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This study examines how distance learning, which took place during Received 28 March 2023
COVID-19 restrictions, influenced the attitudes of primary education Accepted 19 July 2023
trainee teachers in Tirkiye and England towards inclusive education KEYWORDS

for students with special educational needs and disabilities. In total, Trainee teachers; inclusive
136 Turkish, and 25 English primary trainee teachers completed the education; attitude; distance
TAIS survey, and a further, 14 Turkish and two English trainees, learning

participated in semi-structured and scenario-based interviews. The

quantitative data showed that both countries’ trainees’ attitudes

level were high, but English trainees’ attitude were more positive

than the Turkish trainees. However, the qualitative data indicated

that the absence of direct, practical experience was a major concern,

and most felt the need to gain direct experience starting from their

first year of teaching about inclusive teaching practices.

Introduction

Using technology to engage with distance learning has become more common, largely
due to COVID-19, but also natural disasters, such as the earthquake in southern Tirkiye.
Although distance learning can facilitate teaching, it can make social and academic
learning more challenging, particularly for students with additional needs (Page et al.
2021). For trainee teachers it also limits opportunities to gain experience of working with
such students, and heightens pre-existing concerns regarding the difficulty of assisting
trainees in becoming successful inclusive practitioners (Florian and Camedda 2020). In
2020, due to COVID-19, the Turkish and UK governments moved schools to online
learning and this study investigates how this move affected the attitudes of English and
Turkish trainee primary teachers towards inclusive education.

Through promoting social justice and equity, the inclusive education movement has
effectively forced a paradigm shift in the role of teachers (Florian 2008). Promoting
positive attitudes towards inclusion, is one of the most critical factors for the successful
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implementation of inclusive education (Rakap, Parlak-Rakap, and Aydin 2016) as teachers
are expected to manage classrooms effectively [both physically and online] with students
with diverse needs and implement appropriate teaching strategies and adaptations to
meet the needs of these students (Sakiz and Woods 2014). Distance learning has poten-
tially made the process of promoting positive attitudes towards inclusive education more
complex due to the lack of face-to-face experiences for trainee teachers and the chal-
lenges of teaching online.

Although the significance of fostering positive attitudes towards inclusive education
has been recognised (Florian and Camedda 2020), the effect of distance learning on these
attitudes in inclusive education is less well known. This study aims to investigate the
influence of distance learning arrangements on the attitudes of Turkish and English
primary trainee teachers towards inclusive education. Moreover, it seeks to enhance our
understanding of the effects of distance learning on the attitudes of trainee teachers
regarding inclusive education.

Trainee teacher’s attitudes towards inclusive education

Pre-service education can have a highly significant effect on trainees’ attitude towards
inclusive education (Schwab, Resch, and Alnahdi 2021). This, in turn impacts on trainees’
confidence and actions in supporting all students successfully (Florian 2008; Krischler and
Cate 2019; Pijl 2010). The concern is that poor pre-service experiences will adversely affect
the attitudes of trainee teachers, negatively impacting the students they teach (Ainscow
2020; Sharma et al. 2006). Many factors can influence the attitude of pre-service teachers,
such as the nature of students’ needs (e.g. whether a student has a mild learning difficulty
or a severe physical disability) or teachers’ personal backgrounds and professional experi-
ences (Schwab, Resch, and Alnahdi 2021). Preparing trainee teachers for inclusive educa-
tion, especially when using distance learning, where interaction and communication with
students is limited, needs to be carefully planned to mitigate feelings of inadequacy,
address gaps and to develop a more helpful mindset.

Rakap et al's (2016) study with 123 American and 63 Turkish trainee teachers, and
Tuncay and Kizilaslan’s (2022) with 406 Turkish trainee teachers found that trainees with
more experience in special education tended to have more positive attitudes, whilst
others would accept children with physical disabilities in their classes but not those
with severe intellectual disabilities. Pijl's, 2010 study in the Netherlands found that
trainees with negative attitudes lacked sufficient knowledge and experience of the
needs of students with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) and received
little training in supporting such students.Sharma et al’.s (2006)study found that teachers
who had been effectively trained and had experience in the field of special education
were more self-confident and held positive attitudes towards students with SEND.

Trainee teachers’ attitudes in distance learning

Although distance learning has advantages by providing online and/or anytime access to the
courses for students, it limits interaction between trainee teachers and children with SEND,
and preparing trainees during this process (Sokal and Sharma 2022). Distance learning alters
the type of experience that is possible for trainee teachers. The concerns are that trainee
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teachers’ attitudes, shaped by their experiences of distance learning, may adversely impact
their way of thinking, understanding and behaviours, which may negatively affect students’
social and academic development (Kast et al. 2021; Zygouris-Coe 2019).

