
INTRODUCTION

The Importance and Perception of Specific Learning 
Disabilities 

Specific Learning Difficulties (SLD) is defined as a bio-
logical neurodevelopmental disorder that manifests itself 
with significant difficulties in the acquisition and use of 
verbal and nonverbal information processing and/or lis-
tening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning and/or math-
ematical skills (Raghavan & Patel, 2005). Children with 
SLD can usually be noticed after starting primary school 
(Çen & Aytaç, 2017). The reason for this situation is the 
emergence of the difficulties experienced by children with 
SLD in academic fields. SLD is a very common type of 
disability in countries with a developed diagnosis system. 
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For example, in the USA, 42% of all individuals with spe-
cial needs are diagnosed with SLD (Cortiella & Horowitz, 
2014). This rate is only 3% in Turkey (Melekoğlu, 2016). 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM-5) estimates that 5-15% of school-age students 
are affected by SLD (American Psychiatric Association 
[APA], 2013).

The number of students affected by SLD is too high to 
ignore. Considering that children with this type of disability 
are generally noticed at school age, it is of great importance 
to reveal the perception levels of teacher candidates. They 
are more likely to become teachers of these students in the 
future and recognize students with SLD when they reach 
school age. In this way teacher candidates can provide the 
required educational environment.
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ABSTRACT

In this study, the researchers (i) determined the perception levels of candidate teachers about 
Specific Learning Difficulties (SLD) using Online Photovoice (OPV) methodology, (ii) 
shared the research results with relevant researchers and practitioners in order to contribute to 
increase the knowledge level of candidate teachers about SLD, and finally (iii) discussed the 
results of the research in order to lay the groundwork for more meaningful and useful research 
and services. OPV technique was used in the data collection phase, and Online Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (OIPA) was used in the data analysis phase. A total of 367 teacher 
candidates studying in different teaching programs participated in the study; the answers of 42 
students were removed from the analysis for various reasons, and the remaining 325 students 
formed the final sample. The participants were asked about the most important factor/concept 
that defines SLD in order to measure their perceptions about SLD. Thirteen main themes were 
created regarding the most important factor/concept that defined SLD; the most important 
main themes and percentages were as follows: It is a situation in which the individual has 
difficulties in cognitive (reading, writing and mathematics) skills (51%), a situation that needs 
support (16%), and a situation that causes differences in learning style (12%). At the end of 
the study, the researchers made suggestions to the relevant researchers and practitioners in 
order to increase their knowledge level about SLD. With this research, the researchers used the 
OPV technique for the first time in the field of SLD, and they brought a new breath to future 
research.
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Online Photovoice (OPV) 

Tanhan and Strack (2020) developed Online Photovoice 
(OPV) method by using the traditional photovoice tech-
nique developed by Wang and Burris (1997). OPV offers 
researchers the opportunity to develop more effective re-
search methods by reaching different and more participants 
in their studies, and to reach meaningful and strong results 
by spending less time for researchers and participants. Thus, 
OPV technique saves time and financial expenses, etc. and 
makes it more useful in situations where face-to-face meet-
ing is impossible or very difficult due to pandemic, endem-
ic, security problems, conflict or natural disasters (Tanhan, 
2020; Tanhan & Strack, 2020).

In the present study, the two terms have been used in-
terchangeably, as researchers in the literature refer to 
photovoice as both method and technique. In traditional pho-
tovoice, participants come together in small groups of 8-13 
people face to face and first receive a short training from the 
researcher (Tanhan, 2020). Later, the participants takes their 
photographs, meet with the researcher and other participants, 
and share their photographs and stories in front of the whole 
group (Tanhan & Strack, 2020). This has some important ad-
vantages: getting together as a group and listening to differ-
ent stories for several hours each day, each participant having 
enough time to tell their own story, and researchers listening 
to the participants empathetically and spending time with the 
participants (Tanhan & Strack, 2020). In addition to these 
advantages, the traditional photovoice method also includes 
serious limitations: It requires excessive time for both the 
researcher and the participants; it is not anonymous; it can 
be done only with a small number of participants such as 
8-13; it requires advanced specialization; and it requires the 
researcher to physically go to the environment of the partic-
ipants (Tanhan & Strack, 2020). 

