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Abstract
The first aim of this study is to define student teachers’ epistemological beliefs and how they conceive 
social studies. The second aim is to determine whether participants’ conceptions of social studies differ in 
accordance with the epistemological beliefs they hold. Designed as a sequential explanatory mixed research, 
this study employs 620 student teachers in its quantitative phase, while the participants of the following 
qualitative phase consists of 17 students teachers. The Epistemic Belief Inventory and a semi-structured 
interview schedule were used as data collection instruments. The findings of the quantitative study revealed 
that student teachers hold highly sophisticated epistemological beliefs in the following three dimensions 
of the inventory: (i) Access to Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition, (ii) Certainty of Knowledge, and 
(iii) Control of Knowledge, while they have average sophisticated beliefs in the Structure of Knowledge 
dimension. The qualitative findings reveal that participants perceived social studies as life itself and as a 
relaxing subject taught in middle schools. The comparison of the quantitative and qualitative findings in the 
last phase of the study revealed that the participants’ conceptions of social studies differ based on the level 
of their epistemological beliefs in each dimension of the inventory.
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So that humans may be able to make sense of their lives, having reliable knowledge is 
absolutely essential. In the act of knowing, the person is the knower, also referred to as the 
subject, whereas that which they come across is the object known. Accordingly, the act 
of knowing is a process occurring between the knower and the known that results in what 
may be called knowledge. The known might be a phenomenon, an event or an entity in a 
passive position that is approached by the knower. As a conscious and intelligent entity, 
the knower actively seeks to know about everything other than herself and to comprehend 
her existence by making herself into an object to be known. Approaching the object to be 
known, the subject performs a mental activity through which she first arrives at concepts. 
Then, the concepts that she uses enable her to make inferences. Knowledge is produced in 
this final position (Çüçen, 2001, p. 16). One of the most discussed issues in epistemology 
is the differentiation between knowledge and belief. According to Kant (as cited in Uslu, 
2010, p. 32), whereas knowledge requires personal approval based on individual motives 
as well as objective justifications, a belief, though one may include personal reasons for 
hold it and precise subjective approval, does need not to be justified objectively. Based 
on this distinction, knowledge can be described as a justified, reasonable, and true belief 
(Uslu, 2010, p. 32). According to this description, knowledge is a kind of belief, though 
not a simplistic one. In order to accept any kind of belief as knowledge, it must also be 
justified, reasonable, and true. This suggests that knowledge can be achieved by means 
of objectively proving or justifying a belief that was held to be absolutely true for the 
knower. According to this conception, a belief indicates a degree that is insufficient and 
lower than that of knowledge (Uslu, 2010, p. 33). Deryakulu (2014, p. 262) suggests that 
knowledge can be achieved through the proving or justification of objective phenomena 
able to be observed by all, while beliefs are depended on personal feelings, perceptions, 
appreciations, and judgements that were held to be true and accurate representations of 
the entity and the state of a particular person, object, or case.

Gaining prominence as a philosophical discipline in the modern ages (Külcü, 
2000, p. 389), epistemology substantially handles the issues of the sources, structures, 
methods, capabilities, limitations, and value of knowledge (Bolay, 2004, p. 69). 
Epistemological beliefs on the other hand, are personal beliefs held by people about 
the nature of knowledge and learning (Schommer, 1994, 1998). Described as personal 
thoughts and beliefs toward the entity or existence of knowledge, how it is acquired, 
its degree of certainty, and its limitations (Brownlee, Purdie, & Boulton-Lewis, 2001, 
p. 248), epistemological beliefs have attracted a profound amount of psychologists’ 
and educators’ attention in recent decades (Hofer, 2001; Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). 
Apart from those issues that have been handled by conventional epistemology studies, 
epistemological belief research has been seeking to answer these questions: (i) How 
are epistemological beliefs conceptualized? (ii) Are epistemological beliefs related to 
learning? (iii) How are epistemological beliefs developed or changed over the course 
of time? and (iv) Which factors influence epistemological beliefs?



2095

Dinç, Üztemur / Investigating Student Teachers’ Conceptions of Social Studies through the Multi-dimensional Structure...

