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Abstract

Since the social studies course includes abstract concepts such as democracy, justice, and freedom, the
teaching process involves various challenges. This study aims to determine the difficulties social studies
teachers face in teaching abstract concepts and the instructional approaches they adopt to overcome them.
The study was conducted using the case study design, one of the qualitative research methods. The study
group consisted of 28 social studies teachers working in Tokat province. Data were collected through
semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. The findings were organized under two
main themes. The first theme concerns the difficulties experienced in teaching abstract concepts. Teachers
reported that they have difficulty in concretizing concepts, students have trouble relating these concepts
to daily life, and students' readiness levels are insufficient. Time constraints, lack of instructional
materials, and the exam-oriented system were also identified as factors negatively affecting the process.
The second theme focuses on instructional approaches to overcome these difficulties. It was stated that
student-centered methods such as drama, case studies, discussions, and the use of visual materials are
effective. In conclusion, the study highlights the necessity of planned and interaction-based approaches in
the teaching of abstract concepts.
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ARASTIRMA MAKALESI

SOSYAL BiLGILER OGRETMENLERININ SOYUT KAVRAMLARI
OGRETIRKEN YASADIKLARI GUCLUKLER VE COZUM ONERILERI:
TOKAT iLi ORNEGIi*

0z

Sosyal bilgiler dersi; demokrasi, adalet ve 6zgiirlik gibi soyut kavramlar1 icermesi nedeniyle 6gretim
siirecinde ¢esitli zorluklar barindirmaktadir. Bu arastirmanin amaci, sosyal bilgiler 6gretmenlerinin soyut
kavram 6gretiminde yasadiklar: giicliikleri ve bu giigliiklerin asilmasina yonelik benimsedikleri 6gretim
yaklasimlarini belirlemektir. Arastirma, nitel arastirma yontemlerinden durum calismasi deseninde
yuritilmiistir. Calisma grubunu Tokat ilinde gérev yapan 28 sosyal bilgiler 6gretmeni olusturmaktadir.
Veriler yar1 yapilandirilmis goriismeler yoluyla toplanmis ve tematik analizle ¢6ziimlenmistir. Bulgular iki
temel tema altinda toplanmistir. i1k tema, soyut kavram 6gretiminde yasanan giigliiklerdir. Ogretmenler,
kavramlarin somutlastirilmasinda zorlandiklarini, 6grencilerin giinlik yasamla iliski kurmakta giicliitk
yasadiklarim1 ve hazirbulunusluk diizeylerinin yetersiz oldugunu belirtmislerdir. Zaman siirhiligi,
materyal eksikligi ve sinav odakl sistem de siireci olumsuz etkileyen unsurlar arasindadir. ikinci tema,
giicliklerin asilmasina yonelik 6gretim yaklasimlaridir. Drama, 6rnek olay, tartisma ve gorsel materyal
kullanimi gibi 6grenci merkezli yontemlerin etkili oldugu ifade edilmistir. Sonu¢ olarak ¢alisma, soyut
kavram 6gretiminde planl ve etkilesim temelli yaklasimlarin gerekliligini ortaya koymaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Sosyal bilgiler 6gretimi, sosyal bilgiler dersi, sosyal bilgiler 6gretmenleri, soyut
kavram 6gretimi.

Gelis: 31 Mart 2026 Kabul: 24 Nisan 2026

* Bu calisma, birinci yazarin ikinci yazarin danmismanhiginda hazirladigr yiliksek lisans tezinden iiretilmistir.
Sorumlu Yazar: Samet OZKAYA

Kaynak Gosterimi: Ozkaya, S.,, & Abanoz, G. (2026). Difficulties experienced by social studies teachers in teaching
abstract concepts and suggested solutions: The case of Tokat province. Egitimde Kuram ve Uygulama, 22(1), 91-109.
https://doi.org/10.17244 /eku.1920316

92


https://doi.org/10.17244/eku.1920316

Ozkaya & Abanoz

INTRODUCTION

Education is a lifelong and dynamic process that enables individuals to adapt to social life,
develop their potential, and acquire multifaceted skills. In this process, schools function not only
as institutions where individuals gain academic knowledge, but also as fundamental social
learning environments in which they internalize democratic values, develop a sense of social
responsibility, and acquire effective citizenship competencies (Varis, 1996: 23; Sisman, 2011: 45;
Kerr, 1999: 81-86). The Social Studies course is one of the core subjects that aims to strengthen
individuals’ interaction with society and to foster an awareness of rights and responsibilities. It
seeks to develop students’ critical thinking skills and to raise conscious citizens who are
committed to democratic values. In this context, the teaching of abstract concepts such as
democracy, justice, equality, rights, and freedom plays a significant role in enabling individuals to
participate in social life consciously and responsibly (Oztiirk, 2009: 21; Oztiirk, 2012: 59).

