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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic, an unprecedented crisis worldwide, disrupted nearly all aspects of life at the
beginning of 2020. It forced the necessity of school closures, then a shift to emergency remote education
in educational systems, which meant moving to digital teaching & learning environments to reach learners
remotely, to prevent the spread of the disease, and limit the interruption of education. However, this quick
transition to the online environment, often with little prior notice, brought its challenges to teachers, school
administrators, parents, and learners of all ages, all of whom were familiar with face-to-face teaching and
unfamiliar with online teaching & learning (Burgin, Coli & Daniel, 2022; Jelinska & Paradowski, 2021).
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Online meeting platforms, such as Zoom, Google Meet, and Microsoft Teams with/or Learning
Management Systems (LMSs) became the new classrooms for teachers and learners during this period.
Besides, teachers and learners had to adapt to this new environment mostly without proper preparation in
advance. Teachers had to adapt to new pedagogical concepts, utilize the available technology that they
could reach and utilize unfamiliar methods & new modes of delivery of teaching, which they mostly may
not have been trained for (Kaden, 2020; Schleicher, 2020). On the other side of the screens, in a similar
way, students were expected to adapt to this new way of learning by developing the necessary skills to do
S0, regulating their emotions such as social isolation and loneliness (Brooks et al., 2020) in the period, and
keep up with the learning goals of the academic program. School administrators and educational leaders
had to come up with solutions to the arising problems and deficiencies in the process, such as infrastructural
and technical issues, home-schooling difficulties and inequalities among learners, support on program
requirements and tools for teachers, etc. (Karaferye, 2022). Parents had to create a space for their kids for
home-schooling, provide the technology and support, and tutoring to some extent particularly to the lower
grades of K-12 level learners, that is, primary school students.

Differing from the other levels of learners due to their developmental characteristics and needs, primary
school students in the early stages of K-12 education needed more support (Supporting Child and Student
Social, Emotional, Behavioural, and Mental Health Needs Report, 2021). This level of learners forms a
critical age group for behavioral, social-emotional, psychological, cognitive, and academic development
leading to the years ahead. Thus, supporting those developmental areas in a nurturing environment plays a
significant role in their lives, wellbeing, and academic expectations & achievement (Bierman et al., 2018;
Jones & Kahn, 2017). Considering the unprecedented crisis and the transition to remote education, all
agents involved in the teaching & learning process — primary school teachers, school administrators &
leaders, parents and learners found themselves in an unfamiliar environment to accomplish those.

After two years from the crisis, educational systems are back on track with face-to-face teaching & learning.
Thus, now it is beneficial to reflect upon the experiences to evaluate and learn, to improve and to be better
prepared for future implementations. Today, there are studies pointing to the potential of future waves of
COVID-19 or other pandemics, which also necessitates a much better and functional use of digital
technologies in teaching & learning environments with proper preparedness (Kurt et al., 2022). Here,
preparedness is not only about infrastructure and available technical resources to use, but it also involves
improved know-how and readiness to adopt digitally compatible ways of teaching & learning, with an
alignment between resources and learning goals. Besides, the emphasis on the need for personalized
learning, and the increase of digital tools for quality and inclusive education are directing traditional face-
to-face education into a new path of change (World Economic Forum [WEF], 2021). No change or
improvement in education can reach success without the involvement and empowerment of the teachers
who actively take part in it (Schleicher, 2018).

In this regard, the current study aimed to examine primary school teachers’ approaches to digital teaching
& learning, their sources of concern and their expectations from effective professional development courses
based on their digital teaching experiences. Improving teaching & learning through the effective use of
digital tools requires teacher involvement and empowerment. Fostering teacher involvement and
empowerment includes teachers having opportunities for professional development, feeling efficient and
effective in the classroom, and having the capacity to influence their students and school life (Tindowen,
2019). Consequently, examining the approaches of primary school teachers towards digital teaching &
learning is considered important for the researchers and decision-makers in terms of shedding light on the
teachers’ professional growth needs and expectations for further steps on the subject. Since evaluating the
current state to strengthen the competences of education professionals for promoting effective use of digital
technologies is seen fundamental (OECD, 2021), this study is intended to contribute to the field.

As research shows, teachers are the most influential factor in student learning (Schleicher, 2018). In remote
teaching, similarly, teachers with high subject-content-knowledge, technical skills in using technology and
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supporting resources, and appropriate pedagogical techniques compatible with digital teaching & learning
environment were reported to be very effective in student learning (Mufioz-Najar et al., 2021). However,
how teachers experienced digital teaching & learning, and based on that, how they desire to adopt digital
teaching & learning in their profession is a subject that is understudied. In this context, following the
problem of how primary school teachers experienced digital teaching and learning during the period of
Covid-19, this study was conducted to explore primary school teachers’ approaches to digital teaching &
learning, their sources of concern and their expectations from effective professional development
opportunities for improving future implementations. In line with that, the study sought answers to the
following questions:

1.What are the opinions of primary school teachers about teaching & learning in the digital classroom based
on their remote teaching experiences?

