine the 

elementary school teachers’ views about the pre-referral process and their experiences 

regarding the process. In the present study, which was conducted to determine 

elementary school teachers’ experiences and views about the pre-referral process, three 

themes were obtained as a result of the analysis of the data collected via the interviews. 

The themes were as follows: teachers’ experiences and views about the identification 

phase, instructional adaptations in the pre-referral process and overall thoughts and 

suggestions regarding the pre-referral process. Informing teachers about the pre-referral 

process and about what to do in this process will not only help decrease the number of 

students involved in referral process by increasing the in-class adaptations but also allow 

keeping the students in the same class who will be able to continue their education with 

their peers with help of in-class interventions. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Assessment is an essential element for the planning and execution of the teaching process 

in educational environments. Assessment is the process of obtaining information about 

students’ educational needs and about the necessary educational decisions to be taken 

within the scope of the curriculum (Salvia, Ysseldyke and Bolt, 2010; Gürsel and Vuran, 

2015). The educational needs of all students differ depending on their individual 
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differences. These varying educational needs make it necessary to do certain adaptations 

and arrangements in the teaching process. Therefore, the process of educational 

assessment is of great importance for determining the needs of every student regarding 

the teaching process. In the Special Education Services Regulations published by the 

Ministry of National Education (MoNE) in 2018, the term is defined as the process of 

educational assessment and diagnosis and as determining individuals’ performances and 

needs in the area of individual development and in academic fields. The educational 

assessment process includes steps that should be planned and implemented attentively 

(Figure 1). 

 

                               
Figure 1: Steps Followed in the Educational Assessment Process 

(Gürsel and Vuran, 2015) 

 

 The purpose of the educational assessment process is to determine the needs of 

students who experience problems in the education process and to provide these students 

with the opportunity to receive special education services if necessary (Cuhadar, 2017). 

Each step of the educational assessment process is important. However, the initial 

identification phase is of great importance in terms of focusing on all the students in 

traditional classrooms and identifying the students at risk (Noll, Kamps and Seaborn, 

1993; Sindelar, Griffin, Smith and Watanabe, 1992). Following the initial process of 

identifying the students who are considered to be in the risk group, the pre-referral 

process begins (Hammond and Ingalls, 1999). 

 In the pre-referral process, by doing arrangements in the educational 

environments and doing interventions in class before detailed assessment (Fuchs et.al., 

1990), the purpose is to provide students in the risk group with the opportunity to 

continue their education with their peers (Carter and Sugai, 1989; Good, 2004; Noll, 

Kamps and Seaborn, 1993; Sindelar et al., 1992). The teacher’s correct and effective 

interventions in class in the pre-referral process increase students’ learning, decrease 

their behavioural problems, encourage in-class participation (Sindelar et al., 1992) and 

prevent many students from being labelled (Will 1986; Carter and Sugai, 1989). Reynolds 

and Balow (1972) point out that incorrect diagnosis may lead to such consequences as 

discrimination and being labelled. 
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 In order for the pre-referral process to function well, the process should be 

planned and executed by a team formed of the school staff. For such teams, the pre-

referral process refers to an intervention process (a) which is preventive (Fuchs et.al., 

1990; Garcia and Ortiz, 2006), (b) which focuses on problem solving (Noll, Kamps and 

Seaborn, 1993), (c) which adopts an action cycle and (d) which aims to increase the success 

of teachers and students in traditional educational environments (Buck, Polloway, Smith-

Thomas and Cook, 2003; Jennings, 2008). The pre-referral process, which is regarded as 

an alternative model before diagnosis (Graden, Casey and Christenson, 1985; Graden, 

Gasey and Bonstrom, 1983; Laverty, 2007) and as a recommended model (Carter and 

Sugai, 1989), includes in-class interventions and precautions. Development, application 

and evaluation of the intervention plan for the pre-referral process require teamwork and 

cooperation (Yetter, 2010).  

 When international studies on the pre-referral process are examined, it is seen that 

teams with different names such as child research team, teacher support team and pre-

referral support team are formed at schools (Buck et al., 2003; Yetter, 2010). The pre-

referral process is conducted successfully at schools where these teams have been formed 

(Hammond and Ingalls, 1999), and the process is considered to be effective in decreasing 

the number of the children diagnosed (Garcia and Ortiz, 2006; Noll, Kamps and Seaborn, 

1993; Safran and Safran, 1996; Safran and Safran, 1997; Sindelar et al., 1992). In related 

literature, there are a wide variety of studies focusing on defining the pre-referral process 

and teams (Graden, Casey and Christenson, 1985; Graden, 1989; Pugach and Johnson, 