Teachers, who play a decisive role in achieving the stated aims of the Social Studies course,
encounter various challenges during the implementation process. A significant dimension of
these challenges concerns the teaching of concepts—particularly abstract concepts—which
constitute the fundamental building blocks of learning. Concepts are cognitive structures that
form the basic mental foundations of individuals’ processes of recognizing, distinguishing,
selecting, and organizing their environment; they also constitute the core components of
cognitive tools such as schemas, scripts, and semantic networks (Bozkurt, 2018: 7). Abstract
concepts, on the other hand, are conceptual structures that do not possess directly accessible
perceptual features and for which sensory-motor experience alone is not sufficient for
acquisition (Lohr, 2022: 559-560). In addition, abstract concepts involve higher-order cognitive
processes that require rule-based reasoning about relationships among stimuli and the ability to
transfer these rules to entirely new situations (Katz, Wright, & Bodily, 2007: 80). This distinction
becomes particularly evident in social studies education. Aashamar et al. (2024: 4) classify
concepts in social studies into two groups. Accordingly, first-order concepts, such as parliament,
refer to concrete entities, whereas compound concepts are conceptually more complex,
multidimensional, and abstract, incorporating combinations of related attributes, a complex
concept like democracy encompasses elements such as citizen participation, rights, and actual
democratic structures and institutions.

In this context, the teaching of abstract concepts in Social Studies is of great importance for
students’ understanding of history, geography, and citizenship knowledge (Unal & Er, 2017: 12).
This is because the Social Studies course, particularly in its citizenship education dimension,
includes many abstract concepts such as justice, freedom, equality, democracy, rights, and
responsibilities. Kigiikbatman and Kilig¢ (2018: 2467) emphasize that acquiring values as
abstract concepts at the middle school level represents a critical threshold and argue that these
values should be understood through the process of critical thinking. Similarly, Veugelers (2019:
10) highlights that moral values should not be treated merely as abstract moral constructs but
should be addressed as embedded within social and cultural practices. In contrast, Rombout
(2024: 8) notes that while the importance of moral values such as justice, freedom, and equality
is widely accepted at an abstract level, people often disagree on how these values should be
realized and maintained in concrete situations. This is because the concept of democracy does
not merely define a form of government; it also contributes to students’ understanding of their
rights and responsibilities within social life. From this perspective, the accurate, meaningful, and
lasting teaching of abstract concepts emerges as one of the fundamental functions of the Social
Studies course (Yesilbursa, 2019: 195). In other words, concepts serve not only as tools for
acquiring knowledge but also as essential means for students to internalize civic and moral
values and to develop democratic citizenship skills.

From this perspective, the accurate, meaningful, and lasting teaching of abstract concepts
emerges as one of the fundamental functions of the Social Studies course. Tiinkler (2021: 180)
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emphasizes that concept teaching plays a central role in Social Studies and enables students to
understand an increasingly complex world effectively. Kartal and Turan (2015: 373) found that
some students hold misconceptions related to citizenship concepts and noted that one of the
main reasons for this is the abstract nature of these concepts. Students experience difficulties in
learning abstract concepts. As also stated by ilter (2017: 1137), due to the dense use of abstract
terminology in social studies texts, students find social studies textbooks boring and have
difficulty understanding explanatory texts because of unfamiliar words.

According to Yildirim and Celik (2022: 216), who emphasize that learning abstract concepts in
Social Studies is critical for students’ cognitive and social development, the intensive coverage of
abstract topics in the 5th, 6th, and 7th grades may lead to conceptual confusion and
misconceptions. Similarly, Soylu and Memisoglu (2019: 472) reported teachers’ views and
highlighted that difficulties in the teaching process arise due to students’ tendency toward
concrete thinking, misconceptions, and the inadequacy of instructional materials. Génen¢ and
Acikalin (2017: 31) also stated that abstract concepts and topics that are not supported by
visuals and various materials constitute one of the major problems in Social Studies teaching.
Learning strategies and visualization techniques presented to students facilitate the
understanding of abstract concepts and contribute to the development of their knowledge and
skills (Tay, 2005: 215). Within this framework, the teaching of abstract concepts in Social Studies
plays a fundamental role in students’ cognitive and skill development. Therefore, it is of great
importance that abstract concepts are presented in a clear and systematic manner in the
classroom.

However, teachers face challenges, such as the mismatch between these concepts and students’
cognitive development levels, misconceptions, and the lack of instructional materials (Celik &
Cakmak, 2023: 65). In the literature, proposed solutions to these problems include the
visualization of concepts, relating them to students’ life experiences, and the use of student-
centered teaching methods (Cal-Pektas, 2021: 114-116; Yilmaz & Colak 2012: 1-2, 9). In
addition, the Turkey Century Maarif Model (Tiirkiye Yiizyili Maarif Modeli) emphasizes value-
oriented learning outcomes and higher-order cognitive goals, while also highlighting the
importance of presenting abstract concepts in a gradual and concretized manner (Akpinar &
Koksalan, 2024: 65).