Kast et al'.s (2021) research, during lockdown, with 3,467 Austrian teachers, examining
their attitudes and self-efficacy beliefs, found that distance learning did little to help
teachers meet the needs of students with SEND. Sokal & Sharma’s, 2022 comparison of the
inclusive practices, self-efficacy, concerns, and attitudes of trainee teachers in Canada
found that the attitudes of trainee teachers’ inclusive education were positively shaped
more by face-to-face education experiences rather than distance learning. This raises
important questions about whether online learning programmes are able to support the
development of positive attitudes amongst trainee teachers towards inclusive education.

Inclusive education in Tiirkiye and England

Understanding of inclusive education differs between educational contexts, reflecting distinct
philosophical and societal roots. In some educational systems, inclusive education refers to
students with SEND placed in mainstream schools (Ainscow 2020; Sakiz, Ekinci, and Bas 2020).
In others, inclusive education is a broader term including all disadvantaged groups (Ainscow
2020; Florian and Camedda 2020). Inclusive education in England has a relatively longer
history, going back to the Warnock, Report (1979) that proposed the mainstreaming of many
students with special educational needs and is well embedded in various iterations of the
Teachers Standards. Currently, in England trainee teachers are expected to: ‘[aldapt teaching
to respond to the strengths and needs of all pupils’ (Department for Education 2021, 11).
Furthermore, supporting students for whom English is an Additional Language (EAL) has been
obligatory since the Local Government Act of 1966. Inclusive education in England has been
driven by a philosophy of supporting all learners in the same environment to promote equal
and fair opportunities.

However, in Turkiye, inclusive education is regarded more narrowly as teaching stu-
dents with SEND alongside their non-SEND peers (Sakiz, Ekinci, and Bas 2020). The focus is
ensuring educational provision is made. Studies of inclusive education in Turkiye tend to
criticise how well inclusive educational practices are working, highlighting a number of
concerns about governmental attempts to support inclusive education (Sakiz and Woods
2014; Sakiz, Ekinci, and Bas 2020). These include the need for better pre- and in-service
teacher training in inclusive education, and developing positive attitudes towards stu-
dents in inclusive education (Batu et al. 2018;).

In 1997, the first decree law (no: 573) on policies related to special education and
inclusive education was enacted, despite subsequent later initiatives to develop inclusive
education, the eighth (2000) and ninth (2007) five-year development plans of the Turkish
government stated that there were insufficient initiatives and practices related to inclu-
sive education (Directorate of Strategy and Budget 2023). Most recently, the Ministry of
National Education released its 2022-2026 action plan on inclusive education (MoNE
Ministry of National Education 2022), providing a comprehensive framework for further
advancing inclusive practices and policies.

As seen above, inclusive education is relatively new in the Turkish education system, and
there is debate about whether ‘kaynastirma’ (mainstreaming), ‘bitlnlestirme’ (integration) or
‘kapsayici egitim’ (inclusion) should be adopted. Historically only children with SEND have
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been the focus of inclusive education in Tirkiye, but there has been an urgent need to focus
on children with Turkish as an Additional Language (TAL), following the mass migration
caused by the conflict in Syria since 2011. In 2019, the UNHCR estimated Tiirkiye had over
3.6 million Syrian refugees alongside 400,000 additional refugees and asylum seekers.
Teachers are crucial in bridging refugees’ home cultures into the host culture, especially as
almost half of the refugees are of school-age (Refugee Association 2021). Furthermore, there
are also minorities living in Tlrkiye whose mother tongue is not Turkish, so teachers need to
know how best to support them (Sakiz, Ekinci, and Bas 2020). Consequently, there is a huge
imperative for teachers in Tirkiye to develop effective inclusive education.

Both Turkish and English education systems, have gone through similar significant shifts in
teaching practice developing online learning due to COVID-19. Alongside this, Tiirkiye is now
experiencing debates about how best to educate those with additional learning needs,
reflecting similar discussions in England over recent decades. It is therefore of interest to
see whether distance learning has had any effect on attitudes towards inclusive education in
these different contexts. Therefore, the following research questions have been investigated:

(1) How positive are the attitudes of Turkish and English primary education trainees
towards inclusive education in a distance learning environment as measured by
TAIS?

(2) What differences in the attitudes of these Turkish and English trainee teachers are
discernible in distance learning?

(3) What appear to be the main challenges in developing positive attitudes towards
inclusive education in a distance learning environment?

Methodology

A mixed-methods research design was employed to investigate the influence of distance
learning experiences on trainee teachers’ attitudes towards inclusive education. Using both
quantitative and qualitative data collection techniques was intended to enhance the reliability
of the study. Additionally, combining appropriate data collection methods aligns with the
pragmatic philosophy, which prioritises fulfilling the research objectives, thus justifying the
adoption of a mixed-methods approach in this study. By using multiple data sources and
viewpoints, this triangulation strategy improves the study’s validity and reliability.