1989; Safran and Safran, 1997), development of a measurement tool (Yetter, 2010), 

function and effectiveness of pre-referral teams (Young and Gaughan, 2010), practical 

differences between cities (Buck et.al., 2003; Carter and Sugai, 1989; Turnbull, 2019), pre-

referral process practices for children with emotional and behavioral disorders (Noll, 

Kamps and Seaborn, 1993; Del’Holme, Kasari, Forness and Bigley, 1996) and practices for 

groups with different ethnicities (Garcia and Ortiz, 2006; Henderson, 2008). In addition, 

there are a number of studies conducted to investigate the teachers’ pre-referral process 

and their practices in this process (For example; Lane, Pierson, Robertson and Little, 2004; 

Lane, Mahdavi and Borthwick-Duffy, 2003; Lhospital and Gregory, 2009; Newell, 2018; 

Slonski-Fowler and Truscott, 2004; Swank, 2017; Tunc, 2011). Moreover, these studies 

examined teachers’ perceptions regarding the pre-referral process and practices (Lane, 

Mahdavi and Borthwick-Duffy, 2003; Lee-Tarver, 2006; Slonski-Fowler and Truscott, 

2004; Swank, 2017) , their views (Cuhadar, 2017; Lane, Pierson, Robertson and Little, 2004; 

Tunç, 2011), the changes in teachers’ levels of stress after participation in a team 

(Lhospital and Gregory, 2009) and the relationship between teacher efficacy and 

students’ referral to the intervention support team (Newell, 2018).  

 Though regarded as an effective application (Buck et al., 2003; Young and 

Gaughan, 2010), referral of students by the teacher directly to the diagnosis process 

without doing any assessment or in-class interventions because these students differ 

from their peers in terms of their learning characteristics and behaviours or because they 

are in the risk group (Carter and Sugai, 1989; Ysseldyke, Vanderwood and Shriner, 1997) 

is considered to be a prevalently favoured approach (Graden, Gasey and Bonstrom, 1983; 
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Kargın, 2007; Young and Gaughan, 2010).Based on this approach, elementary school 

teachers can refer the student to the diagnosis process without initiating any intervention 

process (Graden, Gasey and Bonstrom, 1983). Before the referral, it is necessary to collect 

data systematically for the assessment of students and to prepare a written intervention 

plan including the instructional adaptations (Sindelar et al., 1992; Young and Gaughan, 

2010). In one study, Çuhadar (2017) states that teachers do not experience any problems 

in the initial identification phase and that they do not continue systematically in the 

referral process, though. Referrals without any assessment or a written report point to 

the increase in the number of students diagnosed (Young and Gaughan, 2010) and thus 

to the related precautions to be taken. In our country, it is seen that the number of studies 

on the pre-referral process is limited (Tunc, 2011); that there is no governmental 

obligation to form pre-referral teams and that the documents sent before diagnosis by 

teachers to the Guidance and Research Centre (GRC) includes an intervention plan or the 

results of the implementation of the intervention plan (Bozkurt, 2009).Systematic 

interventions before the pre-referral process demonstrate that the number of applicant 

students will decrease (Hammond and Ingalls, 1999; Noll, Kamps and Seaborn, 1993; 

Young and Gaughan, 2010; Weishaar, Weishaar and Budt, 2002), and it could be stated 

that in our country, no systematic interventions are done for students found in the risk 

group. Without doubt, the key role in the development and implementation of 

interventions, or before the referral, belongs to teachers (Carter and Sugai, 1989; Dunn, 

2006). Determining teachers’ views will not only help overcome the problems 

experienced in the pre-referral process but also contribute to the development of a model 

beneficial for the problems. 

 In the present study, the purpose was to determine the adaptations that 

elementary school teachers did for their students at risk in the pre-referral process and to 

determine these teachers’ experiences in the process. In line with this purpose, the 

following research questions were directed in the study:  

• What are teachers’ experiences in the initial phase of identifying the students at 

risk in terms of special needs in class? 

• What are instructional adaptations that teachers do in the pre-referral process?  

• What are teachers’ experiences in the phase of referral to the detailed assessment? 