2. What are the opinions of primary school teachers about effective professional development content and
tools about improving their digital teaching & learning implementations?

2. Literature

The experience of remote/digital teaching & learning beginning with the pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic affected over 1.6 billion students in over 150 countries. In response, many
countries implemented some form of remote teaching and learning, such as through live online lessons +
teaching & learning resources; TV + pre-recorded online lessons; Radio + TV + pre-recorded online
lessons, etc., which brought massive use of technology in the delivery of education. The process brought
both challenges and risks, and novel aspects and opportunities for education systems to consider. Since the
emergency remote education, there have been various studies on the impacts of this paradigm shift in K-12
and higher education. Educational technologies and online learning have become parts of education
systems. Improving the use of educational technologies/digitalization and processes and strengthening the
competences of education professionals have formed an issue to handle (OECD, 2021). Following the
transition to the massive use of technologies in education from the beginning of the pandemic, various
studies have been done focusing on the issue from different angles. Here are some of the topics that studies
have focused on:

e Learning programs, curriculum, material, assessment, and evaluation issues (Middleton, 2020);
e Technical issues (Dolighan & Owen, 2021; Middleton, 2020);

e How the process influenced students and teachers, on the social-emotional level and psychological
aspects (Abou-Khalil et al., 2021; Brooks et al., 2020);

e The need for supporting and inclusive space for educators (Wong & Fitzgerald, 2022);
e How the process influenced students’ cognitive and academic development (Kurt et al., 2022);

e How the process influenced students’ physical development, nutrition, and care (Moore et al.,
2020);

e How teachers’ work changed on a professional level (Cardullo et al., 2021; Miller, 2021);
e Family — school relationships (Carrion-Martinez et al., 2021);

e Leadership lessons learnt from the pandemic (Akbaba-Altun & Bulut, 2021; Oplatka & Crawford,
2022);

e Teacher leadership perspective (Gravett & Petersen, 2022; Smith & Klerk, 2022);
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e Increasing use of digital technologies in education, blended/hybrid delivery of education (Singh et
al., 2021).

The World Bank Group report (2021) on the lessons from today regarding remote teaching & learning
experiences suggests three complementary critical components for effective learning (Mufioz-Najar et al.,
2021):

o Effective teachers, with in-depth content knowledge, technical skills in using digital platforms and
supporting resources, and appropriate pedagogical techniques, e.g., to adjust her/his teaching
practice to secure the engagement of students.

e Availability of suitable technology, which is necessary but not sufficient for effective remote
learning, as it needs to be suited to the context in which it is deployed.

e Engaged learners, whose engagement depends on intrinsic motivation, teacher effectiveness,
technology effectiveness, and contextual factors such as the home environment.

The role of teachers has changed enormously because traditional in-person/face-to-face teaching models
did not translate to remote learning environments such as through radio, TV, mobile, online platforms, etc.
Teachers needed to adapt their practices to new ways of delivery to make learning meaningful for their
students. However, this needed progress of change and adaptation. Both international and national systems
and organizations supported teachers and school administrators in the process. In the international context,
UNESCO, UNICEF, and the World Bank supported teachers and school administrators by sharing
guidelines, tools, and practical suggestions (Barron et al., 2021).

In the national context in Turkiye, the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) strengthened the
infrastructure of the digital educational portal, Educational Informatics Network (EIN/EBA which is an
educational content network where teachers reach contents and share materials) and collaborated with
Turkish Radio and Television Corporation (TRT) to establish an effective distance education system
(MoNE, 2020; 2022a; Ozer, 2020). Regarding professional development, MoNE provided teachers and
school administrators with enrichened digital platforms and resources (e.g., the Digital Library for
teachers), which supported the professional development and lifelong learning of education professionals.
MoNE also prepared professional development programs for teachers and school administrators in
collaboration with UNESCO and UNICEF to support their professional growth as lifelong learners in
various subjects from using digital tools to inclusive education (MoNE, 2022b; Ozer, 2020).

Prior to the remote teaching experience, it was mostly up to personal choice and teachers’ perception of
technology when it came to the incorporation of technology into teaching & learning. However, with the
remote education experience, adopting technology in educational practices has become more concrete for
the effective professionalization of teachers (Spoel et al., 2020). Considering the reports of the World Bank
Group which examined the experiences of remote teaching & learning and the strategies adopted by
countries worldwide, teachers are more critical than ever. The experiences highlight that regular and
effective pre-service and on-going teacher professional development is key to developing digital and
pedagogical tools to teach effectively both in remote and in-person teaching & learning settings.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design

A focus group, a qualitative research method, was used in the study. A focus group is an interview with a
small group of people (typically around 10 people) on a specific topic for about one to two hours (Patton,
2002). What differentiates focus groups from one-to-one interviews is that in focus groups participants hear
each other’s responses and make additional comments beyond their original responses, which increase the
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scope and depth of the responses given to the questions (Patton, 2002; Yildirinm ve Simsek, 2008).
Qualitative research enables investigating how participants of the focus group perceive a particular social
issue (TUmen-Akyildiz & Ahmed, 2021), and focus group as a qualitative method allows exploring people’s
experiences (Kitzinger, 1995). In the study, the researcher explored the experiences of primary school
teachers on the subject of digital teaching & learning.