Participants

The participants in this study were trainee teachers in primary initial teacher training
(ITT) in England and Tirkiye, drawn from four departments in Tirkiye and one from
England. Due to the difficulty in reaching universities as a result of the pandemic,
snowball sampling was utilised. Within the universities, we contacted 212 trainee
teachers from Tirkiye, and 30 trainees from England. Other departments in England
were invited to participate but declined due to the pressures caused by the pandemic.
In total, 136 Turkish students responded from four different universities (please see
Table 1). Of these, 14 Turkish and two English trainees participated in qualitative data
collection.



EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SPECIAL NEEDS EDUCATION 5

Table 1. The number of participants and pseudonyms.
The number of participants

Country University ~ Quantitative Qualitative Pseudonyms
Tirkiye Acorn 25 4 Yusuf Yigit Sarp Ata
Juniper 24 3 Gokalp Nil Asya
Oak 39 3 Tekin Colpan Orhan
Pine 48 4 Aysun Turgut Ayhan Nizam
UK Apple 25 2 Lavinia Holly

Data instruments

Trainee teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion were assessed using an established quanti-
tative survey instrument called the Teacher Attitude towards Inclusion Scale (TAIS).
Although TAIS does not specifically address issues related to distance learning, partici-
pants were asked to fill out the TAIS questionnaire considering the distance education
process. The data was also collected during the pandemic, providing us with an under-
standing of the impact of distance learning on trainees’ attitudes during this period.
However, it should be noted that other variables may influence the trainees’ attitudes.
Qualitative data, using semi-structured and scenario-based interviews, was collected to
complement the quantitative data, to allow deeper insights into the attitudes of these
trainee teachers and how they felt about the distance learning process.

TAIS

TAIS was adapted by Monsen et al., (2015), and computed the internal consistency
coefficients of TAIS in four distinct dimensions, ranging a from .76 to .86, to assess its
reliability. Further, the TAIS survey has been used in other studies (Samanta 2016; Thomas
and Uthaman 2019), however, the reliability test has been conducted in the study carried
out by Ashton (2020) [a between .95 and .86].

The Turkish version of the TAIS test was translated separately by three Turkish aca-
demics, who obtained their PhDs from UK universities and one Turkish PhD candidate.
Following this, four other Turkish academics, who also received their PhDs from UK
universities, conducted a compatibility check between the English and Turkish versions.
The resulting text underwent further scrutiny, with two Turkish teachers and a special
education teacher examining its meaning, structure, and grammar. This scale consists of 4
sub-categories:

e demographics (6 items) which obtained data such as the age, gender, and special
education experience of the participants, number of students in their classes and
which ages they taught

¢ willingness to include (9 items) which explored how far trainee teachers were
inclined to accept students with visual, hearing, physical, emotional, social and
learning difficulties and intellectual disabilities into their classes. The questions
used an eight-point Likert-type scale, ranging from Definitely Yes, to Definitely No;

¢ adequacy of support (12 items) where trainees reflected on their experiences in the
last 12 months, using an eight-point scale;

e attitudes towards inclusion were examined using 30 items; a positive phrasing was
used for 12 items, whilst the remainder were phrased negatively.
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Semi-structured interviews

To gain a more rounded perspective, semi-structured interviews were used. Questions
related to trainees’ perception, and covered their understanding of inclusive education
during distance learning, their level of knowledge, distance ITT support, coping skills,
teaching materials’ preparation, how to involve the students in the classroom and
school, the cooperation of school staff, and the practices and proficiency of the
teacher training programme towards inclusive education in distance learning (see
Supplementary material A).

Scenario-interviews

Scenario interviews encourage participants to discuss events or phenomena they may
encounter or reflect on possible alternative actions individuals might follow (Brose et al.
2013). Scenario-based interviews are seen as an effective way of identifying someone’s
genuine experiences, values and attitudes (Jaidin 2018) Scenarios were designed to
explore possible actions and options by using worst and best-case scenarios, as well as
identifying future expectations (Williams and Hummelbrunner 2010). This would give
insights into trainees’ knowledge, understanding, experience and attitudes about sup-
porting students with additional needs.

These interviews used four classroom scenarios, drawn from Mastriopieri and Scruggs
(2010). The scenarios were chosen because they included common learning needs
trainees were likely to encounter in an online and face-to-face classroom: attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder, improving attention and memory, reading comprehension, and
spelling (see Supplementary material A).

Data collection

The data were collected between December 2020 and March 2021 in England and
Tarkiye. The TAIS survey took an average of 12 minutes to complete. For qualitative
data collection, quota sampling was used., Participants were asked whether they would
like to participate in an online interview which lasted 15-20 minutes to collect more data
about this research. Hence, 14 Turkish and two English trainees participated voluntarily.

Ethics

This study was approved by the university’s ethics committee, and all relevant procedures
of the British Educational Research Association BERA (2018) were followed. Following
COVID-19 procedures at the time, interviews were conducted online. Permission to use
the TAIS was obtained from its creators. The TAIS survey was sent to participants via a link
to Online Surveys. All data were pseudonymised. All participating universities were also
pseudonymised.