Perry’s extensive longitudinal phenomenographic research on white male students 
attending Harvard University has been accepted as pioneering epistemological belief 
studies (Pery, 1970 as cited in Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p. 89). He suggested a model in 
which the development of epistemological beliefs follows one another sequentially. 
According to his model, epistemological development explains whether the ways 
that people conceptualize knowledge differ from one another, and if so whether this/
those difference(s) depend(s) on any variable (e.g.; age, maturation, educational 
background, etc.) (Deryakulu, 2014, p. 264). According to Perry, newcomers to 
university tend to believe that knowledge is simple, certain, and both produced 
and presented by experts/specialists whereas toward the end of their undergraduate 
education, most of these same individuals begin to believe that knowledge depends 
upon the context, that there are only a few absolute truths, that knowledge is in an 
inextricable form consisting of countless interrelated items, and that it is produced 
by individuals through personal observations and reasoning rather than by experts/
specialists (Deryakulu, 2014, p. 264; Schommer, 2002, p. 104). Based on the above 
research findings, Perry categorizes individuals’ epistemological beliefs into four 
development levels: dualism, multiplism, relativism, and commitment (1970, cited 
in Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p. 91). Persons holding a dualist stance believe that the 
knowledge has an absolute characteristic (i.e., being either true or false) and that true 
knowledge is produced and transferred by specialists or an authority. Individuals with 
a multiplist belief start to comprehend that the knowledge is not wholly certain or 
absolute and that specialists might make mistakes without relinquishing their belief 
that there are some realities or facts that do not change at all. Multiplists believe 
specialists’ views less and give importance to their own conceptions of what is true 
or what is false. Individuals in the relativist stance assess whether knowledge is true 
or false while taking into consideration the context in which it exists or occurs. In 
this level where absolute truths are not valid anymore, individual perceptions and 
interpretations come to the fore. While individuals’ flexible and relativist thinking 
continue to be influential upon reaching the level of commitment, they additionally 
tend to devote themselves to a particular thought or belief at this level (Brownlee et 
al., 2001, p. 248; Chan & Elliott, 2000, p. 226; Deryakulu, 2014, p. 265).

Starting with Perry, epistemological belief model studies have been carried out by 
various researches under different names (Baxter Magolda, 1992 as cited in Hofer 
& Pintrich, 1997; Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; King & Kitchener, 
1994 as cited in Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Kuhn, Cheney, & Weinstock, 2000). An 
investigation of the single dimension models reveals that epistemological belief 
models in this group share, for the most part, the same path. The epistemological 
development path progresses from an objectivist, dualist stance where specialists or 
an authority is taken as the source of knowledge to a position where individuals gain 
multiperspectivity and start to believe that their views might be valuable. The final 
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stance in this path suggests that knowledge is not transferred by specialists, but rather 
that it is actively produced by the subject herself. Instead of an understanding of 
absolute and certain knowledge, this stance suggests a view of knowledge that is not 
stable but developing and successively renewing itself in accordance with the context 
in which it exist/occurs. In short, knowing something means justifying it (Deryakulu, 
2014, p. 267; Hofer, 1994, p. 3; Hofer, 2001, p. 359).

Schommer (1990; 1994) criticised the above mentioned epistemological development 
models for the reason that they were designed to assess individuals’ beliefs on knowledge 
and the acquisition of knowledge sequentially in a single-dimension sphere. She argued 
not only that such developmental models’ approach to epistemological beliefs is not 
appropriate to comprehend the complex structure of these beliefs but also that they 
might impose certain constraints to multiple connections between epistemological 
beliefs and various aspects of learning. She therefore suggests that epistemological 
beliefs need to be investigated with their multi-dimensional structure. Schommer 
(1990; 1994) asserts a multi-dimensional model called epistemological belief system. 
Her system presupposes five epistemological dimensions. Three of these dimensions 
(i.e., structure, certainty, and source) are related to knowledge itself whereas the 
remaining two (i.e., control and speed) are linked to the acquisition of knowledge. Her 
multi-dimensional epistemological belief system is set out in Diagram 1. According to 
her system each dimension contains two categories.

In the Structure of Knowledge dimension for instance, those beliefs expressing that 
knowledge is simple and formed as a result of the assembly of various pieces fall into 
one category (i.e., naive) whereas those beliefs expressing that knowledge is complex, 
integrated, and combined are grouped in a different category (i.e., sophisticated). Those 
individuals who believe that knowledge is simple tend to remember what they learned 
as knowledge word by word, whereas those individuals with sophisticated beliefs 
hold that knowledge is complex, interrelated, transferable, and applicable. Therefore, 
their beliefs have an impact on learning processes. Those individuals who believe that 
knowledge is formed from isolated fragments are more likely to experience problems 
in understanding complicated texts. The main problem here is that individuals in this 
group are unable to successfully integrate their prior knowledge into new information 
that they encounter in a particular text (Schommer, 1998, p. 132).