There are numerous experimental and quantitative studies in the literature on the teaching of
abstract concepts in social studies (Alkar & Yal¢in, 2023; Seker, 2014; Yilmaz & Colak, 2012;
Altintas & Altintas, 2008). However, qualitative studies that deeply examine the pedagogical
challenges teachers personally experience in the process of concretizing abstract concepts, the
systemic constraints they encounter, and their unique efforts to develop solutions remain quite
limited. Existing research shows that teachers’ experiences and perspectives play a critical role
in the effective implementation of the Social Studies curriculum and in developing practical
solutions to the challenges encountered (Yildirim, 2024; Karaca, 2017; Aksit, 2011). In light of
the findings presented in the literature, this study aims to address the existing problems and
propose solutions to these issues. However, it has been observed that existing studies focus only
on specific provinces, and Tokat province has remained outside this scope. To address this gap,
the present study examines the difficulties faced by Social Studies teachers in Tokat while
teaching abstract concepts and the methods they use to overcome these difficulties. Since
identifying the challenges encountered in teaching abstract concepts and presenting strategies to
address them have the potential to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the course, this
study is expected to make a significant contribution to the relevant literature.
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Purpose of the Study

The aim of this study is to identify the difficulties experienced by Social Studies teachers in
teaching abstract concepts and to reveal the instructional approaches they adopt to overcome
these difficulties. The study is expected to contribute to the improvement of practices related to
the teaching of abstract concepts by presenting teachers’ experiences and to fill a gap in the
literature.

In this context, the main research question of the study is formulated as follows: What difficulties
do Social Studies teachers encounter in teaching abstract concepts, and which instructional
approaches do they adopt to overcome these difficulties? Based on this main research question,
the following sub-questions are addressed:

What are the difficulties faced by Social Studies teachers in teaching abstract concepts?
What factors contribute to the emergence of these difficulties?

Which instructional methods and strategies do teachers use to overcome the difficulties
encountered in teaching abstract concepts?

METHODOLOGY

Research Model

This study adopted a qualitative research approach to examine the difficulties Social Studies
teachers face when teaching abstract concepts, as well as the solutions they develop to overcome
these challenges. The qualitative approach was chosen because it allows for an in-depth
exploration of individuals’ experiences, perceptions, and perspectives within their natural
context. This approach facilitates understanding the complexity of social phenomena and
provides a detailed account of participants’ experiences (Creswell, 2013: 55).

The research was conducted within the framework of a case study, which is one of the qualitative
research designs. Case studies enable the detailed and multifaceted investigation of a specific
phenomenon or situation within its real-life context (Yildirim & Simsek, 2018). The aim of this
design is not only to describe the situation but also to understand the processes, relationships,
and contextual factors that influence it.

An important feature of case study research is the use of multiple data sources, which allows for
a holistic examination of the phenomenon. The combined use of interviews, observations,
documents, and various records ensures a more comprehensive and reliable understanding of
the situation under investigation (Yin, 2018). Stake (1995) defines the case study as a research
approach that aims to gain a deep understanding of a specific situation within its real-life
context. Merriam (2013) emphasizes that case studies are particularly suitable for educational
research, as they allow for the contextualized examination of teaching processes, classroom
practices, and educational environments.

In this study, a case study design was chosen because the goal was to examine in detail, within
the natural educational setting, teachers’ experiences in teaching abstract concepts in Social
Studies, the challenges they encounter, and the instructional strategies they develop (Yildirim &
Simsek, 2018; Yin, 2018).

Study Group

The study group of this research consists of 28 Social Studies teachers working in Tokat during
the 2024-2025 academic year. Participants were selected using a convenience sampling method.
Convenience sampling is a sampling method in which the researcher includes participants who
are accessible, taking into account factors such as time, cost, and ease of access (Yildirim &
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Simsek, 2018). In this method, participants are typically chosen from the researcher’s immediate
environment or work setting. According to Yildirim and Simsek (2018), convenience sampling is
frequently preferred in qualitative research due to its practical ease of implementation; however,
it has certain limitations regarding the generalizability of the findings. Similarly, Creswell (2013)
defines a convenience sample as a sample composed of individuals who are easily accessible to
the researcher and willing to participate in the study, noting that this method is particularly
common in descriptive and exploratory research.

Data Collection Tools

A semi-structured interview form was used as the data collection tool in this study. In line with
the research objectives, the interview form was developed by the researcher and consists of
eight open-ended questions. To ensure the content validity of the interview questions, opinions
were obtained from three experts in Social Studies education and educational measurement,
each with at least five years of academic experience. Necessary revisions were made based on
their feedback. The interview form is divided into two sections. The first section includes
questions regarding the participants’ demographic and professional characteristics. The second
section consists of open-ended questions aimed at determining teachers’ perceptions of teaching
abstract concepts in Social Studies, the challenges they encounter during the teaching process,
the instructional methods and strategies they use to overcome these challenges, and their views
on the curriculum.

Interviews were conducted individually at times convenient for the participants. Before the
interviews, participants were informed about the purpose of the study, and their consent was
obtained on a voluntary basis. They were also informed that they could withdraw from the study
at any time. All interviews were audio-recorded with the participants’ permission and later
transcribed verbatim. To ensure confidentiality, all recordings were anonymized and used solely
for research purposes. The researcher was directly involved in planning the study, conducting
interviews, analyzing the data, and interpreting the findings. During data collection, a neutral
and empathetic approach was maintained to ensure participants could freely express their
views. In the analysis phase, care was taken to systematically code the data and develop themes.
Ethical principles were followed throughout the study, participants’ identities were kept
confidential, and the data were used solely for research purposes.