Analysis

Statistical analysis
To increase the efficiency of the analysis result, the effect of missing values that
increase the error variance need to be controlled (Osborne and Overbay 2004).
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Therefore, in order to minimise the effect of missing data at the beginning of the
analysis, the mean assignment technique was used to have less effect on the
variances. In addition, with the purpose of determining one-way outliers, the
total scores of each measurement should be located + 3 standard deviations away
from the mean. Seven participants were excluded from the study due to outliers
and missing data (Burak and Giiltekin 2021).

To answer the research questions, the normality of the scores in the data set
was first tested. A Kolmogorov Smirnov Hypothesis test was performed to test
normality, and it was observed that the data were not distributed normally in
general (p <0.05). In this context, Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal Wallis nonpara-
metric hypothesis tests were used to answer the research questions (Burak and
Gultekin 2021). Beside this, Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal Wallis tests were used to
compare the scores of the three subscales of TAIS, and the results were evaluated
at a significance level of .05.

Furthermore, descriptive statistical techniques were also utilised in the analysis of
quantitative data. Within this scope, the means, medians, and standard deviations of
TAIS scores were calculated.

Qualitative analysis

The interview data were analysed inductively, using an in-vivo approach for the initial coding
stage (Saldafa 2016). From these initial codes, three main themes were identified (see
Supplementary material B). The themes were: Knowledge of inclusion through distance learn-
ing, perceptions of the efficacy distance learning in ITT programme, development of attitudes
towards inclusion in distance learning. Grouping data under themes helped to understand the
influence of distance education on trainee teachers™ attitudes towards inclusive education
more clearly.

Two researchers independently analysed the data for this study, and comparable
patterns and themes were identified by consensus (confirmability). Moreover,
researchers accurately reflected participants’ perspectives (credibility), and the
same data capture methods yielded consistent results across multiple candidates
and environments (transferability and dependability) (Denzin and Lincoln 2018).
While presenting the findings, a pseudonym was given for each participant and
university. For example, ‘Lavinia-Apple’ is used for Apple University's first
participant.

Results
Quantitative data

Descriptive findings

A total of 161 teacher trainees from England and Tirkiye completed the online ques-
tionnaires. Most of the participants were female (TR: 75%, UK: 96.15%), whilst the parti-
cipants’ average age was similar (TR: 22.33, UK: 21.70). Further, in training schools, the
average class size where trainee teachers were placed, was similar (TR:24.28, UK:23.25).
Some classes also had restrictions due to COVID-19, which affected their class size.
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Although the trainees gained some classroom teaching experience remotely, only 25.73%
of Turkish trainees said they had worked with any students with SEND, compared to
88.46% of the trainees in England (please see Table 2).

TAIS

Reliability of data

The 65-item attitude scale had Cronbach’s alpha values for the three dimensions; will-
ingness to include was a =.986, adequacy of support was a=.899, and attitudes towards
inclusion were a = .840.For these measurements, the internal consistency of willingness to
include data is ‘excellent’: 0.9 < a, and adequacy of support and attitude towards inclusion
also show that the internal consistency of the data is ‘good”: 0.8 < a<0.9.

Analysis of data

As seen in Table 3, it was determined that the mean ranks of willingness to include (RMTR1
=65.17, SD1r” = 30.73, RMyx® = 141.12, SDyk* = 30.13), Adequacy of Support (RMqg=
73,44, SD1g=14.63, RMykx=98,46, SD k= 12.82), Attitudes towards Inclusion (RMg=
69,07, SDyg = 26.05, RMyx = 121,02, SDyx = 16.14) of trainee teachers were different. This
difference was statistically in favour of trainee teachers studying in England (willingness to
include: p=22.00,Z=-7.80, p=.000<.05, Adequacy of Support: u=1088.50,Z=-2.57,
p =.000<.05, Attitudes towards Inclusion: p=524.50,Z = -5.33, p =.000<.05). According
to this, both have positive attitudes although there is a statistically significant difference in
favour of the trainees in England. Hence, it can be said that trainee teachers in England
have a more positive attitude overall compared to Turkish trainees.

Table 4 shows the Kruskal-Wallis data analysis of trainees’ attitudes for four primary
education departments in Turkiye and one in the UK. As seen in Table 4, the Willingness
to Include mean ranks (Acorn =63.85, Juniper =68,65, Oak =65,78, Pine =63,55, Apple =
141,12) and Attitudes towards Inclusion (Acorn = 72,56, Juniper = 82,72, Oak = 65,80, Pine =
62,84, Apple = 121,02) of the aspiration scores of trainee teachers at different universities in

Table 2. Demographic Information.