In the Certainty of Knowledge dimension, those holding naive beliefs hold that 
knowledge is certain and stable wheras those hold sophisticated beliefs assert that apart 
from a limited amount of knowledge, what is taken as knowledge has undergone a process 
of continuous change and development. Those who believe that knowledge is simple and 
certain are more likely to give simple answers, seeking, for example, to produce only one 
answer to a mathematical question. Individuals holding such beliefs may only see in terms 



2097

Dinç, Üztemur / Investigating Student Teachers’ Conceptions of Social Studies through the Multi-dimensional Structure...

of black and white, without any grey area in between, and tend to interpret ambiguous 
and unresolved texts as certain facts. Conversely, individuals holding sophisticated 
epistemological beliefs are more likely to present complex answers and produce multiple 
ways to solve a problem (Schommer, 1998; Schommer & Dunnell, 1994).

In the Source of Knowledge dimension, individuals holding naive epistemological 
beliefs think that all knowledge arises from or is both produced and transferred by 
specialists or another authority whereas those holding sophisticated beliefs content 
that knowledge is produced through extensive observation, reasoning, and judgements 
(Schommer-Aikins, 2004, p. 20).

Diagram 1. The structure of Schommer’s Multi-dimensional Epistemological Belief System.

People with naive epistemological beliefs hold that human beings’ ability to learn 
is genetically fixed at birth whereas those holding sophisticated beliefs maintain that 
one’s ability to learn is gained and improved upon through life-long experiences. 
One’s beliefs related to the control of learning may help the individual cope with 
challenging tasks as well as develop positive attitudes toward learning itself. People 
who believe that they have fixed learning and problem solving abilities may potentially 
assess their mistakes as a reflection of their inabilities. If they experience a difficult 
situation, they may become disappointed and quit trying. According to Dweck and 
Leggett (1988, p. 258), students who believe that one’s abilities are fixed at birth also 
deem themselves inept and unable to complete a challenging academic task that they 
encounter. On the other hand, students who believe that one’s ability can be developed 
perceive challenging academic tasks or assignments as being designed to enhance their 
abilities to learn and improve themselves. When they encounter such tasks, they try 
to encourage themselves, by telling themselves that they have to try harder and apply 
different strategies. They use various working strategies and focus more on studying. 
Their persistence may go on for days, months, and years (Schommer, 1998, p. 134).
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Those holding naive beliefs consider learning to be a process that can happen 
rapidly or that may never occur whereas students with sophisticated epistemological 
beliefs approach learning as a gradual and progressive process. Those who believe 
that knowledge acquisition is a quick process think that there is no need to allocate 
substantive amounts of time for learning. It is highly possible that beliefs about 
the speed of learning process influence the amount of time people spend to solve a 
problem. According to such individuals if one is unable to learn after her first attempt, 
she may consider any successive attempts to be senseless or a waste of time. On the 
contrary, those who believe that knowledge acquisition is a step by step and gradual 
process try to scrutinize the problem first and then attempt to devise a study plan 
based on the problem’s degree of difficulty. They approach the problem strategically, 
which leads them to reach a meaningful learning (Schommer, 1998, p. 134). 

Schommer (1994, p. 301) asserts that it is not obligatory to expect individuals’ 
epistemological belief development to progress synchronically in accordance with 
a pre-given coherent order. For example, an individual may hold that knowledge is 
absolute and unchangeable while at the same time believing that it has an integrated, 
combined, and complex structure. Believing that the ability to learn comes from birth 
does not prevent or limit one from regarding the processes of learning as a step by 
step gradual progression. In order to test her five-dimensional theory, Schommer 
developed a likert scale consisting of 63 items. After conducting a pilot study to assess 
the validity and reliability of her scale, four factors or dimensions were determined 
to align with naive epistemological beliefs, namely: (i) simple knowledge, (ii) certain 
knowledge, (iii) quick learning, and (iv) one’s ability being fixed from birth. She 
has been criticised by other researchers because her scale did not include the Source 
of Knowledge dimension (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Schraw, Bendixen, & Dunkle, 
2002). In addition, Hofer and Pintrich (1997, p. 108–110) indicated that Schommer’s 
model has a number of theoretical defects, stating that while the dimensions of simple 
knowledge and certain knowledge fit into the previous epistemological models, the 
belief that one’s ability is set from birth is outside of the theoretical structure. Hofer 
and Pintrich (1997) stressed that beliefs about knowledge are not the same thing as 
the speed of learning. Moreover, Schommer’s model has been scrutinized by several 
academics asking whether beliefs about learning, education, and intelligence are 
parts of individuals’ epistemological beliefs or whether they are related to personal 
beliefs and theories. Beliefs on self-efficacy, for instance, are taken as an important 
part of a person’s psychological construct of education, but are not regarded as 
something related to personal epistemology. Similarly, beliefs about the structure of 
intelligence and the speed of learning may not be components of the epistemological 
domain (Burr & Hofer, 2002; Hofer, 2001). The difference of opinions on the above 
issues has been discussed and there exists a difference of opinion in academics’ 
viewpoints. In spite of these critics, since it leads researchers to a path different 
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than previous phenomenographic studies and facilitates data collection procedures, 
Schommer’s scale has been translated into various languages and applied in different 
cultural spheres. All of these studies work to accelerate research on the impact of 
epistemological beliefs on learning and teaching (Deryakulu, 2014, p. 269).