3.2. Participants

Criterion sampling was used in the study. The aim of criterion sampling is “to review and study all cases
that meet the predetermined criterion of importance” (Patton, 2002: 238). In the study, the predetermined
criterion was set to involve teachers from all four grades of primary school to review and study differences
and similarities among cases regarding their approaches and concerns based on the grade they are teaching.
Teachers teaching grades 1 to 4 from five different primary schools across the city were invited to the study.
12 primary school teachers whose information is given below participated in the study. The data from 12
participants whose teaching experience changes between 10 to 27 years, and who taught different grades
of primary school were used in the analysis.

Table 1.

Information about study participants
Participants Teaching grade Teaching in Teaching Age Gender

school ... experience
(... years)

Participant 1 1 Bb 22 44 Male
Participant 2 1 Aa 20 43 Female
Participant 3 1 Cc 13 35 Female
Participant 4 2 Ee 18 40 Female
Participant 5 2 Cc 21 41 Female
Participant 6 2 Dd 15 38 Male
Participant 7 3 Bb 13 35 Male
Participant 8 3 Cc 22 46 Female
Participant 9 3 Aa 27 50 Male
Participant 10 4 Bb 10 32 Female
Participant 11 4 Cc 16 40 Female
Participant 12 4 Dd 14 37 Male

3.3. Data Collection Tools and Procedure

Open-ended semi-structured interview questions were addressed to the focus group. The data collection
procedure consisted of two parts. The first part included demographic questions, such as age, teaching
experience, teaching grade, and school. The second part included questions to explore teachers’ approaches
and expectations toward digital teaching & learning as a teacher and as a lifelong learner. The questions
included: What do you think about digital teaching & learning as a teacher/learner based on your remote
teaching experience? What do you think about its effectiveness? What were the obstacles/opportunities in
your experience? Have you taken any PD courses on the issues? How did you find those courses (e.g.,
helpful, effective, short/long, etc.)? What would make those contents more effective? The researcher asked
follow-up questions to further explore the ideas and perspectives of the participants. Prior to the focus
group, the participants were contacted via email and telephone to set the date and time which best fits. Upon
the consent of the participants, the focus group was conducted on an online meeting program by recording
the process into a video.
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3.4. Data Analysis

Content analysis was used in the analysis of the data. MAXQDA 2022 program was used in the analysis. 4
steps of qualitative analysis were followed (Yildirim & Simsek, 2008: 228-239): Coding data in meaningful
units (1), categorizing the codes to reach themes (2), organizing, and defining data according to the codes
and themes (3), interpreting findings (4). Thus, the researcher examined the sentences to the words, created
codes, categorized the codes which are in relation, reached themes, organized the themes, and finally
interpreted them.

3.5. Validity and Reliability

For validity and reliability, Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) trustworthiness criteria and techniques to establish
them were applied. Accordingly, the criteria of credibility (internal validity), transferability (external
validity), dependability (reliability), and confirmability (objectivity) were applied to be met. The focus
group research method provided participants to hear their colleagues’ responses and make additional
comments beyond their own original responses, which increases the scope and depth of the responses
(Patton, 2002). Moreover, the focus group interview process was recorded into a video in the mother tongue
of the participants as the process itself. Then, the recording was transcribed into text without adding any
researcher insights to the responses or avoiding missing data, which increases credibility, dependability,
and confirmability (Creswell, 2009; Patton, 2002; Yildinnm & Simsek, 2008). Following this step, the
researcher translated the text into English for further steps in the analysis. The data were gathered from
primary school teachers from different schools to increase transferability. Even though qualitative research
does not aim for generalizations (Patton, 2002; Yildirim & Simsek, 2008), it is desired to be able to transfer
information to the primary school teachers in the other school settings based on the reached common
characteristics (Creswell, 2009). Another technique taken to assure reliability was following Miles and
Huberman’s (1994) reaching a consensus of experts for reliability in qualitative research criteria. Thus,
external expert opinion and reaching mutual agreement criteria were sought in the analysis and
interpretation of the data. With the agreement of %96, it was accepted to be showing reliability to continue
with the study.

The ethical approvals required for the implementation and publication of the research were obtained from
the Ethics Committee of the University.

To keep the anonymity of the participants, pseudonyms were used in the analysis results; both he/she and
his/her were used in the sentences for each participant.