Training Classrooms’ Students’

Countries Gender Trainee Age Level and Age Number Trainees SEND experience
Tiirkiye F=102 (75.00%) Average: 22,33 Year 1-2-3-4 Average 24.28 35 (25.73%)

M =34 (25.00%) (5.5-10-year-old)
England F=24(96.15%) Average: 21,70 Year 1-2 (5-8-year-old) Average 23.25 20 (88.46%)

M=1 (3.84%)

Table 3. Tirkiye and England Comparison Variables.

Variables Groups n Rank Mean SD Sum of Rank u z p
Willingness to Include Tirkiye 129 65.17 30.73 8407.00 2200 -7.80 .000
England 25 141.12 30.13 3528.00
Adequacy of Support Tiirkiye 129 73.44 14.63 9473.50 108850 —257  .000
England 25 98.46 12.82 2461.50
Attitudes towards Inclusion  Tirkiye 129 69.07 26.05 8909.50 52450 533  .000

England 25 121.02 16.14 3025.50
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Table 4. Departmental Variables for the groups.

Variables Groups n Rank Mean CMIN DF p
Willingness to Include Acorn 24 63.85 61.016 4 .000
Juniper 23 68.65
Oak 38 65.78
Pine 44 63.55
Apple 25 141.12
Adequacy of Support Acorn 24 75.04 7.654 4 .105
Juniper 23 75.02
Oak 38 77.72
Pine 44 68.03
Apple 25 98.46
Attitudes towards Inclusion Acorn 24 72.56 31.799 4 .000
Juniper 23 82.72
Oak 38 65.80
Pine 44 62.84
Apple 25 121.02

England and Tirkiye differ. This difference was statistically significant ((Willingness to
include: CMIN =61.016, DF =4, p=.000 < 0.05) and (Attitudes towards Inclusion: CMIN =
31,799, DF =4, p=.000 < 0.05)). In order to determine which universities, have significant
differences between each other, pairwise comparisons were made using the Mann-Whitney
U test. In this context, it was determined that Apple in England differed significantly from the
other universities (p < 0.05). It was found that there was no significant difference between
the scores of trainee teachers studying at the four universities in Turkiye. It can be said that
trainee teachers studying in England were more willing to accept students with disabilities
and disadvantaged groups in their classes. Their attitude was more positive, while trainees in
different universities in Tiirkiye showed less willingness and a less positive attitude than in
England, whilst the views of trainees within the Turkish sample were largely similar.

Furthermore, the rank means of the adequacy of support scores of trainee teachers
studying at different universities in England and Tiirkiye differ (Acorn = 75,04, Juniper =
75,02, Oak =77,72, Pine = 68,03, Apple =98,46). This difference is not statistically signifi-
cant (CMIN =7.654, DF =4, p=.105> 0.05). Therefore, it can be said that trainees at
different universities in England and Tiirkiye held similar views of the adequacy of support
they experienced.

Qualitative data

Analysis of the interviews led to the identification of three themes: The knowledge of
inclusion through distance learning, perception of distance learning in ITT programme,
perception towards inclusion in distance learning.

Knowledge of inclusion through distance learning

Trainees in both countries had covered an inclusive education module in their university-
based training during the period of distance learning, so they were familiar with the term
inclusive education and what this means for face-to-face and online learning. Most of the
trainees from Turkiye and England were able to provide general definitions for the term
‘inclusive education’; for example, English trainees said:
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all the children are able to gain the resources and opportunities and be able to learn together.
(Lavinia-Apple)

every child has the opportunity to learn. No matter the circumstances. (Holly-Apple)

Holly stated that all children should receive education together even if there is distance
learning and emphasised the continuity of education in inclusion. In contrast, the follow-
ing comments were typical;

it is the education of students who can receive education together with their “normal’ peers
at “normal’ grade levels. (Tekin-Oak)

being able to receive education in the same environment as ‘normal’ children (Yusuf-
Acorn),

In the scenario interviews, participants were asked to identify a possible issue with the
student and how they would support the student. In response to the first question, most
of the participants from both countries offered generalised responses based on the
behaviour of the child rather than describing the actions in this scenario.

... would say that the problem is he has Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) or
autism ... (Lavinia-Apple)

It could be some form of learning disability. . . (Asya-Juniper),
... attention deficit (Nizam-Pine).
Some respondents from Tiirkiye were able to identify a possible problem;

... Student has a problem with the pronunciation of and writing the words ... (Nil-Juniper)
... has difficulty focusing ... (Sarp-Acorn),

... This student has difficulty concentrating on the courses, and these lessons may not be fun
enough. (Ayhan-Pine)

When asked how best to support the students in these scenarios, most trainees were
often only able to give general answers rather than detailing possible actions, stating that
they would develop materials or use games, without giving specific examples. Some
Turkish trainees also stated that any adaptations were not possible due to the nature of
the distance learning environment.

Several trainees identified sources of additional support:

| [would] cooperate with his parents (Yigit-Acorn),

| would sit the students next to hardworking students ... | will definitely need to get help
from the school’s psychological counsellor and from the Guidance Research Centre. (Orhan-
Oak)

Others felt that their level of knowledge in the field of special education was affected by
the distance education process.