Data Analysis

The data obtained in this study were analyzed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a
method that allows for the identification, analysis, and reporting of meaningful patterns within
qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 91). According to Braun and Clarke (2006: 91), thematic
analysis consists of six phases. In the first phase, the researcher familiarizes themselves with the
data by repeatedly reading the interview transcripts. In the second phase, meaningful
statements are identified within the data and initial codes are generated. In the third phase,
similar codes are grouped together to form themes. In the fourth phase, the themes are reviewed
and assessed for alignment with the entire data set. In the fifth phase, the themes are clearly
defined and named. Finally, in the sixth phase, the themes are integrated to produce a
comprehensive report addressing the research questions. Through this analytical process, the
experiences of Social Studies teachers in teaching abstract concepts, the challenges they
encounter, and the instructional strategies they develop were systematically revealed.

Ethics Statement

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Amasya University Social and Human
Sciences Ethics Committee on January 9, 2025, with reference number E-30640013-108.01-
237037. Participation was voluntary, personal information was kept confidential, and the data
collected were used exclusively for scientific purposes.
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FINDINGS

The data obtained in this study were organized under two main themes. This section presents
the findings derived from the perspectives of Social Studies teachers working in Tokat regarding
the teaching of abstract concepts. In line with the qualitative research approach, the data were
analyzed using content analysis, and the findings were organized into themes corresponding to

the research questions.

1. Perceptions of the Concept of Abstractness

Social Studies teachers’ perceptions of the concept of abstractness are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Perceptions of the concept of abstractness

Main Theme Sub-Themes Sample Statements from Participants f
Perceptions of Cannot be perceived “Abstract concepts are those that cannot be 15
Abstract Concepts through the five senses perceived with the five senses.” (P3, P7, P9, P17,
P23)
Cognitively and “These are concepts whose existence is mainly 9
intuitively based accepted through intuition and thought.” (P1, P5,
concepts P8, P19, P24)
Associated with values “They evoke values such as love, respect, justice, 7
and the affective domain  and morality.” (P1, P6, P11, P18)
Intangible / invisible “These are concepts that cannot be physically 10
structures touched or seen.” (P4, P12, P13, P20, P21)
Imagining and “They are things we can imagine or visualize in 6

visualizing

our minds.” (P21, P27, P28)

Difficult for students to
grasp

“Concepts that exceed the student’s level and are 3
hard to understand are seen as abstract.” (P16,
P25)

Examining Table 1, it is evident that teachers’ perceptions of abstract concepts are concentrated
around specific themes. The majority of participants defined abstract concepts as those that
cannot be directly perceived through the five senses and are intangible and invisible. This
indicates that teachers tend to distinguish abstract concepts from concrete reality, positioning
them primarily as structures that cannot be physically experienced. Indeed, participant
statements frequently emphasized that such concepts cannot be directly observed and are
difficult to concretize.

Furthermore, teachers noted that abstract concepts are not merely devoid of sensory perception
but also derive meaning through cognitive and intuitive processes. Participants indicated that
these concepts are understood through thinking, interpretation, reasoning, and meaning-
making, highlighting the critical role of cognitive activity in learning abstract concepts. This
finding underscores the importance of cognitive processes and higher-order thinking skills in the
teaching of abstract concepts.

The findings also reveal that teachers associate abstract concepts significantly with values and
the affective domain. The frequent reference to concepts such as love, respect, justice, and
morality suggests that teachers adopt an understanding aligned with the values education
dimension of Social Studies. In this context, teachers perceive abstract concepts not only as
cognitive learning elements but also as affective contents that shape individuals’ attitudes,
values, and behaviors.
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Additionally, teachers reported that students often comprehend abstract concepts through
visualization and imagination. This highlights the importance of imagery, analogy, and mental
representation processes in teaching abstract concepts. However, some participants noted that
understanding these concepts can be challenging for students, particularly depending on their
developmental level, with students in the concrete operational stage experiencing greater
difficulty.

Overall, teachers define abstract concepts as those that cannot be directly perceived by the
senses, are understood through cognitive processes, and encompass a strong value dimension.
These findings indicate that both cognitive and affective dimensions should be addressed in the
teaching of abstract concepts and emphasize the importance of instructional strategies that are
developmentally appropriate, support concretization, and actively engage students’ mental
processes.