This study is prepared as part of the Erasmus+ Project DigiSEL - Digitally Improving Social and Emotional
Skills of Primary School Teachers, with the Project number 2020-1-TR01-KA226-SCH-098576.

4. Results

The analysis of the focus group data showed that the participating primary school teachers mostly had
shared perspectives and experiences in terms of their approaches to digital teaching & learning, their
sources of concern and their expectations from effective PD for digital teaching & learning. However, the
analysis showed that there are some differences among the experiences of the participants concerning the
grade they taught (such as between grade 1 and 4 teachers) or the course they taught (such as Maths,
Science, or Turkish). The analysis also showed that the school settings and school-family communication
and collaboration practices created differences in the experiences of the participants regarding digital
teaching & learning. The findings of the analysis involve four main themes and sub-themes as shown below:
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Themes
[ | : | 1
Transition to digital Obstacles of the digital Opportunities of the digital Expectations from PD
teaching & learning environment as a environment as a opportunities
teacher/learner teacher/learner
- Sudden transition - Easy to transfer into
. Technol lated e practice
- Adaptation - Technology-relate - Opportunities as a _
problems problems teacher - Easy to use strategies &
- Stress - Technical problems - Opportunities as a materials _
- The unfamiliarity lifelong learner - Easy to explain to
Social & ional students
—- Social & emotiona - .
problems - Flexibility & ease in
. reaching
- Physical problems
- Subject-related problems
- Family/caregiver support

Fig. 1. Themes & sub-themes obtained from the primary school teachers’ focus group analysis

Each theme is explained in detail below including the shared and differentiated perspectives and
experiences of the teachers.

4.1. Transition to Digital Teaching & Learning

It was a common view for all participants that the transition to remote teaching & learning was very sudden
and tough bringing adaptation problems, and feelings of frustration and stress at times. Consequently, they
had to deal with many difficulties/challenges in the process and they needed to learn new things quickly.
However, since most of the things they needed to learn were on the job, not from pre-taken courses such as
teacher training or pre-service training, the process got more challenging.

One participant mentioned the hardship of the time, and that they simply had to experience and learn things.

P3: “I think we simply learnt by living. Teaching Maths, and Turkish online without seeing my students...
I didn’t know how before the pandemic. I wouldn’t have thought about it. I just found myself in it and I
tried to do what I could do best for them.”

Another participant supported the idea by touching on the subject of support they got.

P12: | took the courses offered on the National Ministry of Education’s Information Management System.
But I started benefiting from those courses rather late. That’s both because of me and the conditions I had,
and the courses were delivered later than we started teaching remotely.”

The other participants shared the same view that they started making use of the professional development
courses, contents, and tools after they started managing the remote teaching process. Clearly, one reason is
that the transition from in-person teaching to remote teaching was sudden due to the pandemic. Thus, the
courses were prepared throughout the process to meet the needs of schools. The other reasons that the
participants shared included technical problems, infrastructural problems, complexity in all aspects of life
at the time, time management issues, balancing work time - family/home time issues, and so on.
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4.2. Obstacles of the Digital Environment as a Teacher/Learner

The analysis showed that all the participating primary school teachers experienced some obstacles in their
experiences of digital teaching & learning, both as a learner and a teacher. The obstacles that were
repeatedly mentioned included the following: Reaching the required technology-related problems, technical
problems, the unfamiliarity with the environment, social and emotional distance, lack of interaction,
physical problems (headaches, back ache, etc.), and differences in the adaptability of the subjects being
taught/learnt (abstract, concrete, experimental, etc.), and family/caregiver support to students.

All participants shared in a strong agreement that just like it is in their teaching practices, they have been
used to face-to-face training, in pre-service training and in-service training. In addition, after experiencing
digital teaching & learning both as a teacher and a learner in the remote teaching process, they still find
digital teaching & learning processes weaker than face-to-face ones in regard to their effectiveness and
efficiency.

P9: “I am, actually we are more motivated to learn and participate in face-to-face courses and PD activities.
It is easier to interact, ask and answer questions, or modeling real-classroom activities. In teaching, the
same, in face-to-face classes I feel myself more competent and effective.”

Upon stating that the cons of digital teaching & learning environment are more than the pros in their
experiences, two participants expanded the topic to the differences between teaching lower-level grades,
such as the 1% graders, and higher-level grades, such as the 4™ graders referring to the skill differences in
digital teaching and learning processes based on child growth and subject contents. Those differences
created obstacles for them in digital teaching and learning, which underlines the need for developing teacher
skills specifically for the use of educational technologies with young age groups.

P4: “It was much more tiring, and more difficult with lower-level grades. | had to prepare many more
materials for my 1% graders in the digital classroom, more than my colleagues did, who were teaching
higher grades. And besides, more than | used to do when | was teaching lower grades in face-to-face classes.