The issues of how students’ beliefs about knowledge and knowing influence the 
process of learning and what kind of roles these beliefs play in the processes of 
knowledge acquisition and information building have pulled educational psychologists’ 
attention to this direction (Hofer, 2001, p. 354). The results of the following studies 
therefore indicate that epistemological beliefs not only have an impact on but are also 
influenced by various variables. The relevant research reveals that epistemological 
beliefs have an impact on students’ academic beliefs (Cano, 2005; Conley, Pintrich, 
Vekiri, & Harrison, 2004), their active participation in learning processes (Schommer, 
1994), their tendency to take academic risks (Dweck & Leggett, 1988), their skills of 
comprehending the reading tasks (Ryan, 1984), their approaches to learning (Aypay, 
2011a; Chan & Elliott, 2004; Phan, 2008), and their study strategies (Deryakulu, 2004; 
Holschuh, 1998; Schommer, 1998). The relevant literature also reveales that there are 
significant and meaningful relationships between epistemological beliefs and critical 
thinking (Başbay, 2013; Hofer, 2004), epistemological beliefs and motivation (Chen & 
Pajares, 2010; Kızılgüneş, Tekkaya, & Sungur, 2010; Ricco, Pierce, & Medinilla, 2010), 
epistemological beliefs and cultural differences (Chan & Elliott, 2002; Deryakulu & 
Büyüköztürk, 2002), and epistemological beliefs and the field of study (Deryakulu & 
Büyüköztürk, 2005; Hofer, 2000; Youn, 2000).

Beliefs are transformed into reality through processes where a person perceives 
and evaluates various events and experiences under the influences of her culture, 
educational background, and own personal characteristics. Once a belief about a 
person, an object, or a case takes shape, it becomes an agent forming and influencing 
how its holder perceives or conceptualizes subsequent events, experiences, or 
cognitive information that he may come across, how he processes and interprets them, 
and how he decides on taking action (Deryakulu, 2014, p. 262–263). Perception in this 
context means gaining impressions about objects and events through one’s senses. An 
organism adapts to its environment by means of perceptual processes and there could 
be differences between an individual’s perception tied to her private life and objective 
facts (Yahyaoğlu, 2013, p. 36). While attitudes include thinking, feeling, and acting 
– namely, how an individual should see and behave toward something – perception, 
and then conceptualization, means to make sense of a fact, interpret it, and then create 
a world of experience about it (Pickens, 2009 as cited in Karbay, 2012, p. 4).

In line with its aim to enable one to obtain the knowledge, attitudes, skills, and 
values needed to adapt to social life and to create solutions for social problems, 



2100

EDUCATIONAL SCIENCES: THEORY & PRACTICE

social studies, endeavour to raise effective citizens (Öztürk, Keskin, & Otluoğlu, 
2012, p. 2). Effective citizenship in this context refers to an individual knowing her 
duties and responsibilities and being sensitive about social and natural occurrences 
occurring in her immediate environment (Sözer, 1998, p. 19). Though social studies 
is directly related to life itself and seeks to find solutions for real-life problems, 
unfortunately many of the students find it to be a boring class as they believe not 
to have any relavence with their everday lives (Özkal, Güngör, & Çetingöz, 2004, 
p. 602). Middle school students in particular have for years held the belief that the 
topics they learn in social studies will not bear fruits in their future lives (Byford, 
2002, p. 11). Despite the fact that there are numerous reasons for students to conceive 
of social studies negatively, Haladyna (1982 as cited in Alazzi & Chiodo, 2004, p. 
3-4) asserts that both teachers and the learning context play crucial roles in shaping 
students’ perceptions and attitudes toward social studies. Social studies teachers’ use 
of teaching methods and techniques, their expertise of the field, the methods that 
they use while approaching their students, and the nature of the learning context 
directly influence how students perceive the subject and their attitudes toward it. For 
example, it is highly probable that a lesson reducing history to a mere transmission 
of past events without emphasizing historical empathy or historical discussion and 
without establishing connections between historical events or places and those of 
learners’ everyday lives will fail to arouse students’ interest. 