2. Challenges in Teaching Abstract Concepts in Social Studies
The challenges that Social Studies teachers encounter in teaching abstract concepts are
presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Challenges in teaching abstract concepts in social studies

Main Theme Sub-Themes Sample Statements from Participants f
Challenges in Concepts related to democracy  “Students cannot concretize concepts such 16
Teaching Abstract and citizenship as democracy and national sovereignty.”
Concepts (P1)
Historical and political “Abstract concepts are particularly 15
concepts prominent in history topics, which makes

teaching difficult.” (P2)

Concepts related to “Students struggle greatly when learning 12
geographical location and about parallels and meridians.” (P2)
spatial orientation

Concepts related to valuesand  “Concepts such as empathy, justice, and 11
the affective domain tolerance are difficult for students to
understand.” (P22)

Concepts that are difficult to “Due to their young age, children have 8
perceive based on studentlevel difficulty understanding concepts such as
era and chronology.” (P6)

Interdisciplinary and highly “Concepts such as geopolitics and forms of 7
abstract concepts government remain quite abstract for
students.” (P1)

Examining Table 2, it is evident that the challenges teachers face in teaching abstract concepts
are concentrated around specific concept groups and exhibit a multidimensional nature.
According to participant responses, the most frequently reported difficulties are associated with
concepts related to democracy and citizenship. Concepts such as democracy, national
sovereignty, independence, and human rights were reported as difficult for students to
concretize. The inability to directly experience these concepts and the difficulty of relating them
to everyday life were identified as factors that complicate the learning process. This finding can
be linked not only to the high level of abstraction of these concepts but also to their value and
attitudinal dimensions.

Another significant area of difficulty concerns historical and political concepts. Participants
indicated that concepts such as era, chronology, feudalism, and constitutional monarchy are
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particularly challenging for students during history lessons. The temporal, processual, and
contextual nature of these concepts requires students to mentally structure past events, which
complicates comprehension and meaning-making. Insufficient development of historical
thinking skills was also noted as a contributing factor to these difficulties.

The findings further reveal that abstract concepts related to geographical location and spatial
orientation present notable challenges in teaching. Concepts such as parallels, meridians, and
geographiccoordinates were perceived as abstract and complex by students. Mastery of these
concepts requires map-reading skills, spatial thinking, and understanding coordinate systems,
which makes mental visualization difficult. This challenge is particularly pronounced for
students in the concrete operational stage.

In addition, difficulties were reported in teaching concepts associated with values and the
affective domain. Participants emphasized that understanding concepts such as empathy, justice,
and tolerance at a purely cognitive level is insufficient; transforming these concepts into
behavior and internalizing them is a more complex process. Consequently, teaching abstract
concepts within the scope of values education may fail to ensure lasting learning unless they are
meaningfully connected to students’ experiences.

Furthermore, some interdisciplinary abstract concepts were identified as challenging in the
teaching process. Since these concepts span multiple learning areas and require
multidimensional thinking, students’ limited ability to establish connections among them can
hinder the learning process.

Overall, the findings suggest that the difficulties encountered in teaching abstract concepts stem
from the level of abstraction of the concepts, students’ cognitive and developmental
characteristics, and the inherent structure of the learning domains. These results highlight the
need to employ instructional strategies that are developmentally appropriate, support
concretization, and promote visualization and active engagement in the teaching of abstract
concepts.

3. Instructional Approaches to Overcoming Challenges in Teaching Abstract Concepts
The instructional approaches that Social Studies teachers employ to address the challenges

encountered in teaching abstract concepts are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Instructional approaches to overcoming challenges in teaching abstract concepts

Main Theme Sub-Themes Sample Statements from Participants  f
Instructional Approaches to Concretization-based “I ensure abstract concepts are 18
Overcoming Challenges in instruction concretized so they do not remain ‘in
Teaching Abstract Concepts the air’” (P28)
Drama- and role-play- “I try to help students experience 14
based instruction abstract concepts through drama and

educational games.” (P1)

Instruction supported by ~ “Visuals and videos facilitate the 16
audiovisual materials understanding of abstract concepts.”

(P9)
Relating to daily life “Concepts become more 13

understandable when connected to
everyday events.” (P20)

Learning by doing and “When learned through doing and 10
experiencing experiencing, abstract concepts
become more permanent.” (P13)
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Language-based cognitive  “I make concepts more 9
support understandable through storytelling
and analogies.” (P12)

Suggestions for “These activities require more time 8
curriculum and and an appropriate environment.”
environment adjustments  (P2)

Examining Table 3, it is evident that teachers adopt multidimensional and enriched instructional
strategies rather than a single-faceted approach in teaching abstract concepts. The most
frequently employed strategy reported by participants is concretization-based instruction. In
this regard, teachers indicated that they often utilize practices such as providing examples from
daily life, using various tangible materials, and employing visualization techniques to make
abstract concepts more comprehensible for students. This finding suggests that connecting
abstract concepts to students’ existing experiences plays a facilitative role in the teaching
process.

Furthermore, teachers emphasized that drama- and role-play-based instructional practices are
particularly effective in teaching concepts related to values and citizenship. Such approaches not
only enable students to learn concepts cognitively but also allow them to experience these
concepts affectively, thereby contributing to more meaningful and lasting learning. In this
context, methods that place students’ active participation at the center can be considered
functionally significant in teaching abstract concepts.

Participant responses also highlighted that the use of audiovisual materials is an important
factor in facilitating the understanding of abstract concepts. Tools such as maps, videos,
animations, and digital content support students’ mental visualization processes and help to
approach concepts on a more concrete basis. This indicates that technological tools serve a
supportive function in the teaching of abstract concepts.