During this period of distance education, university tutors in special education and inclusion
modules simply read PowerPoint slides, without providing us with any teaching approaches
regarding special education. As a result, | am at a loss regarding how to proceed with these
children. (Ata-Acorn)
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When we consider teaching approaches in special education, everything remained very
theoretical. .. If we weren't in distance education, we would have been able to apply and
learn from what we have learned. (Nizam-Pine)

In most cases, trainees from both countries (Orhan-Oak, Colpan-Oak, Turgut-Pine, Ayhan-
Pine, Holly-Apple) felt their knowledge of how to support students with SEND was
superficial, due to the limitations of distance learning.

Perceptions of the efficacy of distance learning in ITT programme. Due to COVID-19
restrictions, trainees were unable to teach lessons face-to-face teaching sessions In
Tarkiye, trainees claimed this was inadequate, as they felt they needed the direct experi-
ence of working with children with SEND:

| can only learn by doing. (Ayhan-Pine)

In England, Lavinia-(Apple) had a personal experience outside of the programme, one due
to having a son with autism and the other through private tutoring to some children with
autism. Despite these experiences, Holly (Apple) also thought that they needed to
experience face-to-face teaching in the classroom because;

... learning by doing is the best way ... (Holly-Apple)

Some Turkish trainees stated that the distance learning was not well designed, and their
knowledge of inclusive education was therefore insufficient (Ata-Acorn, Gokalp-Juniper,
Tekin-Oak, Orhan-Oak, Colpan-Oak, Aysun-Pine, Ayhan-Pine). University tutors were trying
their best, but felt distance learning was a poor way to learn about the theory and practice
of inclusive education (Sarp-Acorn, Ata-Acorn).

Since our practice courses are distance learning, | don’t know how to transfer theory to
practice, it's a mystery to me (Colpan-Oak),

When we were observing the class through Zoom meeting, we did not understand who the
inclusive education students were until the mentor teacher [pointed this out] (Sarp-Acorn).

Almost all trainees in England and Tiirkiye claimed that their practical experience had
been superficial due to ITT having switched to distance learning and that they needed to
gain experience by being in an actual classroom environment.

Due to distance learning, ITT was interrupted for some external reasons. Some Turkish
trainees did not have internet at home, for example one had to go to his uncle’s house
regularly for distance learning sessions (Yigit-Acorn). Students in schools also encoun-
tered difficulties. For example, families with many children may have had only one device
that can be connected to distance learning due to economic reasons, so children with
special needs or TAL were unable to attend the class regularly (Colpan-Oak). Therefore,
the technical and economic problems experienced by both the student and the trainee
can disrupt the continuity of distance learning in Turkiye.

Furthermore, most of those in England and Tirkiye wanted to gain more
experience in a SEND school too in order to develop their special education skills
(Yusuf-Acorn, Sarp-Acorn, Gokalp-Juniper, Asya-Juniper, Aysun-Pine, Ayhan-Pine,
Turgut-Pine, Nil-Juniper, Lavinia-Apple). This was because of the limited opportu-
nities offered by distance learning to gain in-depth knowledge of inclusive
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education (Aysun-Pine, Nizam-Pine, Nil-Juniper). There were also concerns about
the content of the ITT programme; for example, Gokalp (Juniper) wanted
a research-informed approach, whilst Aysun (Pine) and Turgut (Pine), as well as
Asya (Juniper), felt the emphasis in training was on meeting the needs of main-
stream students. Further, most of the participants, in both countries, wanted to
have more practical experience of working with students with SEND from the start
of their programmes.

Development of attitudes towards inclusion in distance learning

The language used to describe students with SEND highlights differences in attitudes
during distance learning. For many Turkish trainees SEND students had to ‘fit in’. This is
seen in the discourse, where trainees used terms such as ‘with normal peers’, ‘in the
normal classroom’, ‘as normal children’. In addition, some trainees said ‘special education
schools are better for them ... especially in distance learning’, or held ‘low expectations
about these children’.

... If the other children [typical developing children] can learn these words while this student
with special needs cannot, it means there is a problem with this student that needs to be
specifically addressed. Additionally, when we conduct classes remotely, working with these
children [in inclusion] can become a bit more difficult .. .. (Tekin-Oak)

In contrast, the language used by trainees in England was positive, as they referred to
‘equal opportunities’, ‘everyone’, ‘no matter the circumstance [including distance learn-
ing]’, whilst also acknowledging this may depend ‘on what their mood is, what they are
feeling'.