Although teachers’ preservice education shows similar characteristics, personal 
differences such as intelligence, ability, gender, interest, previous knowledge about 
the subject, motivation, learning styles, locus of control, epistemological beliefs, 
and self-efficacy beliefs cause differences in teachers’ perceptions, beliefs, and 
comprehension. In their preservice education, not only do teachers learn about their 
subject area, they also gain experience using various learning methods. The courses 
they take constitute the substructure of student teachers’ own perceptions, beliefs, 
knowledge, and experiences. The preparation to teach a specific subject area and gain 
the culture of being teacher of that subject starts during one’s preservice education 
(Güven, 2004). From this point of view, it is important to analyze how student 
teachers of social studies conceive of social studies. In order to determine how 
student teachers of social studies conceive of their subject area, the relevant literature 
(Akengin, Sağlam, & Dilek, 2002; Akhan, 2015; Alazzi & Chiodo, 2004; Bal & Gök, 
2011; Demirbaş & Çelikkaya, 2012; Deveci & Bayır, 2011; Dinç & Doğan, 2010; 
Doğanay & Sarı, 2008; Güven & Ersoy, 2007; İskender, 2007; Keçe, 2014; Kılcan & 
Akbaba, 2014; Kılınç, 2014; Mertol, Doğdu, & Yılar, 2013; Özbas, 2012; Özkal et 
al., 2004; Özmen, 2011; Topçu, 2010; Yalçınkaya, 2015; Yapıcı & Demirdelen, 2007; 
Yazıcı & Yazıcı, 2010; Yılmaz & Kaya, 2011) has been examined. This examination 
led to the definition of themes that may be regarded as the very elements forming 
their conception of social studies. The emerging themes have only been taken as the 
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constituents of student teachers’ conception of social studies and do not represent 
middle school students’ conceptions of the subject. In this context, the aims and 
objectives of Turkey’s social studies curriculum and its content were regarded as two 
interconnected elements of preservice social studies teacher education that not only 
explain each other but are also influenced by one another. They were therefore treated 
as a unified single constituent. The themes are depicted in Diagram 2 below. 

Diagram 2. The Subcomponents of the Social Studies Student Teachers’ Conceptions of the Social Studies.

Teachers’ conceptions and understandings of their subject area have a substantive 
influence on their teaching methods, their educational decisions, and their approaches 
to the relevant curricula (Yılmaz, 2008, p. 158). According to Chan and Elliott (2000, 
p. 225), teachers’ epistemological beliefs play crucial roles not only in their choice of 
teaching methods but also in making decisions, selecting teaching materials, focusing 
on the content, specifying how to approach students in the classroom, and how they 
manage students’ behaviors.

It has been stressed in the relevant literature that epistemological beliefs have 
an impact on individuals’ perceptions, attitudes, and viewpoints. Accordingly, 
Schommer (1994, p. 300) points out that persons with naive epistemological beliefs 
blindly accept everything that their instructors tell them in history classes during their 
undergraduate training. However, although writers and instructors might very often 
state their thoughts in a persuasive manner, the content of history textbooks and what 
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historians recount about the past generally include their theoretical orientations and 
interpretations. It is highly possible that those students who believe that knowledge is 
simple and certain would study history through memorizing lists of past events and 
their dates instead of making connections between their causes and consequences 
and without trying to find relationships between different events or facts. Students 
in this category would also believe that what they know or learn about history 
constitutes objective representations of the past. On the other hand, those individuals 
who believe that knowledge is complex and interrelated may assess historical events 
in consideration with their multi-dimensional characteristics and inter-relatedness. 
Examining social studies teachers’ conceptions of history, Yılmaz (2008) found that 
teachers with naive epistemological beliefs regard historical knowledge as objective 
facts. Kösemen and Şahin (2014) studied social studies teachers’ views on social 
studies curriculum and compared those viewpoints with their epistemological beliefs. 
Their findings suggest that the higher the epistemological belief level held by teachers, 
the better their comprehension of the curriculum and its practice. Another study 
(Başçiftçi, Güleç, Akdoğan, & Koç, 2011) found there to be a positive correlation 
between student teachers’ epistemological beliefs and their value preferences. 
In his survey study, Önen (2011) investigated the influence of student teachers’ 
epistemological beliefs and their beliefs of education on their attitudes toward 
teaching as a profession, finding that there are positive relationships between the 
above variables. Biçer, Er, and Özel (2013) examined the relationship between social 
studies student teachers’ epistemological beliefs and the educational philosophy they 
embrace. Their findings revealed that students who believe that the prerequisite of 
learning is the amount of effort one puts into it also tend to embrace progressivism, 
re-constructivism, or existentialism. On the other hand, students holding the opinion 
that learning depends upon ability find themselves close to essentialism.