Participants further reported that relating concepts to daily life and learning by doing and
experiencing contribute to a deeper understanding of abstract concepts. Accordingly, learning
environments that emphasize active, experience-based participation facilitate the internalization
of these concepts. In addition, language-based supportive strategies, such as storytelling,
analogies, and exemplification, were identified as playing a significant role in concept
instruction. These methods help students construct mental schemas and establish meaningful
connections among concepts.

On the other hand, the findings indicate that teachers face certain structural limitations in the
process of teaching abstract concepts. Insufficient lesson time, large class sizes, and limited
access to instructional materials were identified as factors negatively affecting the effectiveness
of the teaching process. This suggests that teachers encounter practical constraints in
implementing their pedagogical strategies.

Overall, the findings reveal that while teachers employ concretization, active learning, and
visually supported instructional strategies in teaching abstract concepts, the effectiveness of this
process depends not only on instructional methods but also on the physical and structural
conditions of the learning environment. These results underscore the need to address both
pedagogical and structural arrangements in the teaching of abstract concepts.

4. Additional Findings Based on Participants’ Views
Additional findings obtained based on participants’ views are presented in Table 4.
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Table 4. Additional findings

Sample Statements from Participants’

Main Theme Sub-Themes . f
Views
Additional Flnld}ngs , Student characteristics and Concepts shou_ld l?e.approprlate to the
Based on Participants individual differences student level... individual differences 3
Views should be taken into account.” (P1)
Quality of the teaching ‘Abstract concepts should be well

analyzed... studies should be conducted on 3
how to teach them.” (P13)

“The sequence of topics should be
reviewed... the placement of units should 2
be reorganized.” (P2)

process and methods

Curriculum and structural
arrangements

Learning environment and “The large class size makes it difficult to
physical conditions provide individual attention.” (P6)

“Parents should also be encouraged...
Family and social support students should be helped to develop a 1
reading habit.” (P27)

Responses to the open-ended questions posed at the end of the interviews reveal teachers’ more
in-depth and holistic evaluations of teaching abstract concepts. The findings indicate that the
teaching of abstract concepts is not limited to classroom practices alone; rather, it should be
addressed within a broader framework ranging from student characteristics to the learning
environment. In this context, participants particularly emphasized that students’ individual
developmental levels and their socio-cultural backgrounds play a decisive role in understanding
abstract concepts. Students’ cognitive development stages, levels of readiness, and prior
experiences directly influence their processes of making sense of abstract concepts, highlighting
the need for differentiated approaches in the teaching process.

Teachers’ views also draw attention to structural factors that make the teaching process more
challenging. Crowded classrooms, limited instructional time, and insufficient access to teaching
materials are among the main factors that hinder the effective teaching of abstract concepts.
Such constraints make it difficult for teachers to implement student-centered and interactive
teaching methods, thereby negatively affecting the quality of the instructional process.

In addition, participants offered various suggestions to enhance the effectiveness of teaching
abstract concepts. Diversifying and enriching instructional materials, increasing in-service
training opportunities for teachers, and reorganizing curricula in accordance with students’
developmental levels were among the prominent recommendations. These suggestions indicate
the need to support teachers at both pedagogical and structural levels.

Overall, the findings clearly demonstrate that the teaching of abstract concepts has a
multidimensional nature. In this process, not only teaching methods but also students’ individual
characteristics, the physical and social conditions of the learning environment, and the quality of
curricula should be considered together. Therefore, adopting a holistic approach to teaching
abstract concepts will both improve the quality of the instructional process and contribute to
students’ learning concepts in a more meaningful and lasting way.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

This study examined, within a multidimensional framework, the difficulties experienced by
Social Studies teachers in teaching abstract concepts and the instructional approaches they
adopt to overcome these difficulties. The findings indicate that teachers experience greater
difficulty particularly in teaching value-laden concepts such as democracy, citizenship, rights,
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freedom, sovereignty, and justice, as well as concepts with historical and political content. The in
heren’t difficulty in teaching these specific topics arises because, as Diktas and Bas (2020: 3270)
state, values and social concepts function as 'hiddenlaws' that regulate society. The irintangible
and philosophical nature requires a deep cognitive structure that students often find difficult to
grasp. The fact that these concepts cannot be directly observed, cannot be reduced to concrete
objects, and often contain normative meanings makes the process of meaning-making more
challenging for students. Moreover, the fact that such concepts carry different layers of meaning
depending on the context may lead students to perceive them in a one-dimensional way or to
develop superficial understanding. Therefore, the difficulty arises not only from the level of
abstractness but also from the multi-layered and value-laden nature of these concepts.

The findings of the study are consistent with research in the literature indicating that the
teaching of abstract concepts is closely related to the level of cognitive development (Levin &
Belfield, 2003: 295). According to Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, students who
have not fully reached the stage of formal operations may have limited abilities in hypothetical
thinking, establishing cause-effect relationships, and developing multiple perspectives (Piaget,
1972: 87). Parallel to this perspective, Berti (2002: 69-74) argues that cognitive development is
not merely a general structural change but is also shaped by domain-specific knowledge
acquisition. Accordingly, the difficulties students face in constructing abstract social concepts,
such as the state or sovereignty, stem from the institutional nature of these concepts.
Particularly, children in the concrete operational stage tend to make sense of abstract
institutions only through concrete individuals—such as police officers orpresidents—and often
conflate institutional roles with personal characteristics.