... need to have a maybe someone sat with her constantly to remind her to be able to keep
on task ... . if they needed to go outside burn energy off, depending on what their mood is
what they're feeling. (Lavinia-Apple)

... You can't get frustrated with a child for not learning ... then they'll achieve the same
attainment levels as other children. (Holly-Apple)

Some Turkish trainees held also positive attitudes towards students’ potential being
supported:

If we put the student in the front row, it will be easier, and we will minimise the distractions.
(Gokalp-Juniper)

I would like to make these instructional adaptations to be included in the online and face-to-
face classroom in a smooth way. (Turgut-Pine)

However, some Turkish participants exhibited more negative attitudes and lowered
expectations.

...SEND students should be sent to SEND schools rather than online inclusive education
classes. (Orhan-Oak)

| can seat that student in the back row of the class (Ata-Acorn),

I want refugee children to be integrated into Turkish society, but not severely disabled
students in my class. (Yigit-Acorn)
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| would make that student do the tasks | gave in the lesson; So, like wiping the board, turning
on/off the light ... carry teacher's bag, close the door/window. (Ayhan-Pine)

While responding to one of the scenarios, Sarp (Acorn) touched on the general viewpoint
of trainee teachers’ low attitude signs towards students;

80 percent of trainees who saw this child would say that he is a hyperactive child, but | do not
want to label him. This child is active and has a lot of energy.

Turgut (Pine) also had a similar explanation. They preferred to show what is happening
rather than labelling.
There were also comments that reflected stereotypical views, such as

hyperactive students are successful in maths (Yusuf-Acorn),

the hyperactivity is uncontrollable (Colpan-Oak),

SEND students need to be educated by SEND teachers ... (Ayhan-Pine),
SEND schools are better for SEND students (Nizam-Pine).

The existence of such attitudes is potentially problematic in both online and face-to-face
situations, as it can lead to Turkish teachers holding lower expectations of such students.
Additionally, Yigit (Acorn) and Ata (Acorn) felt only students with mild learning difficulties
should be incorporated into mainstream classes, whereas those with moderate or severe
learning disabilities ought to be educated elsewhere. Ata (Acorn) also explained how they
thought students with learning difficulties should be made to sit together as a group
towards the back of the classroom. Additionally, some Turkish trainees simply did not
believe that students with SEND were capable of achieving the same as their peers
especially in distance learning (Ayhan-Pine, Orhan-Oak). Others, however, were more
enthusiastic about teaching students with SEND or E/TAL. While a few of the participants
in Turkiye seemed eager to accept the children in the SEND/disadvantaged group into their
online or face-to-face classes, two trainees interviewed in England stated that the children
should be in an any inclusive education environment regardless of the type of disability.

Hence, the Turkish trainees generally stated that teaching through distance learning
did not help them develop their ability to adopt inclusive education. As seen in the
findings, the lack of practical face-to-face experience during COVID-19 can be observed,
which highlights the main point that distance learning provided no face-to-face experi-
ences to promote positive attitudes towards inclusive education. However, many of the
trainees in England were able to maintain positive attitudes based on their prior experi-
ences of children with SEND. Still, Table 2 shows that most of the English trainees had
previous experience with children with SEND, and it can be concluded from the findings
that having prior familiarity with children with SEND contributed to their positive atti-
tudes while the practical experience continued.

Discussion

The study compared primary education trainee teachers in England and Tirkiye to
examine the extent to which distance learning supports the development of positive
attitudes towards inclusive education, in light of the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic
on their ITT program. Meanwhile, much of the data obtained in distance education is
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consistent with earlier studies. Overall, the attitudes of trainees, as reported in the survey,
from both countries are positive about inclusive education. Schwab et al. (2021) and
Woodcock (2013) states that it is expected that the attitudes of the trainees who will teach
for the first time will be high. However, as Sharma et al. (2012) suggest, we used
qualitative data, alongside the quantitative data to increase the reliability of the findings.
In both countries, trainees hold similar views about the adequacy of their ITT programme
as it moved towards distance learning. However, the attitudes of English trainees appear
more positive about towards inclusion of all students in the face-to-face or online
classroom.

The qualitative data show that Turkish trainees generally felt that inclusion required the
child needed to adapt to fit in, rather than the teacher adapting to the child’s needs. This
indicates a limited understanding of inclusion. Several factors could explain this. One of
these factors, adequate teacher training is vital in developing positive attitudes towards
inclusion (Florian and Camedda 2020; Schwab, Resch, and Alnahdi 2021). However, because
of the COVID precautions, Turkish trainees gained most of their knowledge through
distance learning. Even though distance learning has unique benefits and advantages,
considering teacher training e.g. collaborative learning, flexibility, comfort, self-directed
learning, accessibility to all students, e-materials, recording the session, reducing travel
and other expenses (Zygouris-Coe 2019), distance learning also has some drawbacks as it
restricts the ability to apply learning in a practical context. Hence, trainees interact with
students less often during this process (Beumer 2021). As demonstrated in the raw data,
most Turkish participants said they were unable to interact with students with SEND
because of distance learning.