The other participants who were teaching lower grades (1 and 2), especially those who were teaching the
1%-grade students agreed with the difficulty that they experienced and gave similar examples. The
participants who had the experience of teaching higher grades (3 and 4) and especially the 4"-grade students
expanded the topic to the differences in hardship between teaching subjects, such as Maths and Turkish.
Upon this, the participants from all grades shared that they had similar experiences in teaching in the digital
environment. Based on their experiences, teaching concrete or abstract themes/topics in the digital
environment was different in practice. Particularly, when they needed to show something or experiment
with it with students, they had difficulty managing it. One participant stated:

P1: “The 4th grade is the class where abstract concepts are taught in all lessons. However, in online teaching
& learning, it was more difficult for us to teach abstract things, especially in science lessons it was very
difficult. Normally we are used to doing experiments in class, by touching, trying, and working together —
physically. However, when it is online, our students cannot touch the materials or try to do the experiment
together, so I’'m not very sure that we achieved the learning objectives.”

Another participant shared the difficulty in teaching Maths in the digital environment and bridged the
experience to the in-person teaching this year, by sharing:

P12: “T had difficulty in teaching some concepts, such as teaching multiplication and division. | need to
deal with that kind of learning gap this year, unfortunately. However, | still see the opportunities of digital
teaching & learning far more than the problems/challenges.”

The participant shared from his/her perspective that the digital teaching & learning environment has brought
more opportunities than challenges, and that s/he benefited from those both as a learner and as a teacher in
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his/her classrooms. However, the participant added that s/he had problems and still questions about the
effectiveness of classroom management.

P12: “I had all my students full in the classroom almost every day. However, I’'m not sure if they were
actually there with active involvement and focus. | feel myself better and more effective in face-to-face
classroom management.”

The other participants strongly agreed with the idea that they felt themselves more effective in face-to-face
classroom management, and not very effective in digital classroom management. The participants detailed
their perspectives by giving examples in the context of digital classroom management, such as having
difficulty in keeping an engaging and interactive lesson, difficulty in checking what students are actually
doing, giving feedback, keeping focus, and so on.

On another topic, about physical problems, participants not only emphasized the problems they personally
had, such as constant backaches and headaches but also their observations about their peers and students in
their classes. Their observations on students particularly included the increase in complaints/diagnoses
about physical health, such as eye disorders. In this context, one participant stated:

P10: “In just one term, 4 students of mine started wearing glasses following their complaints. Besides, |
believe it is easier to see/diagnose physical problems, but I’m worried -my colleagues mention that too, so
we are worried that this digital teaching & learning process might have some negative effects on students’
cognitive, social and emotional aspects, too. Only, we can’t directly see them thoroughly, yet”.

Two other participants brought the problem of screen addiction to their experienced physical problems.
Moreover, one participant stated that s/he tried to guide her/his students better to teach them how to use
their time effectively on-screen — on the internet, such as through the use of suggested websites.

Following that, the participants shared the importance of family/caregiver support in the process.
Communication and collaboration between the school/teacher and family, and the support families provide
to their kids play an important role in digital teaching just as in in-person teaching processes. The family
factor could become an obstacle or an opportunity according to the experiences of the participants.

Three teachers shared one after the other that digital teaching & learning brings more responsibilities to the
parents/caregivers of primary school students. However, the differences among parents — such as
educational background, conditions at home, number of siblings, working parents, economic situation, etc.-
can create problems/obstacles for the teachers. In this context, if the parent(s) can support their kid in the
process, the outcomes change positively for the teachers accordingly. That is why; it can be concluded that
the parent factor could both become an obstacle or an opportunity.

P4: “Family support, regular support at home was critical in this process. Parents had difficulties, and they
got very confused, too. Especially with low-grade students, we needed regular support from the parents’
side. It was a difficult process to teach how to read and write in the digital environment. Some parents were
so supportive, but some weren’t, or they couldn’t, and this affected our digital classroom schedules, too.
Even this year, we can see those differences among students concerning their learning needs.”

All the participants agreed with that, and they emphasized socio-economic conditions of families were a
critical factor. They shared, in their experience, it was mostly an obstacle that led to learning gaps and
differences among students. One participant expanded the topic to the differences between school settings,
local settings, and socio-economic profiles.

P9: “My students’ families were from low-level socio-economic status, actually the local area and the
setting is that way. So, we experienced differences in student learning. Thus, this year in face-to-face
classrooms, we have bigger learning gaps.”
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4.3. Opportunities of the Digital Environment as a Teacher/Learner

It was a common view for all participants that the digital teaching & learning environment provided them
with solid opportunities to improve their digital competencies both as a lifelong learner and a teacher.

P12: “T have improved myself tremendously. I searched and learnt many things that | did not even know
the names of before, now | am still using them. | am happy to see what | have learnt in a short time, both
personally and professionally.”