 

2. Methods 

 

2.1. Research Model 

In this study, the phenomenological design, one of qualitative research designs, was used 

to determine the elementary school teachers’ views about the pre-referral process and 

their experiences regarding the process. The phenomenological design aims “to reveal 

individuals’ experiences and perceptions regarding a phenomenon and the meanings they attribute 

to that phenomenon”(Yıldırım and Simsek, 2008), and in line with this purpose, the 

research data are collected, analyzed and interpreted. 
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2.2. Participants 

While determining the participants in the study, the method of “criterion sampling” was 

applied. This method is a purposeful sampling method, which in the planning phase of 

the study, allows determining the criteria for participants who will serve the purpose of 

the study (Yıldırım and Simsek, 2008). Accordingly, the first criterion was that the 

participants should be from the department of Elementary School Teaching. Another 

criterion was that during their professional lives, the teachers should refer at least one 

student for diagnosis to GRC. In other words, they were expected to have individually 

experienced the pre-referral process. The last criterion was that they should volunteer to 

take part in the study. After the researchers determined the criteria for teachers to 

participate in the study, 15 elementary school teachers were interviewed. Table 1 presents 

information about the teachers participating in the study. 

 
Table 1: Information about the participants 

Participant Gender Age Professional Experience Diagnosis Group 

P1 F 40 18 years Intellectual Disability 

P2 F 56 34 years Language and Speech Disorder 

P3 F 54 33 years 

Intellectual Disability 

Learning Disability 

Being Gifted 

P4 M 32 10 years Learning Disability 

P5 F 50 30 years 
Intellectual Disability 

Learning Disability 

P6 F 32 8 years Learning Disability 

P7 F 48 32 years Unknown 

P8 F 50 23 years Learning Disability 

P9 F 44 21 years 
Attention Deficit and  

Hyperactivity Disorder 

P10 M 47 25 years 

Intellectual Disability 

Learning Disability 

Emotional Behaviour Disorder 

P11 F 26 5 years Intellectual Disability 

P12 F 44 20 years 
Intellectual Disability 

Language and Speech Disorder 

P13 F 29 4 years Learning Disability 

P14 F 54 31 years Intellectual Disability 

P15 F 33 11 years Intellectual Disability 

 

2.3. Data Collection Tool and Data Collection  

In the study, as the data collection technique, semi-structured interviews were held with 

the elementary school teachers to determine their views about the pre-referral process. In 

the process of determining the interview questions, first, the related literature was 

reviewed. Accordingly, the initial form of the interview questions was prepared by the 

first author. Following this, the two authors discussed these questions and decided on 

the final form of the questions. Consequently, a total of 14 questions were prepared in 
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relation to the identification phase of the teachers, the instructional adaptations in the 

pre-referral process and the overall process of the pre-referral. 

 The interviews were held by the first author at the teachers’ schools or on the 

phone between 21 November 2019 and 09 January 2020.In order to make the participants 

comfortable, the participants were allowed to choose either to be interviewed on face-to-

face basis or on the phone out of their office/working hours. As a result, nine participants 

were interviewed on the phone, and six participants were interviewed on face-to-face 

basis. The interviews lasted 9 minutes 20 seconds at shortest and 32 minutes 33 seconds 

at longest making 4 hours 33 minutes 4 seconds in total. 

 

2.4. Data Analysis 

In the data analysis process, the research data were analyzed and interpreted using the 

method of descriptive analysis in accordance with the themes obtained in relation to the 

research questions. In order to audio-record the interviews, the participants were asked 

for their verbal consents in advance. The participants in the audio records were coded as 

P1, P2…as required by ethical principles. All the interviews were first transcribed and 

read repeatedly for a few times by the first author, and for each theme, related categories 

and sub-categories were formed. In the first phase, after the interpretation of all the data, 

a total of 15 categories and 89 sub-categories were obtained under three themes. In this 

process, both authors discussed and agreed on the themes, categories and sub-categories. 

Consequently, among all the sub-categories, those similar to each other were combined, 

and a total of 51 sub-categories were obtained.  

 

2.5. Credibility, Transferability and Confirmability 

The necessary applications were carried out for the credibility, transferability and 

confirmability of the study as follows. In terms of “interrater reliability” examined for 

confirmability in the study, one expert from the field of special education and the first 

author read the interviews of four participants (corresponding to about 30% of all the 

interviews) in accordance with the category key formed, and the expert and the first 

author evaluated these four interviews independently of each other. The result was 

calculated by using the formula of [(Agreement / Agreement + Disagreement) x 100] 

suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994), and the agreement rate between the raters was 

95%. In terms of transferability, “purposeful sampling” was applied, and direct 

quotations from the interviews held with the participants were used. In addition, for 

credibility, one of the participants, P13, was requested to read the written transcriptions 

of the interview and asked whether s/he confirmed his/her statements in the interview. 

 

3. Results  

 

In the present study, which was conducted to determine elementary school teachers’ 

experiences and views about the pre-referral process, three themes were obtained as a 

result of the analysis of the data collected via the interviews. The themes were as follows: 

teachers’ experiences and views about the identification phase, instructional adaptations 
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in the pre-referral process and overall thoughts and suggestions regarding the pre-

referral process. The section of findings includes each theme, related categories, sub-

categories and quotations. 