The above research findings indicate that any advancement in the development 
of students’ or student teachers’ epistemological beliefs supports them in adopting 
constructivist approaches in their learning and teaching practices. As a result, they 
develop and practice student-centred teaching activities as well as encouraging 
learner autonomy. From this point of view, it is assumed that there is a direct link 
between social studies student teachers’ epistemological beliefs and their conception 
of social studies. As such, the current study seeks to test the plausibility of the given 
assumption by means of collecting and analyzing field data. Another ground for this 
study is that the literature discussed above does not include any research investigating 
the relationships between epistemological beliefs and the conception of social studies.

Designed as a mixed sequential explanatory research, this study aims first 
to determine social studies student teachers’ epistemological beliefs and their 
conceptions of social studies. It then explores how students’ conceptions of social 
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studies differ based on the epistemological belief categories in which they are located. 
The causes and motives behind the potential differences amongst student teachers’ 
conceptions and their justification of these differences are examined in the last phase. 
Based on these objectives, the overall research question of this study could be stated 
as: How do student teachers’ conceptions of social studies differ in accordance with 
their epistemological belief categories?

Departing from the above stated research objectives and the overall research 
question, answers to the following research questions were sought during the research 
processes:

1) What kind of epistemological beliefs do social studies student teachers hold? Do 
their beliefs differ in comparison with each epistemological belief dimension? Do 
student teachers’ epistemological beliefs in each dimension differ in accordance 
with their gender, grade level, mothers’ educational background, fathers’ educational 
background, the places where their families live, and the university they attend? 

2) How do student teachers conceptualize social studies? 

3) Do student teachers located in different epistemological belief categories 
conceptualize social studies differently?

Method
The research design, study group, data collection instruments, and data analysis 

procedures are discussed in this section.

Research Design
In order to illustrate the relationships between how student teachers conceive 

of social studies and their epistemological beliefs, the current study follows a 
mixed sequential explanatory design. Such a mixed method design begins with 
the researcher conducting a quantitative study in the first phase who then looks for 
particular results in the second. This second phase generally includes an in-depth 
explanation and justification of the quantitative findings through the collection and 
analysis of qualitative components (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2015, p. 89). In the 
first phase of the current study, student teachers’ epistemological belief levels were 
determined and the participants were appointed to various epistemological belief 
categories according to their scores. Then 17 voluntary participants from different 
epistemological belief categories were selected for the second phase. Semi-structured 
interviews were held with these 17 participants in the second phase to disclose 
how they conceived of social studies. Within the frame of the research objective, 
the participants’ epistemological beliefs and their social studies conceptions were 
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compared and contrasted to ascertain the relationships amongst them. The adapted 
version of the sequential explanatory design is given in Diagram 3 below.

Diagram 3. Adapted version of the mixed explanatory sequential design (Adapted from Ivankova & Stick, 2007, p. 98).

Study Group
The sample of the quantitative phase of this study was chosen among student 

teachers attending three social studies teacher education departments attached to the 
education faculties of Dokuz Eylül, Dumlupınar, and Uşak universities, all universities 
located in Turkey, in the fall semester of the 2015-2016 academic year under the basis 
of random sampling techniques. The Epistemic Belief Inventory (Schraw et al., 2002) 
adopted into Turkish by Dinç, İnel, and Üztemur (2016) was used to collect data from 
the study sample. A total of 278 student teachers from Dokuz Eylül University, 196 
from Dumlupınar University, and 187 from Uşak University filled in the inventory. 
After an initial review, those inventory forms that had only been partly completed 
by students were excluded, giving the above cited numbers. The demographical 
characteristics of the quantitative sample are presented in Table 1.

As seen in Table 1, student teachers’ gender and grade levels are distributed almost 
evenly among the subcategories. Fathers’ educational background peaks in primary 
and secondary education whereas most of the participants’ mothers had either received 
no formal education or had only finished primary school. Another demographical 
finding shows that almost 60% of the participants’ families lived in either towns or 
big cities at the time of the study.