P9: “Thad had some basic equipment, such as a laptop before the remote education. However, when | started
teaching in the digital environment, | realized that | needed more to make teaching & learning easy to
follow. Thus, | started using a graphic tablet, which I could write and draw. Later, I realized I still needed
more, not just me, but my students were also in need of a better way. So, | started going to school to my
classroom and I used the interactive whiteboard, blackboard, and the graphic tablet during the lessons.”

The other participants emphasized the same need that during teaching in the digital environment, they were
seeking some new ways to better equip their lessons. Following the need, they made effort to learn new
methodologies, they adopted the use of some novel equipment in their classes, and they tried to integrate
the former methods and tools with the novel methods and tools as much as they could.

P12: “In the beginning, I didn’t know what zoom was or how to use the EBA platform (Educational
Information Network). | was not aware of many things, but then | started searching about them and started
learning. | took all the courses offered by the ministry from Web 2.0 tools such as V-Fabrika & Lumi,
drama, and intelligence games to the courses specific for distance learning design.”

In the context of improving themselves as learners in the digital teaching & learning environment, all
participants mentioned the courses provided by the ministry. Those courses were offered in a variety of
titles, at different periods, and mostly with certificates. Another participant emphasized the practicality of
reaching any course online:

P10: “It is very easy and practical to reach various courses online. You can attend when you want and where
you are.”

Apart from learning for personal and professional purposes, most of the participants mentioned the
practicality of the digital environment as a teacher due to the convenience of reaching various contents,
tools, and materials.

P11: “In the process, it got more appealing and engaging with colorful visuals, games, and interactive
activities. But unfortunately, we might have discovered that kind of thing rather late. Because it needs time
to learn about them and implement them.”

Two other participants touched on the topic of varying their lesson design, adding new materials, and
spicing up the lessons easily in the digital classroom.

P10: “We could reach various ready-to-use exercises and materials online —on EBA, on the other suggested
websites, etc. This made the process easier for us. | also found some easy websites to use with my students,
those were introduced in some of the courses | took. We had story time, instruction time, game time, quiz
time, etc. in our lessons. It got easier to design the lesson online, but in time.”

Apart from the gains, the teachers also shared their concerns about putting those newly adopted skills to
rest and forgetting how to use them. Two participants stated that they continued using only some of the
websites and digital tools in their in-person teaching after remote teaching.

P12: “Tam still trying to use some of the websites/digital tools that | find effective, but they take time to be
prepared and you know if it is not a necessity then you might not prefer it. So, I'm afraid somehow, we will
be forgetting what we achieved to learn.”

817



JETOL 2022, Volume 5, Issue 4, 808-824 Karaferye, F.

P10: “T stopped improving myself in digital tools and learning about the strategies for digital classrooms.
It’s like I suddenly stopped, now, just like my colleagues around me, because we don’t have the necessity
or space to continue with them.”

4.4. Expectations from PD opportunities

In the context of expectations from PD opportunities, all the participants shared a common understanding
of the topics: Contents that are easy to transfer into practice, easy-to-use strategies, and materials, easy-to-
explain to students, exchange of ready-to-use materials among peers, and flexibility and ease in reaching
courses.

P10: “It is very important for us that learning contents offer us practical things for the classroom. Of course,
we learn new things from the PD courses even if they only provide abstract concepts. However, time
management is critical for us especially during the school term. So, we make much of practical and easy-
to-transfer into practice contents.”

Two participants touched on the use and applicability of the contents and tools both in digital and in-person
settings.

P7: “Especially, the courses presenting strategies, tools and materials which can be used or converted with
simple adaptations to both digital and in-person classrooms would be very helpful. I am more motivated to
attend those courses because I benefit more.”

Two other participants stated they nearly took all the online PD courses offered by the ministry to them on
the teachers’ professional development platform. They stated that the ones with ready-to-use materials or
the strategies/tools which were easy to transfer into the class were the most effective ones. Another
participant supported the idea by expanding it to the learner level. For them, if those ready-to-use materials
and tools were easy to explain to their students, they are preferable to the teachers.

P10: “It is important that the course gives us some ready-to-use materials, but it is also equally important
that it should be easy for us to explain the use of this material to our students. Because if it is not easy to
explain it to students, then we don’t find it effective and don’t prefer to use it.”

In terms of the willingness of the participants to attend PD courses for digital teaching & learning, it is seen
that most of the participants are willing to attend the courses. One participant shared that due to his/her
retirement plans; s/he was not looking forward to taking PD courses in the future.

The participants who showed a willingness to take PD courses for digital teaching & learning emphasized
their expectations about the variety of the courses being offered which meet their needs and give solutions
to their problems in practice. They expect a rich variety in course titles and rich variety in content and tools.
The participants also emphasized the flexibility in reaching those courses regarding time constraints and
compatibility with various devices. One participant touched on the topic of job satisfaction upon benefiting
from such courses.

P12: “When I reach various courses easily, benefit from them as | desire, and implement them in my class,
I feel the satisfaction of my work. I get more motivated.”