 

3.1. Experiences and views about the identification phase 

It is seen that in the initial phase of identifying the students, the teachers generally 

considered more than one skill area. Accordingly, 11 of all the participants reported that 

they identified the students with special needs as they had different social and 

communication skills and behaviours. P1 said “I understand from their behaviours, ways of 

speaking and their reactions to their peers in class. Some of them prefer to be lonely. Also, their 

responses to the questions allow us to identify them.” 

 Two of the teachers stated that they identified the students with special needs as 

they had different levels of understanding/perceptions/behaviours and academic 

skills. P10, one of the participants, said “Behavioural and academic skills actually develop in 

a way parallel to one another. This also reflects upon their games and on their relationships with 

their friends.” 

 Among the teachers, two of them reported that they identified the students with 

special needs because they had different communication and motor skills. In relation 

to this, P12 said, “I ask them several questions and pay special attention to their general status, 

their postures and psychomotor skills. Their responses to my questions are very important for me 

because these answers help me identify these students.” Two of the students stated that they 

identified the students with special needs as they had different social, communication 

and academic skills.  

 In relation to this, P6: “... I say so considering my students who have special needs. They 

have communication problems, and they have difficulty in establishing eye-contact and expressing 

themselves. Most importantly, I repeatedly teach the same subject again and again, and I thus fail 

to start teaching the next subject.” 

 In relation to the second theme, the things primarily done by the teachers, it was 

seen that in the process of identifying the students with special needs, six of the teachers 

stated that they tried to know more about the students and took care of them 

personally. P5 said “First, I establish a close relationship with the student or interact with 

him/her personally in different environments. In this way, I myself try to know more about the 

student.” Three of the teachers stated that they tried to know more about the student and 

met/talked to his/her parents/family. P6 said,“… Later, during the break time, or in physical 

training lessons, I contact with the child, and when I feel that there is something special with the 

child, I talk to his/her family.” 

 Three of the teachers reported that in the process of identifying the students with 

special needs, they first met/talked to his/her family, while three of the teachers said 

they cooperated with the advisory teacher. In relation to meeting the family, P12 said “I 

want to talk to the family first. I try to learn about the childhood of the student, his/her father and 

mother, the pregnancy period of the mother and about the general situation of the family. I mean I 

first ask questions to the family.” In relation to cooperation with the advisory teacher, P1 

said “We have the child see the advisory teacher because we don’t have the necessary knowledge 
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and experience. Our advisory teachers have more experience. If they consider it necessary, they 

send the child to the hospital.” 

 

3.2. Experiences and views about the instructional adaptations in the pre-referral phase  

As the teachers’ views about the instructional adaptations in the pre-referral process, five 

teachers stated that they assessed their students in the risk group via observations in 

the pre-referral process. P9 said “First, as I said before, I do observations. I watch his/her 

behaviours. I mean without using anything like a scale, I do assessments via my observations 

because most of the time, we are already together and because there are not many registered 

students in our class.” Four of the teachers reported that besides observation, they did 

assessments based on the curriculum.  

 P10: “Mostly, we observe them. They already spend about four or five hours with us in a 

day. We also look at their performances in other courses. Not just in courses related to teaching 

how to read and write in Turkish, we observe them in other courses as well. Do they join the 

games? I mean is it a general failure? Or is it just specific to reading-writing? I first try to 

determine this.” 

 Three of the teachers stated that while assessing the students they considered to 

have special needs, they not only did observations but also used assessment forms they 

obtained via the Internet or from rehabilitation centers, hospitals and other places like 

these. P6 reported his/her experiences as follows:  

 P6: “I search different websites on the Internet, of course, we are not expert. I mean we 

don’t know whether it was mild, or whether it was a special learning disability. There are a few 

tests, and I try to use these tests. But generally, what we do for the child as an elementary school 

teacher is to observe him/her, to observe his/her interest in the lesson, and to see how much s/he 

can concentrate on the lesson. Through individual speeches, I do observations. This is actually the 

most effective method we can use.” 

 Three of the teachers stated that they did not do any assessments. P14 said “I do 

not do any assessment, but if the child does not remember what he or she has learned or if he or she 

fails to learn, then I think s/he has a problem.” In relation to the findings regarding the 

teachers’ organizing the environment for their students in the risk group, 10 teachers 

stated that they preferred to have these students sit in the front or to do a U-shape 

seating arrangement. P2 said “I always made that student sit in the front of the classroom, near 

me. In this way, I had the opportunity to establish eye-contact with them. If the child is tall, then 

I make him or her sit in the front again and on the right side near the window. I mean they always 

sit in the front desks.”  