Moreover, some Turkish trainees were unwilling to accept students with moderate or
severe learning needs in their online and face-to-face classrooms. The data shared
attributes this to trainees’ lack of experience, knowledge, and confidence as they only
felt able to support students with mild learning difficulties or some limited physical
disability, which replicates findings from other studies (Avramidis and Kalyva 2007;
Krischler and Cate 2019). Furthermore, some Turkish trainees reported examples of both
students and trainees having limited access to distance learning facilities due to socio-
economic reasons which shows parallels with Page et al’.s (2021) findings. This might have
an effect on the ability of trainees to connect theory to practice and thus limit experience.

However, the English trainees’ statements were more positive. These trainees were
more willing to adapt their teaching to the needs of a child. In part this could be because
of personal and professional experiences. Many of the trainees in England (88.46%, n = 20)
stated that they had had encountered a child with special needs in their education
settings. In contrast, almost 75% (101) of trainees in Tirkiye claimed that they had
never met any students with SEND (Sarp-Acorn, Gokalp-Juniper, Orhan-Oak, Colpan-
Oak, Asya-Juniper) or TAL (Sarp-Acorn), neither in distance learning nor in face-to-face
education settings. One possible reason for this difference can be explained by the fact
that there is a more inclusive school system in England than in Tirkiye and that there is
more interaction with children with a range of needs from an early age. These data also
help us to explain why English trainees’ attitudes are higher. If the number of English
trainee respondents had been higher, richer and more reliable data would have been
available. However, several studies (Avramidis and Kalyva 2007; Kast et al. 2021;
Woodcock 2013) show that trainees who worked and spending more time with students
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with additional needs experience have more positive attitudes towards SEND/disadvan-
taged children than those without.

The rapid shift to distance learning meant many schools struggled to adapt to distance
learning, which also denied trainees opportunities for face-to-face education, to learn
how to establish effective communication with students, control the classroom regularly,
and deliver an effective teaching performance (Beumer 2021). The move to an online
environment also forced training programmes to adapt quickly, with negative results in
some instances. Both Turkish and English trainees stated that it caused the ITT pro-
gramme to feel more superficial. Sokal and Sharma (2022) found that although face-to-
face training did not have much effect on candidates with low attitudes and concerns,
face-to-face training encouraged the attitudes and concerns of trainee teachers in a more
positive way than distance training. It was argued that distance learning did not signifi-
cantly affect the candidates’ attitudes to promote inclusive education. According to the
findings, even with a ‘superficial’ distance ITT programme in England, one might expect
that the trainees’ attitudes towards inclusive education should be good because the
system that has already adopted an inclusive approach for students. At this point, it is
difficult to claim that distance learning negatively affects trainee teachers’ attitudes
towards inclusion, as most English participants who attended distance learning still had
positive attitudes towards inclusion. On the other hand, since these value judgements are
just beginning to be established in Tirkiye, the place to develop this perspective is the ITT
programme, where the theory is put into practice. However, since this has turned into
distance learning, the trainees stated they could not gain enough inclusive experience. It
can be claimed that distance learning reinforced the negative attitudes of Turkish parti-
cipants, who stated that they had no experience with SEN children in the past, preventing
them from gaining practical experience. Therefore, although there is a rapid transition to
distance learning in both countries, the findings show us that attitudes differ between the
two countries based on their previous inclusion experience. Hence, effective ways to
develop attitudes towards inclusion in Tirkiye are needed, as the concept of inclusive
education is less well established, especially where distance learning is involved. Trainees
in England generally seem to have a more positive attitude, but distance learning is less
effective in developing practical experience of working with SEND students. Exploring
ways that this might operate in a distance learning environment seems to be crucial
moving forward, if more hybrid ways of working are to become more widely used in
training (Kast et al. 2021).

Limitations

This study’s findings examine the attitudes of Turkish and English classroom teacher trainees
in the process of distance learning towards inclusive education. Given the small number of
English participants, it would be inappropriate to generalise the results more widely.

Implication and recommendation

A concern of the authorities during the pandemic was to ensure children’s continuing
education, but the education of trainees appeared to be less of a priority. However, as
inclusive education continues to be a central aspect of education, it is an area that needs
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to be considered and further researched. In particular, there is a need to examine how
distance learning could influence attitudes towards inclusion more effectively. It is always
possible for schools to close due to an emergency, such as the Kahramanmaras
Earthquake in Tirkiye in February 2023, which completely destroyed many cities, the
COVID-19 Pandemic, so inclusive distance learning models should be a top priority for
policymakers. Based on our study, it seems that distance ITT programmes need further
improvements. These improvements should particularly focus on providing real-life or
vicarious experiences. Our study would further suggest that qualitative data is needed
alongside such quantitative instruments to provide more meaningful insight into the
views of participants.

Notes

RM:g: Rank Mean Turkiye

SDqg: Standard Deviation Tirkiye

RMy: Rank Mean United Kingdom

SDyy: Standard Deviation United Kingdom
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