In addition, the necessity of the participants to allocate 
time for each session and the lack of work and the impos-
sibility of applying the traditional photovoice in processes 
such as COVID-19, which is difficult to face, is an import-
ant limitation (Tanhan, 2020). Therefore, Tanhan and Strack 
(2020) developed OPV, which includes the advantages 
of traditional photovoice and removes its limitations, and 
makes it an innovative technique that is much more suitable 
for many contexts.

Gaps in the Literature and Original Value of the 
Research

Since the first definition of SLD and its conceptual emergence, 
there have been many studies on SLD (Baydık et al., 2012; Çen 
& Aytaç, 2017; Decker & Buggey, 2014; Gortmaker et al., 2007; 
Görgün & Melekoğlu, 2019; Heiman & Berger, 2008; İlker & 
Melekoğlu, 2017; Kirk, 1977; O’Connor, 2018; Öğülmüş & 
Melekoğlu, 2021; Özçivit Asfuraoğlu & Fidan, 2016; Vaughn 
& Wanzek, 2014). However, there has been no study examining 
the perceptions of teacher candidates who continue their educa-
tion in the faculty of education regarding SLD.

Contextual factors affect all people at different levels 
(Arslan, Allen et al., 2020; Arslan & Tanhan, 2019; Tanhan, 

2019) and therefore the global pandemic, COVID-19, has 
affected almost all areas of life including education (Erol 
& Aydin, 2021; Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan et al., 2021), mental 
health (Arslan et al., 2020; Tanhan et al., 2021; Tanhan et al., 
2020). Based on the pandemic, many researchers searched 
for effective online research methods, and some research-
ers carried out OPV in different subjects such as pandemic 
and distance education (Doyumğaç et al., 2021; Subasi et al., 
& Allen, 2021; Tanhan, 2020; Tümkaya et al., 2021), close 
relationships during the pandemic (Genç et al., 2021), and 
mental health (Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan et al., 2021; Tanhan 
& Strack, 2020). However, there are not any OPV studies 
in the field of special education yet. Therefore, the present 
study is important because it is the first study that examines 
the perceptions about SLD using the OPV method. In addi-
tion, it is thought that it will be a resource for future studies 
to be carried out with the OPV method in the field of special 
education.

Theoretical Framework: OPV with CBPR and OIPA to 
Understand Candidate Teachers’ Perception of SLD

Based on all provided above, it was necessary to capture 
how the candidate teachers perceive SLD. However, consid-
ering the pandemic context as suggested by other research-
ers (Çiçek et al., 2020; Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan et al., 2021), 
as the researchers we needed to conduct the study online. 
Therefore, we used OPV to collect data. OPV has been quite 
new, and it was even more necessary to collaborate with 
students to increase meaningful participation; therefore, we 
used a Community-based Participatory Research (CBPR) 
from the beginning of the study to the end and disseminat-
ing the result to key people and institutions for advocacy. In 
line with OPV and CBPR, we used OIPA for analyzing our 
data. Collaborating with college students from a CBPR per-
spective to conduct research and involve them in meaningful 
activities seems to contribute to more effective research and 
the college students’ overall wellbeing as well (Demir et al., 
2021; Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan & Francisco, 2020; Tanhan, 
Karaman et al., 2020). In sum, our theoretical framework 
consisted of conducting a thorough literature review and 
using OPV with CBPR and OIPA to understand candidate 
teachers’ perception of SLD. 

METHOD

In order to conduct this research, as the researchers we first 
conducted a comprehensive literature review, especially on 
OPV and its use in education. We did not come across any 
researchers who used OPV in Special or Specific Learning 
Difficulties (SLD).

Procedure 

We first conducted a comprehensive literature review on 
OPV and education and specifically focused on OPV in 
SLD. We found recent studies using OPV in mental health 
(Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan et al., 2021; Tanhan & Strack, 2020) 
and education (Doyumğaç et al., 2021; Subasi et al., 2021; 
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Tanhan, 2020; Tümkaya et al., 2021). However, we did not 
come across any OPV on SLD. Tanhan (2020) called for use 
of OPV in more specific areas of education including SLD. 
Based on all these, we gained our IRB approval and con-
structed our online form for the study through Google Forms 
Software. 

Participants

A total of 367 teacher candidates studying in different teach-
ing programs in the faculty of education participated in the 
study. The answers of 42 participants were removed from the 
analysis for various reasons, and the remaining 325 partic-
ipated in the study. No additional credits were given to the 
candidate teachers for participating in this study. The can-
didate teachers participated in this research on a voluntary 
basis.