Supporting these views, Beydogan and Hayran (2016: 313-315) conclude that the use of multi-
media tools significantly enhances students' ability to internalize abstract concepts by providing
the necessary cognitives caffolds. The ir results suggest that when external stimuli are supported
with visual and auditory materials, students demonstrate a higher tendency to as sign correct
meanings to concepts, there by bridging the gap between concrete perception and abstract
reasoning. Similarly, Memisoglu and Tarhan (2016: 9-11) emphasize that development
alreadiness is critical in concept teaching and that abstract concepts can only be taught by
concretizing them in accordance with students' cognitive levels.

This situation becomes particularly evident in the teaching of concepts such as democracy and
citizenship, which require higher-order thinking. Indeed, insufficient levels of student readiness,
difficulties in relating concepts to everyday life experiences, and the presence of misconceptions
are among the problems frequently expressed by teachers. Similarly, studies conducted by Soylu
and Memisoglu (2019: 472) and Celik and Cakmak (2023: 65) also emphasize that alternative
conceptualizations and cognitive deficiencies related to abstract concepts make the teaching
process more difficult.

On the other hand, Lev Vygotsky’s (1978: 84) social constructivist approach argues that abstract
concepts are constructed through social interaction and language. In this context, it can be stated
that students need guidance, peer interaction, and structured experiences in order to internalize
concepts. Teachers’ statements in the findings that students have difficulty transferring abstract
concepts to everyday life contexts suggest that this dimension of social interaction is not
sufficiently supported. This disconnect is further highlighted by Diktas and Uztemur (2016: 81),
who suggest that concepts like justice and democracy often remain 'book knowledge' for
students unless they are transformed in to a 'lifestyle’ and discussed with in the context of
students' social realities. In addition, as emphasized in Jerome Bruner’s (1966: 74) spiral
curriculum approach, concepts should be presented progressively in accordance with
developmental levels and through different modes of representation (enactive, iconic, and
symbolic). In this study, teachers’ tendency to rely on concretization-based instruction is also
consistent with Bruner’s representation-based view of teaching.
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Another important finding of the study is that structural factors negatively affect the teaching
process. Limited instructional time, a dense curriculum, and an exam-oriented education system
prevent teachers from allocating sufficient time to interactive methods such as discussion,
drama, role-playing, and problem-solving. Indeed, Bas and Diktas (2024: 38) identify these
issues as 'classical (traditional) problems' that have persisted in social studies education for
years, noting that the lack of instructional materials and time remain primary hurdles regardless
of curriculum updates. This situation may lead to a superficial, transmission-oriented teaching
process rather than an in-depth exploration of concepts. This finding is consistent with Kenneth
Zeichner (2010: 93), who highlights the structural constraints faced by teachers. Similarly, Linda
Darling-Hammond (2000: 28) emphasizes the decisive role of teacher quality and pedagogical
flexibility in student achievement, noting that effective teaching is shaped by teachers’ strategic
interventions. In the present study, it was also observed that teachers develop pedagogical
adaptations and seek alternative instructional approaches despite systemic constraints. This
highlights the importance of teachers’ professional autonomy and pedagogical creativity.

It was determined that the most frequently used method by teachers to overcome difficulties in
teaching abstract concepts is concretization-based instruction. In this process, teachers make
use of analogies, case examples, stories, and everyday life scenarios. In addition, drama, role-
playing, audio-visual materials, digital content, and discussion-based activities come to the
forefront. These approaches contribute to students’ understanding of concepts not only at the
cognitive level but also at the affective and experiential levels. Yilmaz & Colak (2012: 1-2) states
that supporting abstract concepts with visualization and experience-based activities enhances
retention. Furthermore, Richard Mayer’s (2009) cognitive theory of multimedia learning
demonstrates that the combined use of visual and verbal elements strengthens the meaning-
making process. In this study, teachers’ preference for audio-visual materials indicates that the
use of multiple representations is functional in the teaching of abstract concepts.

The emphasis in the Turkey Century Maarif Model that abstract values should be presented in a
developmentally appropriate, staged, and concretized manner aligns with the findings of this
study (Akpinar & Koksalan, 2024: 65). The model also emphasizes that value-based education
should be connected to experience, practice, and the social context. In this regard, the results of
the study parallel the ongoing transformation in current teaching approaches and confirm the
importance of constructivist, student-centered, and experience-based methods in teaching
abstract concepts.

Overall, the findings indicate that the difficulties encountered in teaching abstract concepts stem
not only from students’ cognitive limitations but also from the nature of the concepts, the density
of the curriculum, and the structural characteristics of the education system. At the same time,
teachers’ efforts to develop pedagogical strategies demonstrate that the instructional process is
adaptable. This points to the need to strengthen concept teaching in teacher education
programs, expand practice-oriented in-service training opportunities, and support pedagogical
flexibility through appropriate structural arrangements.