During the time of quantitative data collection, the participants were asked to 
supply their e-mail addresses or telephone numbers if they wished to participate 
in the following qualitative study. Among the 24 students who provided their 
communication information, 17 stated that they were available and willing to 
participate in interviews voluntarily when they were invited to do so. Table 2 reveals 
the demographical information of the 17 student teachers who participated in the 
semi-structured interviews. In order to follow ethical guidelines, students’ actual 
names were replaced with pseudonyms.
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Table 2 shows that the distribution of participants’ genders and the universities with 
which they were affiliated at the time of data collection are well balanced. However, most 
of the participants interviewed were attending their last year of undergraduate studies.

Table 1
Demographical Information of the Quantitative Sample
Variable Category Frequency f Proportion %

University
1. Dokuz Eylül 266 42.9
2. Dumlupınar 181 29.2
3. Uşak 173 27.9

Grade Level

1. First Year 155 25.0
2. Second Year 149 24.0
3. Third Year 157 25.3
4. Fourth Year 159 25.6

Gender
1. Female 301 48.5
2. Male 319 51.5

Mothers’ Educational Background

1. No education 125 20.2
2. Primary 307 49.5
3. Middle school 95 15.3
4. Secondary 58 9.4
5. Undergraduate and over 35 5.6

Fathers’ Educational Background

1. No education 16 2.6
2. Primary 292 47.1
3. Middle school 128 20.6
4. Secondary 116 18.7
5. Undergraduate and over 68 11.0

The Place Participants’ Families Live

1. Village 106 17.1
2. Small Town 26 4.2
3. Town 191 30.8
4. City 118 19.0
5. Metropolitan City 179 28.9

Table 2 
Demographical Information about the Participants of the Qualitative Study
Nickname University Gender Grade
Ahmet D. Eylül Male 3
Serkan D. Eylül Male 2
Özhan D. Eylül Male 3
Nur D. Eylül Female 4
Ozan D. Eylül Male 4
Ece Dumlupınar Female 4
Ayşe Dumlupınar Female 3
Bilge Dumlupınar Female 4
Burhan Dumlupınar Male 3
Erdem Dumlupınar Male 3
Emre Dumlupınar Male 4
Gül Dumlupınar Female 4
Merve Uşak Female 4
Züleyha Uşak Female 4
Leyla Uşak Female 4
Can Uşak Male 2
Efe Uşak Male 2
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Data Collection Instruments
The Epistemic Belief Inventory was used as the data collection tool in the 

quantitative phase. A semi-structured interview schedule developed by the researchers 
during the course of study was utilized in the qualitative phase.

Epistemic Belief Inventory. The Epistemic Belief Inventory developed by Schraw 
et al. (2002) was used to measure the social studies student teachers’ epistemological 
beliefs. Consisting of five dimensions designed and developed by Schommer (1990), 
the epistemological belief model was converted into a questionnaire by her and then 
tested. Schommer’s (1990) own questionnaire did not include the Source of Knowledge 
dimension. In order to obtain a more inclusive and reliable measurement tool, Schraw 
et al. (2002, p. 263) improved on the Epistemic Belief Inventory, adding the Source 
of Knowledge dimension. Initially consisting of 28 items, their scale turned into a 15-
item inventory covering of all five dimensions included in Schommer’s model. Their 
five-item likert type scale included the following epistemological dimensions, in 
respective order: (i) omniscient authority, (ii) certain knowledge, (iii) quick learning, 
(iv) simple knowledge, and (v) innate or fixed ability. Higher points obtained from 
the inventory indicate undeveloped or immature epistemological beliefs. 

An adopted version (Dinç et al., 2016) of the Epistemic Belief Inventory (Schraw 
et al., 2002) was used in this study. The exploratory factor analysis conducted on 
the adopted version revealed that the Turkish version of the inventory is composed 
of 15 items and four factors (dimensions). While three dimensions (i.e., certainty of 
knowledge, structure of knowledge, and the control of knowledge) in the original 
inventory remained the same in the Turkish version, the items in the remaining two 
dimensions (i.e., source of knowledge and the speed of knowledge acquisition) were 
merged into the same factor. The authors then conducted an affirmative factor analysis 
and determined cohesive scores. Since the result of this analysis indicated that the 
Source of Knowledge and Speed of Knowledge Acquisition dimensions combined 
into a single dimension, the authors named this emerging combined new dimension 
as Access to Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition (Dinç et al., 2016). While Dinç 
et al. (2016) determined the reliability score of the inventory’s adopted version to be 
.78, it was found to be .79 in the current study.