Data Collection Tools: Online Survey

The online form included IRB approval, consent form, de-
mographic, and OPV specific questions. The first two re-
searchers were more engaged with the participants. The 
two researchers explained OPV participation, steps, and the 
study purpose through multiple ways many times includ-
ing yet not limited to online platforms (e.g., phone, email, 
Zoom, Skype, Google Hangout, online). As the researchers, 
we also provided detailed videos, audios, and written docu-
ments on OPV (e.g., its main purpose, how to participate, its 
philosophy, how it has emerged). Tanhan (2020) prepared 
the OPV documents in Turkish and English, and he made 
them available to all interested as participants, researchers, 
and/or activity organizers. We provided the documents that 
explain the same things in different versions so that the par-
ticipants can choose based on their context as Tanhan (2020) 
highly suggested. We used the Turkish OPV documents.

Online Photovoice (OPV) Procedures

We followed Tanhan (2020) to shape our OPV procedure for 
a more meaningful and understandable participation process. 
The details of the procedure are provided in the study con-
ducted by Tanhan (2020). The participants engaged in the 
following five steps to share their understanding and/or per-
ception of SLD through OPV. 

Before starting step one, the participants read the research 
question: How do you identify Specific Learning Difficulties 
(SLD) or what does it mean to you, please follow the next 
five steps to share your understanding/perception through 
OPV? 

In the 1st step, first words/concepts come to our mind, the 
participants listed at least one at most 10 words or concepts 
that came to their mind as soon as they read or heard SLD 
or read anything related to SLD. The participants wrote their 
words in the related box in the online form. Then, they took 
some time to reflect on which one of these word or concepts 
was the most important to them. 

In the 2nd step, taking and uploading the representative 
photo, the participants took some time to take one or more 

photos that represented the most important word/concept 
they decided in the first step. The participants were allowed 
to upload only one photo to the form. More detailed informa-
tion on taking, choosing, and uploading the representative 
photo is available in Tanhan (2020) or Tanhan and Strack 
(2020). 

In the 3rd step, sharing our story/voice, the participants 
followed “SHOWED” acronym (Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan & 
Strack, 2020) to write their story/voice that explains the 
most important word as written in the first step and its rep-
resentative photo as uploaded in the second step. In order to 
make use of OPV more effectively in Turkish, Tanhan (2020) 
adapted OPV and SHOWED acronym to Turkish. He adapt-
ed SHOWED as GÖZSAN from a very contextual perspec-
tive. For more detail, the reader may refer to Tanhan (2020). 
We used GÖZSAN meaning SHOWED to facilitate the par-
ticipants’ writing their story/voice in this step. We asked the 
participants to follow GÖZSAN meaning SHOWED acro-
nym to write a whole and comprehensive story rather than 
responding to each question separately. The acronym is as 
the following: 

S: What do you See in the picture representing the 
most important word/concept related to Specific Learning 
Difficulties (SLD) for you or your community population? 

H: What is Happening in your photograph/picture? 
(Briefly describe).

O: How does it relate to (y)Our life or your community?
W: What is it that creates or contributes and/or to this 

most important concept or process? 
E: What do you Experience (feelings, thoughts, behav-

iors) while taking the picture, writing your message, and 
submitting them?

D: What can we (as educators, researchers, peers, mental 
health professionals, etc.) Do about this?

In the 4th step, summary, theme(s) or metaphor(s), the 
participants reflected on their responses from first step to 
third step and then wrote at least one and at most 10 words to 
summarize their photo and story. The participants were also 
able to use themes or metaphors rather than regular words/
concepts to summarize and give the heart of their photo and 
story. 

In the 5th step, attribution of the facilitators and barri-
ers to Ecological System Theory (EST), the participants re-
sponded to a multiple choice question to indicate to which 
systems of EST they attribute the most important word/con-
cept, photo, story, and summary meaning their perception of 
SLD. For more detailed information on EST and all these 
steps, see Tanhan (2020). 

Analyses: Online Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (OIPA)

In order to analyze the data, we preferred to use Online 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (OIPA) to capture 
and convey the participants’ voices, experiences, feelings, 
thoughts, and words. Therefore, we followed five clear steps 
of OIPA. Tanhan (2020) and Tanhan and Strack (2020) pro-
vided an explanation of OIPA in more detail. 
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potentials. As a pre-service teacher, I would like to de-
velop myself in the field of special learning difficulties 
in my future career, apply special interventions to these 
children and try to reveal their special potential. I feel 
very good and happy while writing these lines. Because 
many teachers are not aware of children with special 
learning difficulties and do not know what to do. I am 
already aware of this and I plan to do my best. 