 Five of the teachers reported that they did various environmental organizations 

for the whole class such as activity corners, visuals on walls and group works. These 

teachers also stated that they did special environmental arrangements in class for the 

students that they considered to have special needs. In relation to this, P5 mentioned 

his/her experiences as follows: “I always do changes in my class. I change the seating places of 

all the students. Also, during the group works, I create a U-shape or V-shape seating in class.” In 

addition, two of these teachers stated that they made no U-shape or any other seating 

plans as they thought such seating might lead to discrimination. P12 reported his/her 
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experiences as follows: “I can have them do group work but I wouldn’t make a special seating 

plan for that student not to make him/her feel discriminated.” Regarding the material 

adaptation in the pre-referral process, nine of the teachers stated that they preferred to 

use visual and concrete/tactile materials present for students in class. P11 reported 

his/her views as follows:  

 P11: “...To tell the truth, I didn’t do anything special or extra for him/her, but I tried to 

use concrete materials that I can find in class environment. Actually, I had to do so because, 

otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to go ahead.” 

 Four teachers stated that they used course books and storybooks appropriate to 

the child’s level. P14 said “For example, if that student is in 2nd grade class but lacks the 

knowledge for that grade, I may sometimes use 1st grade books...” Two of the teachers reported 

that they did not use a special material, saying, 

 P2: “To be honest, it is really difficult to deal individually with such students in a class of 

34 or 35 students, but if it is math, or in any other course, we try to make use of whatever we have 

in hand for them. It wouldn’t be true if I say that we allocate enough special time for such 

students.” 

 In relation to the use of a special method, 13 teachers stated that they used various 

methods for the whole class like learning by doing/living, question-and-answer and 

acting/drama. However, the teachers reported that they did not use any special teaching 

method for the children in the risk group and that instead, they tried to apply the 

whole-class methods individually to these students. P4 said “While teaching in class, I 

don’t pay special attention to that student. I personally deal with him/her out of class hours because 

other students waste time if I try to teach that student personally in class hours. Therefore, during 

break times, I teach that student more easily by simplifying the subject for him/her.” 

 Two of the participants stated that they used special methods regarding the 

constraints experienced by the students. P6 reported his/her experiences related to an 

alternative method as follows “You know, when we were undergraduate students at university, 

we were taught an alternative method (called BASARA in Turkish) that can be applied to special 

education students. The teachers participating in the study were asked how they assigned 

the worksheets and homework to the students in the risk group within the scope of the 

instructional adaptations. Of all the teachers, 12 of them stated that they assigned 

simplified worksheets and homework appropriate to the students’ levels.  

 P11: “... I gave him/her different things. I mean, for example, I am teaching ‘multiplication’ 

to the 3rd grade students, while I am teaching ‘addition’ to that student. Therefore, I gave that 

student a worksheet and homework related to addition not multiplication.”  

 Three of the teachers reported that they did not do a special arrangement for the 

students with special needs and that they assigned the same worksheets and homework 

to all the students including those with special needs.  

 P2: “S/he had a language speech disorder. S/he was very good at math. When I give them 

a worksheet in class, s/he was always the first to take it. We tried not to discriminate him/her from 

the others, but he got worried when he failed to do the worksheets or homework. At that time, we 

dealt personally with that student, and we tried to encourage him/her and worked together.” 
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 It is seen that the teachers applied different methods to decrease the students’ 

problem behaviours. Most of the teachers stated that they established close 

relationships with the student by touching him/her or by talking to him/her about 

his/her problem behaviour. P15 said “I have such students sit in a front desk due to their 

problem behaviours. For example, there was a student with a mild level of intellectual disability. 

Touching and holding his hands...’’ 

 Some of the teachers stated that they applied additional techniques such as 

presenting reinforcers, taking out of class, determining classroom rules, participating 

in fewer activities, giving homework and giving responsibility.  

 P6: “I had a student who always stood up in class. It was a combined class, and I had two 

inclusive students I made one of them the class president. I told him ‘When I am out of class, you 

are the class president’. I gave him a responsibility, and he made his friends sit in silence in class...” 

 One teacher reported that in the case of problem behaviour, they gave the 

student time and waited for the end of the problem behaviour. P11 said “When he 

demonstrated a behaviour that I disliked, I didn’t warn him in front of his friends. I took him out 

of class for a few minutes, but I didn’t ask him to do this directly...’’ 

 In addition, one teacher stated that they used one of the punishment methods or 

more than one together.  

 P10: “We generally warn them. If there was no change in their behaviour despite our 

warning, we gave them little punishments. For example, standing on one foot, or doing something 

during break time. It is better to make them feel they are not different from the other students in 

class and they are part of the class. Otherwise, they may abuse it.” 