5. Discussion and Conclusion

This qualitative study explored primary school teachers’ approaches to digital teaching & learning, their
sources of concern, and expectations from effective professional development courses based on their digital
teaching & learning experiences. The findings were revealed under four themes: Transition to digital
teaching & learning; Obstacles of the digital environment as a teacher/learner; Opportunities of the digital
environment as a teacher/learner; Expectations from PD opportunities.
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The results of the analysis showed that primary school teachers had difficulties in remote teaching as a
consequence of various problems/challenges such as the problems caused by the sudden transition,
technology-related problems, social and emotional challenges, teaching-related and classroom
management-related challenges, and parental support-related problems. Those findings are consistent with
the existing literature (Burgin et al., 2022; Jelinska & Paradowski, 2021; Kaden, 2020; Schleicher, 2020).

In terms of parental support-related problems, which are stated in the sentence last above but not least
formed a critical factor for teachers. Since primary school teachers worked with younger students whose
developmental characteristics and needs differed from the other levels of learners, that is, they needed more
support in the process, which necessitated parental/caregiver support, too (Supporting Child and Student
Social, Emotional, Behavioural, and Mental Health Needs Report, 2021). However, in the study, the
findings revealed that the family/parent factor could become an obstacle or an opportunity due to the
differences such as educational background, conditions at home, number of siblings, working parents,
economic situation, etc. Similarly, Sar1 and Saralar-Aras (2022), in their study on primary school teachers,
question if parents of primary school students are at a sufficient level of technological literacy in online
education to support their kids. In a systematic review on family and school relationships during the Covid-
19 pandemic, the problems related to financial/economic disparities, lack of internet accessibility, lack of
digital skills, and the inability of families to provide curricular help were emphasized (Carrién-Martinez et
al., 2021). In this context, if the parent(s) can support their kid “in an ideal way” in the process, the outcomes
change positively accordingly for the teachers (Fidan, 2021).

In line with this conclusion and focusing on the experiences of the teachers in the study, providing learning
opportunities for parents can be supportive of digital teaching & learning processes. Those could include
not only digital literacy skills but also psychological aspects and curricular goals through video courses and
some guidebooks and/or weekly/monthly bulletins for the parents of primary school students.

In line with the existing literature, the sudden transition to digital teaching & learning from traditional face-
to-face teaching was itself challenging, leading to psychological, social-emotional challenges (Abou-Khalil
et al., 2021; Brooks et al., 2020) together with teaching and evaluating-related challenges (Middleton,
2020). In addition, some obstacles of the digital environment in the process were also stated, such as
reaching the required technology-related problems, technical problems, the unfamiliarity with the
environment, social and emotional distance, lack of interaction, physical problems, and differences in the
adaptability of the subjects being taught/learnt, and family/caregiver support to students.

In this study, the subject of teacher professionalization was also examined such as how teachers received
Professional Development support and opportunities during this process on the issues they experienced.
Regarding the subject, teachers had the opportunity to reach the courses provided by MoNE on their digital
platforms. However, the results showed that not all teachers benefited highly from those courses in times
of need due to reasons such as technology-related problems at the time, the timing of the expected/needed
subject offered in the PD pack/platform, the practicality of the strategies/tools and materials to transfer into
class, and so on. Even though the challenges they faced, teachers managed to deal with those by using
various strategies they developed in the process, such as integrating the unfamiliar digital classroom
environment with the familiar physical classroom environment, expanding/varying their teaching methods
upon their growing experience in the digital classroom, and thanks to peer exchanges on MoNE’s digital
platform EBA/EIN. As the teachers shared in the study, they had been accustomed to in-person training
(pref/in-service training), and they tried to translate their physical classroom competencies into digital
teaching & learning environment. However, the process revealed that a simple translation would not work.
Thus, they sought new ways by trying, and learning (Spoel et al., 2020).

In comparison with the finding above, in TALIS (Teaching and Learning International Survey) 2018 results,
on the subject of the professional development of teachers, it was reported that across the OECD (The
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) countries (including Turkiye), developing
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advanced ICT (Information Communication Technology) skills was one area in which teachers shared that
they needed more training (OECD, 2019). In the years ahead, ICT integration into teaching & learning
increased, and so did PD activities on the subject. However, the remote education experience created a new
path. According to the OECD (2020) Country Note: Turkey report with the title “School education during
Covid-19: were teachers and students ready?”, the preparedness of teachers for ICT-based teaching before
the crisis was moderately high. Different from the findings that the researcher obtained in this study, the
report based on the TALIS 2018 results (data from K-12 teachers and school leaders) stated that in Turkiye,
67% of teachers reported letting students use ICT for projects or class work “frequently” or “always”, which
was higher than the average of the OECD countries participating in TALIS. Moreover, 74% of teachers in
Turkiye reported that the use of ICT for teaching was included in their formal training, and at the time of
the survey, 76% of teachers felt that they could support student learning using digital technology (such as
computers, tablets, smart boards) “quite a bit” or “a lot”, which was a high level, too. This could be
explained by the fact that remote education was not planned and without preparedness all agents in
education found themselves in this global emergency, which made it more challenging. Another thing is,
leaving the integration of ICT into teaching & learning in in-person teaching is different from the necessity
of designing digital classroom teaching & learning (An et al., 2021). Consequently, it can be concluded that
the use of digital technology in teaching & learning in in-person teaching and digital teaching (both online
and offline) should be included in teacher training and PD opportunities.