Themes: “It is a situation with an intelligence level 
above normal.” [Participant ID: 171]

In the next section, we discuss main themes emerged in 
light of other SLD studies and when possible of other OPV 
studies. 

DISCUSSION

In this study, the researchers aimed to (i) determine pre-ser-
vice teachers ‘perception levels of SLD with the Online 
Photovoice (OPV) method, (ii) share the research findings 
with relevant researchers and practitioners in order to con-
tribute to increase the pre-service teachers’ level of knowl-
edge about SLD, and (iii) set the ground for future research. 
They aimed to discuss the findings in order to lay the ground-
work for more meaningful and useful research and services.

At the end of the research, the perceptions of pre-ser-
vice teachers about SLD were divided into themes by using 
OIPA, and a total of 13 themes emerged. When these themes 
are examined, it is seen that the most important theme is a 
situation in which the individual has difficulties in cognitive 
(reading, writing and mathematics) skills. Looking at the 
definitions of SLD in the relevant literature, many research-
ers made definitions (APA, 2013; Goldstein, 2011; Heiman 
& Berger, 2008; Kirk, 1977; Melekoğlu, 2016; Özçivit 
Asfuraoğlu & Fidan, 2016; Raghavan & Patel, 2005; Soysal 
et al., 2001) parallel to the strongest theme. It can be said 
that the reason why children with SLD are usually noticed 
after starting primary school is related to the mentioned dif-
ficulties being basic academic skills (reading, writing and 
mathematics).

The second most important theme seems to be, it is a sit-
uation that needs support. In the relevant literature, there are 
many studies (Stagliano & Boon, 2009; Terrill et al., 2004; 
Therrien et al., 2012; Troia & Graham, 2002) that indicate 
that SLD is a situation that needs support especially in ac-
ademic (reading, writing and mathematics) areas, and that 
different strategies or methods are applied to children with 
SLD. In this respect, the literature supports the second most 
important theme. 

The theme, a situation that causes differences in learning 
style, was ranked as the third most important theme. This 
finding is in parallel with the principle of “there are indi-
vidual differences in learning” which is also an educational 
principle (Topkaya & Çelik, 2009). 

The fourth most important theme is a situation that neg-
atively affects social acceptance. Children with SLD seem 
to be inadequate in academic lessons at school due to their 
academic difficulties. Individuals who make up the child’s 
immediate environment such as parents and teachers often 
do not know how to deal with these deficiencies observed 
in the child. For this reason, the individual with SLD is ex-
posed to labels such as “learning hard, irresponsible, lazy, 
unwilling to study” by his close environment (Melekoğlu & 
Kayışdağ, 2018). Therefore, the individual who is exposed 
to these labels loses his self-esteem, and this case negatively 
affects the social and emotional competence of the individu-
al. As having social and emotional competence is necessary 
for a child with normal development, it is equally necessary 
for children with SLD. Children with SLD experience social 
and emotional problems from time to time, just like their 
peers with normal development. However, Çakıroğlu (2016) 
stated that children with SLD experience more social and 
emotional problems compared to their peers with normal de-
velopment. The more often social emotional problems are 
experienced, the more adversely affected the level of social 
acceptance will be. Walker (2000) stated that children with 
SLD are less accepted than their peers with normal develop-
ment. From all these angles, it can be said that the literature 
supports the fourth most important theme.

It is seen that the fifth most important theme is a situa-
tion in which difficulty levels can be reduced/overcome with 
appropriate training and approaches. In students with SLD, 
the teaching methods used in the general education process 
are not effective due to the difficulties they have. For this rea-
son, in order for children with SLD to learn, it is necessary to 
use special methods and strategies whose effectiveness has 
been proven by scientific research. Pierangelo and Giuliani 
(2006) emphasized that these children can be successful with 
effective teaching and correct interventions. In the relevant 
literature, there are many studies that prove that interven-
tions specially developed for children with SLD are applied 
and that these interventions are effective in developing skills 
such as reading, writing and mathematics in children with 
SLD. 