 

3.3. General experiences and views about the pre-referral process  

In relation to teachers’ experiences and views about pre-referral process, eight of the 

teachers stated that they made use of in-class observations to monitor the development 

of the students they considered to have special needs. P9 said “As I said before, I do 

observations. In this way, I learn about what they did everyday or what happened that day. I 

observe them by talking to them every day because communication is important.” Three of the 

teachers stated that they monitored their students’ development considering the 

curriculum and/or their academic skills. P3 said “I observe their reading skills by having 

them read. I also look at their writing because such students have problems in writing as well as 

in reading.” Two of the teachers stated that they took notes about the student. P1 said “I 

always took notes, but I had a little bit difficulty in the scales. I took notes in my notebook to 

monitor them better.” 

 In addition, one of the teachers, P12, stated that s/he used special scales, saying 

“We had scales for what we did. After the assessment of the student with these scales, we learned 

whether he learned the subject or not. I absolutely assess that student.” P15 stated that they 

monitored their students’ development via general in-class assessments, saying “These 

students are not successful in class as we can already learn via our assessments before the 

diagnosis.” 

 The teachers were asked what they did to make the relationship positive between 

the students they considered to have special needs and the students who demonstrated 
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normal development. Seven of the teachers reported that they talked in class to inform 

the children with normal development about the students with special needs. P3 said 

“Generally, I can talk to his friends when he is not with us. Of course, I speak without humiliating 

the student, just to inform the other students, and they generally listen to me carefully. ”Seven 

of the participants stated that they carried out group games and activities. P7 said “In 

our last lessons in a day, we generally do free-time activities. Sometimes, we play games in class, 

and sometimes, I involve that student in the games we play in the school garden. ”One of the 

participants, P15 stated that s/he became a model to develop positive relationships 

between the students, saying “In order to help him develop positive relationships with his 

friends, first, I have to behave that child positively because children take me as an example.” 

 When the teachers were asked to state their views about cooperation with the 

other teachers at school in the pre-referral process, P7 stated that s/he did not cooperate 

with the other teachers at school, saying “Actually, he doesn’t talk to his friends at all (…) 

and I didn’t do anything like that.” Among all the teachers, 14 of them reported that they 

should cooperate and did so with the other teachers for such purposes as counselling, 

information exchange and/or material support. P11 reported “When I met that student for 

the first time, I talked to his previous teacher. In this way, I tried to learn more about the student. 

Also, I cooperated with the other teachers...” 

 All the teachers stated that there was no special team for the pre-referral process 

at schools. In addition, 13 of the participants reported that they did not prepare a written, 

comprehensive and systematic intervention plan. P12 said “Though not officially, I make a 

monthly plan of what I want to do in class. I think about the activities I will do, I prepare the 

related documents.” Among the teachers, P6 stated that they prepared a written but not 

comprehensive or systematic plan in the pre-referral process, saying ‘‘I made a rough 

plan in my mind. It was actually a written plan but not a long one like IEP...’’ 

 When the teachers were asked what they thought about family involvement in the 

pre-referral process, all the participants said they found it important. In addition, in 

relation to involvement of the families, 12 of the teachers stated that they interviewed 

the families either on face-to-face basis or on the phone to inform them. Among these 

teachers, P2 reported his/her experiences as follows:  

 P2: “We talk to them personally. We tell them what to do at home. For example, we tell 

them to read a book and allocate time to their child. Also, we tell them what to do for the course of 

mathematics.” 

 Two of the participants stated that they themselves as well as the school staff 

held interviews with the parents to involve them in the process and that they made 

home visits. P11 said “Believe me, I even visited the family during lunch time and invited them 

to school, too. Also, I talked to them on the phone, and I talked to them face to face again and again. 

Also, I even wanted the child to be examined to see whether s/he was a gifted person or not…”

 Among the teachers, P6 stated that s/he not only interviewed the family to 

involve them in the process but also invited them to participate in in-class activities, 

saying “We first hold a preliminary interview with the family to involve them in the process. If 

they show objection, I invite them to class as a guest.”  
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 The teachers reported that in the process of referring their students to GRC, they 

talked to the family, applied to the advisory teacher, filled in a form related to the 

students’ skills and talked to the school administration and other teachers. It was seen 

that most of the teachers first got support from the school advisory teacher and then 

preferred to do the things later. P2 described the process as follows “Before sending the 

student to GRC, we first contact the advisory teacher. Later, we talk to his parents; they talk to 

our advisory teacher...’’ Some of the teachers stated that they referred the student after 

talking to the family. In relation to this, P14 said “If the family is conscious, I mean if they 

will take the child and get him examined for diagnosis, I inform the family and put the 

responsibility on them.”  