In terms of opportunities in the digital environment as a teacher/learner, obviously, “the pandemic acted as
a catalyst for rethinking policies regarding the use of digital technologies in early education” (OECD, 2021:
53). The results showed that teachers improved themselves rather quickly and in a variety of subjects in a
limited time even though the challenges they faced (Rodriguez et al., 2021; Sahin Durmaz & Kunt, 2022).
The participants in the study stated that they were satisfied with reaching the opportunities to improve their
digital competencies both as lifelong learners and professionals. Providing teachers with various PD
opportunities on the subject of the use of digital technologies is a salient strategy in many reports and
papers. For instance, in a report by OECD (2021), under the title Using digital technologies for early
education during COVID-19: OECD report for the G20 2020 education working group, strengthening the
preparation of education professionals for distance education through pre-service and in-service training
program is the top priority. Also, integrating digital technologies in early education by 2025 and developing
digital learning tools specifically designed for young children are envisaged top priorities.

Since providing teachers with various PD opportunities is undeniably a required strategy as stated in many
reports and papers (Schleicher, 2018; 2020), the question arises “How and what PD opportunities/support
do teachers expect to reach?” for effective and efficient PD support. In terms of expectations of teachers
from PD opportunities, the study results revealed that teachers would like to reach a rich variety of courses
(rich variety in contents and tools) whenever and wherever they need to reach without time constraints or
incompatibility with devices. The results also show that ready-to-use materials or the strategies/tools which
are easy to transfer into class are preferable to knowledge transferring contents. Another salient finding is
teachers expect to receive ready-to-use materials and tools which are also easy to explain to their students.
This could be explained with the desire to lessen teacher instruction time in class and the materials can
alternatively be provided for student individual use. It can be concluded that a compatible way of providing
synchronous and asynchronous PD courses and materials would be effective. This way, synchronous online
learning relies on live interactive activities whereas asynchronous online learning relies heavily on self-
paced, highly independent forms of activities (Murphy & Barbour, 2011; Otten et al., 2019). In addition,
real implementations in the classroom could be supported via roadmaps, self-reflection, and journaling
approaches throughout the courses. In terms of their expectations toward the courses meeting their needs
and giving solutions to their problems in practice in class, those will not be stable. Thus, surveys, and needs
analyses should be conducted in schools for school-level/district-level PD implementations in addition to
the centrally provided standardized PD program.

820



JETOL 2022, Volume 5, Issue 4, 808-824 Karaferye, F.

Moreover, to transfer new knowledge into practice and apply it, teachers can benefit from professional
learning communities. This way, they can access the extended support and networking they need. Those
PD opportunities/support should not only cover academic preparation but also mental and socio-emotional
preparedness and support during the process, such as including stress management, conflict resolution in
the digital & in-person classroom, a mindful approach to digital disconnection /digital detox for students
and teachers, etc. In line with that, taking more conscious and focused steps in promoting social and
emotional competencies of teachers is believed to be of utmost importance considering both teacher
wellbeing and student learning.

Overall, the results of this study indicate that primary school teachers faced some challenges in the subject
of digital teaching & learning. However, they managed to deal with the challenges via the strategies they
came up with, the PD resources they benefited from, and peer exchanges. What is more in this study is that
teachers are willing to benefit from more PD opportunities for digital teaching with richer content offering
ready- and easy- to-use materials and tools; more flexible, and compatible choices of synchronous and
asynchronous PD courses and materials. Based on the study results, a pilot PD course implementation can
be done by choosing one of the issues mentioned above by the participating teachers, for instance, social
and emotional aspects in digital teaching & learning environments. Also, a quantitative study on PD courses
is recommended for further analysis, which may allow generalizations. Finally, following the results of the
piloting phase, complementary analyses and if possible longitudinal examinations on the PD course(s) and
reflections on classroom practices are recommended for sustainable and adaptable solutions to support
education professionals both in in-person and digital teaching & learning processes in the long run.

The current study has its limitations. Due to the qualitative research methodology that was chosen on
purpose and the sample size of the focus group being limited to twelve teachers, the study does not aim to
generalize the findings to all teachers or school settings. However, it is open to transferring information to
primary school teachers in other school settings based on the reached common characteristics (Creswell,
2009).
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