From a holistic perspective, teaching abstract concepts in Social Studies should be understood as
a multi-layered process shaped by the interaction of cognitive, pedagogical, and structural
factors. Students’ developmental characteristics play a decisive role in this process. In particular,
middle school students’ transition from the concrete operational stage to the formal operational
stage may make it more difficult to grasp abstract concepts such as justice, freedom, democracy,
responsibility, and rights. In this respect, how teachers structure concepts, the examples and
experiences they provide, and the extent to which students are actively engaged in the learning
process are critical for meaningful understanding.
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The findings also show that, despite various challenges, teachers employ a range of pedagogical
strategies to facilitate learning. Prominent among these are active learning approaches such as
concretization, drama and role-playing, linking concepts to everyday life, the use of audio-visual
materials, and learning by doing and experiencing. Such practices indicate that abstract concepts
need to be internalized not only at a definitional level but also through experiential and affective
engagement. Accordingly, the teaching of abstract concepts involves a comprehensive learning
process that encompasses cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions.

In addition, structural factors—such as curriculum density, limited instructional time, the exam-
oriented nature of the education system, and insufficient teaching materials—significantly
influence the effectiveness of this process. Inaddition, structural factors—such as curriculum
density, limited instructional time, and in sufficient teaching materials—significantly influence
the effectiveness of thisprocess. As emphasized by Bas and Diktas (2024: 41), the lack of physical
and technological materials in classrooms often limits the teachers pedagogical creativity, forcing
them back in to more traditional, teacher-centered methods. Therefore, improving the teaching
of abstract concepts requires not only classroom-level pedagogical practices but also broader
adjustments at the levels of curriculum design and education policy. Furthermore, for a holistic
improvement, Diktas and Uztemur (2016: 96) argue that education must transcend the 'four
walls of the classroom' to ensure that abstract values are not just taught but lived. The time
required for interactive and experience-based activities may constrain teachers’ ability to plan
and implement such practices within existing class schedules, which can result in a more
superficial treatment of abstract concepts. Therefore, improving the teaching of abstract
concepts requires not only classroom-level pedagogical practices but also broader adjustments
at the levels of curriculum design and education policy.

In conclusion, enhancing the teaching of abstract concepts in Social Studies necessitates a
comprehensive and coordinated approach. Supporting teachers through targeted in-service
training, increasing opportunities for practice-based professional development, and
systematically integrating activities that facilitate the concretization of abstract concepts into
curricula are essential steps. Further more, allocating sufficient time for interactive learning and
employing alternative assessment methods may further support this process.

This study contributes to the literature on regionally focused research by highlighting teacher
experiences in the context of Tokat province. Findings derived from teachers’ perspectives
provide guidance for both practitioners and curriculum developers. The study demonstrates that
teaching abstract concepts is not limited to classroom practices; rather, it is an area that should
be approached integratively, taking into account pedagogical formation, curriculum design, and
the structural characteristics of the education system.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of the study, the following suggestions can be offered to improve the
teaching of abstract concepts in Social Studies:

e (Greater emphasis should be placed on concretization-based activities such as drama,
case studies, role-playing, and learning by doing and experiencing.

e The use of supportive tools, including audio-visual materials, digital content, and
interactive instructional devices, may be enhanced to facilitate the concretization of

abstract concepts.

e (lass time and curriculum density can be reconsidered to allow more time for discussion
and experiential learning.
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e Teachers can be supported through practical in-service training programs focusing on
pedagogical strategies for teaching abstract concepts.

e Abstract concepts can be presented gradually and progressively, taking into account
students’ readiness and cognitive development levels, while addressing any gaps in
understanding.

e DMore activities that relate abstract concepts to students’ everyday life experiences can be
included in the curriculum.

e Similar studies should be conducted in different provinces and at various educational
levels in order to obtain comparative results.
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Appendix 1. Interview Form
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1.Demografik Sorular

Yag: ...

Meslektek: Gorev Sirest: ...

Egitim Sevivest: ....oooeeeeeeee.

ARASTIEMA SORULARI
1- Sovut kavram ifadesini nasi] tansmlarsiniz, bu ifade sizde ne ¢agnstirmaktadir?
2- Sowut kavram dgretimi Sosval bilgiler dersi agisindan sizce Snemli midir, agiklayimz.
3- Sowut kavram dgretiminde vontem va da teknik kullamiyor musunuz,
3.1. Evet ise kullandigimz yontem va da teknigi agiklayimz.
3.2, Hayir 1se S@retme-dfrenme sirecini hangi alternatif uygulamalarla destekliyorsunuz?
4- Sosyal bilgiler dersinde soyut kavramlar en fazla hangi tiniteler veya konular iginde ver
almaktadir?
5- Sosval bilgiler dersinde hangi soyut kavramlarn 6gretiminde daha fazla giclik yasrvorsunuz?
6- Sosval bilgiler dersinde soyut kavramlann dgretiminde vagamlan glicliklerin ¢6ziimii ada
onerileriniz nelerdir?
7- Soyut kavram dgretiminde vagamlan giiglikler;
7.1. Ogretim siirecini nasil etkilemektedir?
7.2. Ogrenme ciktilanm nasil etkilemektedir?
8- Yukandaki sorulann diginda eklemek istedifiniz bir gevler varsa litfen belirtiniz.