 Most of the teachers reported that they filled in a form for their students in the 

pre-referral process. When the participants were asked to state their views about the 

content and source of the form, it was seen that there was no scientific basis of the forms. 

P10:“There is a form, which GRC sends to special education institutions and which is a 

questionnaire we can find on the Internet as well. Actually, it is not a questionnaire but a form 

where we can write down our thoughts about the child.” 

 

4. Discussion and Suggestions 

 

In the present study, the purpose was to determine the teachers’ experiences and the 

adaptations they carried out for their students in the risk group in the pre-referral 

process. In line with the teachers’ views, three themes were obtained: (a) teachers’ 

experiences and views about the identification phase, (b) their experiences and views 

about the instructional adaptations done in the pre-referral process and (c) general 

experiences and views about the pre-referral process. In the light of the findings obtained 

in the study, it was seen that most of the teachers did observation in the initial phase of 

identifying the student in the pre-referral process, cooperated with the other teachers 

(Ugurlu and Kayhan, 2018) and did not prepare a written intervention plan (Tunc, 2011).  

The teachers reported that in the identification process the students they considered to 

have special needs, they tried to know more about them by establishing personal contact 

with them and talked to the families and/or to the advisory teacher (Cuhadar, 2017).In 

one study conducted with preschool teachers, Aydogdu et al. (2016) found that most of 

the teachers did not attempt to do anything after the initial phase of identifying the 

student. In addition, the researchers reported that adaptation problems and inefficacies 

in communicative and social skills were prominent in the initial identification phase. 

Similarly, in the present study, the teachers thought that the students who differed from 

their peers in social, communicative, academic and behavioural respects were in the risk 

group. In other similar studies, it was revealed that the teachers considered their students 

to be in the risk group due to their social, academic and behavioural differences (Dunn, 

2006; Gottlieb and Weinberg, 1999; Shepard, Smith and Vojir, 1983; van der Veen, Smeets 

and Derriks, 2010) and that the teachers initiated a special process for these students 

(Del’Holme et al., 1996; Shepard, Smith and Vojir, 1983; Tunc, 2011). Failure to read as an 

academic skill (Lane, Pierson, Robertson and Little, 2004) and failure to maintain 
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attention during an activity (Dunn, Cole and Estrada, 2009) were considered by the 

teachers to be potentially important for the pre-referral process (Young and Gaughan, 

2010). The reason why academic skills were prominent could be the fact that they mostly 

studied these skills (Del'Homme, Kasari, Forness and Bagley, 1996). In literature, there 

are a number of studies investigating whether such factors as gender, ethnic origin, 

families’ socio-economic status, teacher’s professional experience, teacher’s knowledge 

of individual differences, number of students in class, the time for the assessment process 

and ambiguous or unclear laws have influence on teachers’ referral of their students to 

the diagnosis process (Christenson, Ysseldyke, Jen Wang and Aegozzine, 1983; Lane, 

Pierson, Robertson and Little, 2004); however, it is not certain yet whether these factors 

have any influence on the referral process (Del'Homme, Kasari, Forness and Bagley, 

1996). 

 Doing instructional adaptations is important for decreasing the number of 

students in the referral process (Nevin, 1986). Considering the theme of experiences 

regarding the instructional adaptations in the present study, it could be stated that the 

teachers primarily made use of observation (Tunc, 2011) and curriculum-based 

assessment as a tool for evaluation. It is seen that in the initial identification phase, 

curriculum-based assessments are used as the main evaluation tool (Weishaar, Weishaar 

and Budt, 2002). When instructional adaptations are examined within the scope of 

environment, method and material, it is seen that teachers organize a special 

environment for their students and give more importance to tactual and visual materials 

(Tunc, 2011) and that they differ in terms of method, though. In one study, McLeskey and 

Wladron (2002) reported that the teachers did not customize their methods in inclusive 

education and that they did not find it appropriate to discriminate students. In the 

present study, instead of presenting a different method (Harrington and Gibson, 1986), 

the teachers applied the same method personally (Akalın, 2015; Esmer et al., 2017) and 

simplified the worksheets (Cuhadar, 2017). In related literature, it is reported that for 

their students they consider or know to have special needs, teachers make use of similar 

methods such as organizing the environment in instructional processes (Cuhadar, 2017; 

Yıldız-Güner, 2015; Yıldız-Güner and Sazak-Pınar, 2012; Harrington and Gibson, 1986; 

Tunc, 2011; Vural and Yıkmıs, 2008), applying methods on-one-one basis (Fuchs Fuchs 

and Bishop, 1992), simplifying the materials (Onder, 2007; Sarac and Colak, 2012; Vural 

and Yıkmış, 2008) and assigning additional worksheets (Tunc, 2011). It is also seen that 

teachers apply instructional adaptations in educational environments and that due to 

inefficient adaptations, there is a need for information support (Akalın 2015; Lane 

Mahdavi and Borthwick-Duffy, 2003; Vural and Yıkmıs, 2008).  