In their study, Öğülmüş and Melekoğlu (2021) applied 
the strategy of POW and C-CPACE, which is a strate-
gy developed to improve story writing skills, on children 
with writing difficulty and reached the conclusion that the 

Photograph 4. The most important example concept / 
factor 4 that defines the SLD belongs to the participant 
[Participant ID: 171; we closed the face with flowers to 
ensure anonymity]
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strategy improved the story writing skills of the partici-
pant children. Ellis (2009) used fluent reading strategies 
such as paired reading, choral reading, echo reading, and 
repetitive reading, and as a result of the study, it was stated 
that using these strategies together improved both the flu-
ent reading levels and the reading comprehension levels of 
children with SLD. Hunt and Vasquez (2014) used the con-
crete-semi-concrete-abstract strategy to improve the mathe-
matical problem-solving skills of students with SLD in their 
study and made positive progress in students’ mathemati-
cal problem-solving skills. Considering all these points, it 
is seen that the fifth most important theme aligns with the 
literature.

Considering the most striking theme among the findings, 
it is seen that the ninth theme is a situation with an intel-
ligence level above normal. This finding does not exactly 
match the intelligence characteristics of individuals with 
SLD. While students with SLD have normal or above nor-
mal intelligence, they have difficulties in academic fields. 
However, it is not possible for all individuals with SLD to 
have higher than normal intelligence. This finding shows 
that the perception levels of teacher candidates about SLD 
can be wrong sometimes. Due to limited space in this paper, 
we found discussing these first few themes to be enough and 
we did not discuss the rest of the themes.

All the findings obtained within the scope of the re-
search show that the perceptions of the teacher candidates 
about SLD are at a partially good level though sometimes 
the candidate teachers held somewhat not totally correct in-
formation. Considering the high prevalence of students with 
SLD in education, it is of great importance that pre-service 
teachers have accurate perceptions of SLD. Considering all 
these points, it can be said that it is a necessity for pre-ser-
vice teachers’ perceptions of SLD to reach a more adequate 
level. In addition to all these, it seemed the participants in 
this study found OPV interesting and meaningful, which 
aligns with other similar OPV studies (Genç et al., 2021; 
Doyumğaç et al., 2021; Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan et al., 2021; 
Tanhan & Strack, 2020; Tümkaya et al., 2021; Subasi et al., 
2021). All these results and specific implications provided 
below can be a strong sign of use of OPV to serve people 
with SLD and their relatives and conduct future research 
based on OPV to move forward.

CONCLUSION
This final section presents the limitations of the study and 
some recommendations for researchers and practitioners. 
The most important limitation of this research is that only 
people with appropriate electronic devices were able to par-
ticipate in the research, as the study was conducted online 
and in the context of COVID-19. People who did not have 
the appropriate electronic device and internet infrastructure 
probably could not participate in the research. Researchers 
think that since some participants did not have access to a 
good camera, due to the COVID-19 epidemic and curfew 
restrictions, these participants turned to online stock photos 
instead of taking photographs from the outside. Similar re-
sults were observed in the previous studies in the context of 

the pandemic (Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan et al., 2021). Another 
limitation is that the participants only selected from an edu-
cation faculty of a university in Turkey.

In the light of the findings discussed in the study, some 
suggestions were made to the researchers, educators and ed-
ucation policy-makers.

For Educators

• Teachers who have trainee teachers in their classes can 
provide training for trainee teachers about SLD.

• Schools with trainee teachers in their schools can orga-
nize training on SLD for trainee teachers.

• Schools with trainee teachers in their schools can assign 
more experience to the interns in classes with students 
with SLD.

For Researchers

• Classroom teachers’ perceptions about SLD can be ex-
amined with OPV method.

• With the OPV method, the perceptions of teachers work-
ing with students with SLD in mainstreaming classes 
can be examined.

• The perceptions of teachers who have students with 
SLD and perceptions of teachers who have other stu-
dents with other issues (e.g., autism, attention deficit 
and hyperactivity) or no issues students in their classes 
can be compared with OPV to shed light on unexplored 
areas.

• By using OPV method, pre-service teachers’ percep-
tions of children with SLD and other types of disabili-
ties (autism, attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder, 
etc.) can be compared.

• Considering pre-service teachers’ critical role in educa-
tion, it can be very effective to screen their mental health 
through OPV.

•	 Future researchers can design mixed methods, meaning 
using OPV and a quantitative measure and compare the 
results. 

For Policy-makers

• Elective courses related to SLD for all teaching at edu-
cation faculties can be made compulsory.

• The variety of lessons and lesson hours related to SLD 
for all teaching at education faculties can be increased.

• The hours of teaching practice which is mandatory in 
education faculties can be increased.
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