 In addition, teachers also experience problems because of their lack of knowledge 

about in-class problem behaviours besides instructional adaptations (Akalın, 2015; 

Güner, 2011). In the present study, the teachers frequently established close relationships 

with the students regarding their problem behaviours and that in inclusive 

environments, the teachers applied various class management techniques (Akalın, 2015; 

Ceylan and Yıkmıs, 2017) to deal with problem behaviours (Ceylan and Yıkmıs, 2017; 

Harrington and Gibson, 1986) such as determining classroom rules, taking out of 
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classroom, presenting reinforces, giving responsibility (Akalın, 2015) and warning (Tunc, 

2011). Informing teachers about practices for determining and diminishing the function 

of problem behaviours is necessary and important for effective application of 

interventions in the pre-referral process. Students’ in-class problem behaviours and 

academic achievements have influence on their relationships with their peers. Informing 

peers about the pre-referral process regarding a student who fails to learn in the same 

pace with their peers and/or who demonstrate inappropriate behaviours will contribute 

positively to the process. In the present study, the teachers informed the peers, 

established interaction via group games and became a model. 

 Monitoring the practices and adaptations carried out in the pre-referral process 

and assessing them all objectively determine whether to initiate the next detailed 

assessment-diagnosis process. In the present study, the teachers more frequently 

preferred to use the observation method for the evaluation of the process (Cuhadar, 

2017). Observation is an inevitable information evaluation technique for assessments in 

the pre-referral process, while observations without any observation form or planning in 

instructional environments will lead to doubts in terms of objectivity. Permanent product 

records gathered about the student via observations are fairly valuable. However, it was 

seen that only two of the teachers kept a special record for their students. Systematic data 

collected in certain intervals via more than one assessment technique are important for 

objective evaluation and thus for an appropriate and correct referral (Weishaar, Weishaar 

and Budt, 2002).  

 Most teachers do observations and adaptations regarding the students they 

consider to have special needs, yet they avoid preparing and applying a written 

intervention plan (Cuhadar, 2017). In other studies, in literature, teachers report that there 

is no governmental obligation and that it is difficult to prepare, apply and evaluate a 

written intervention plan. When the international literature is examined, it is seen that 

there are cooperative teams for the pre-referral process in many states despite the lack of 

a governmental practice. Studies demonstrate a decrease in the number of students 

referred to the diagnosis process at schools where there are pre-referral process teams. In 

addition, studies point to the importance of teamwork and cooperation. The teachers 

participating in the present study emphasized the importance of cooperation and stated 

that they cooperated with the other teachers. The teachers also reported that they applied 

to the advisory teacher for their students (Sarac and Colak, 2012), did observations and 

evaluations together with the advisory teacher regarding both the students and their 

families and tried to provide additional support with the pre-service teachers (Akalın, 

2014). Supporting teachers’ cooperation and making this cooperation more systematic in 

the pre-referral process increase teachers’ efficacies and decrease the stress levels related 

to the process (Lhospital and Gregory, 2009). Pre-referral teams formed on the basis of 

cooperation allow students to be assessed by more than one expert, allow doing 

adaptations for students in line with the experts’ evaluations, and allow these students 

to continue their education together with their peers in the same class with the help of 

the systematic application of the adaptations. 
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 The findings obtained in the present study demonstrate that the pre-referral 

process was limited to the adaptations which were not systematic and which the teachers 

applied based on their own efforts. Informing teachers about the pre-referral process and 

about what to do in this process will not only help decrease the number of students 

involved in the referral process by increasing the in-class adaptations but also allow 

keeping the students in the same class who will be able to continue their education with 

their peers with the help of in-class interventions. In addition, forming pre-referral 

process teams at schools will allow the teacher to cooperate with the other teachers in the 

referral process, which will in turn help that teacher do correct evaluations and necessary 

adaptations. According to the international literature, it is necessary to carry out 

systematic applications such as early intervention and response to the intervention in the 

pre-referral process. In our country, making such similar systematic applications a legal 

necessity and putting these applications into force will be an important step in the 

process. Future studies could examine the factors influential on teachers’ attitudes 

towards the referral process within the context of educational environments in our 

country. Moreover, studies could be conducted to investigate the effectiveness of pre-

referral process teams. 
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