The semi-structured interview schedule. On the basis of six themes or 
subcomponents presented in Diagram 2, the researchers drafted a semi-structured 
interview schedule to reveal participants’ conceptions of social studies in the 
qualitative phase of the study. Three academics who were specialists in the field and 
one language specialist were invited to review the drafted interview schedule. Several 
amendments were then made in accordance with their critiques and suggestions. A 
pilot interview was conducted with a social studies student teacher attending Uşak 
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University to ascertain whether the instrument as a whole and the questions included 
are understandable, clear, and appropriate for the participants. The pilot showed that 
the items were clear and understandable, that they were appropriate to the levels 
and experiences of the potential participants, and that an average interview may last 
approximately 30-35 minutes. After a few minor changes were made on the interview 
schedule following the pilot, the schedule’s final version was obtained.

Data Analysis
In the quantitative phase of the study, frequencies (f), mean scores (X), proportions 

(%), and standard deviation scores (sd) were used to present the results of the descriptive 
analyses. Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests were carried out to assess the normality of scores. 
A non-parametric test was applied where the assumptions of normality were not meet. 
The answers obtained for the Epistemic Belief Inventory were graded as follows: 
strongly disagree 1, disagree 2, undecided/not sure 3, agree 4, and strongly agree 5. 
The range of scores presented in Table 3 was used in the interpretation of the findings.

Table 3
The Range of Scores and Their Meanings Used the Interpret the Findings of the Inventory 
Statements Range of Scores Epistemological Belief Level
Strongly disagree 1.00-1.80 Highly sophisticated/ highly developed
Disagree 1.81-2.60 Sophisticated /developed
Undecided/not sure 2.61-3.40 Moderately sophisticated/moderately developed
Agree 3.41-4.20 Naive/ underdeveloped
Strongly agree 4.21-5.00 Very naive/ not developed at all

As seen in Table 3, the lower the scores obtained from the inventory, the higher 
the participants’ epistemological belief level. In order to test whether there is any 
significant difference amongst male and female participants, either an independent 
sample t-test or a Mann Whitney U-test was conducted. Both a One-Way Anova and 
a Kruskal Wallis test were carried out to define whether any significant differences 
existed among the participants according to the institutions in which they were 
studying, their mothers’ and father’ educational backgrounds, and the place where 
their families live. Scheffe’s test, one of the post-hoc tests, was used to assess the 
source of the significant differences arising from the above mentioned initial statistics.

All recordings of the interview data obtained in the process of the qualitative study 
were transcribed and typed using a word processor. Afterward, what the participants 
expressed in the interview sessions were read repeatedly and coded. Those codes 
sharing similar or close meanings were collected together and evaluated as if they 
were in the same category. The coding processes conducted by the researchers 
independently were then compared and contrasted to assess consensus and divergence 
in the opinions amongst the coders. Verbatim quotations from the participants were 
used in order to ensure the credibility of the findings and interpretations. 
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Findings
The finding obtained from the quantitative and qualitative phases of this mixed 

sequential explanatory research are presented below in this section, respectively.

Quantitative Phase
In accordance with the first problem statement, student teachers’ scores obtained 

from each dimension of the Epistemic Belief Inventory and their total scores are 
displayed in Table 4. 

Table 4
Descriptive Statistics Obtained from the Epistemic Belief Inventory

Number of items Maximum Minimum Average X s
Dimension 1 (Access to knowledge and 
knowledge acquisition) 8 40 8 15.16 1.89 6.7

Dimension 2 (Certainty of knowledge) 3 15 3 7.5 2.50 2.83
Dimension 3 (Control of knowledge) 2 10 2 5.1 2.55 2.27
Dimension 4 (Structure of knowledge) 2 10 2 5.92 2.96 2.07
Total 15 75 15 33.69 2.24 9.83

As seen in Table 4, the scores obtained from the Epistemic Belief Inventory vary 
in accordance with the dimensions. Taking the range of scores presented in Table 3 
as a basis, it could be stated that in consideration with the dimensions of Access to 
Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition, Certainty of Knowledge, and Control of 
Knowledge, social studies student teachers’ epistemological beliefs are sophisticated 
or developed. They hold moderately sophisticated epistemological beliefs in the 
Structure of Knowledge dimension. The average of the scores obtained from the 
entire inventory reveals that student teachers’ scores cluster around the sophisticated/
developed epistemic belief level. However, as this study proposes to examine the 
participants’ conceptions of social studies in consideration with the multi-dimensional 
structure of their epistemological beliefs, it is preferred to analyze and interpret each 
dimension independently rather than discussing the inventory as a whole.

Table 5 displays the results of the One-Way Anova and Kruskal Wallis test scores 
carried out to determine whether the scores obtained from the inventory show any 
significant difference in consideration with the university that student teachers 
attended. 

Because the data obtained for the first dimension of the inventory does not scatter 
normally, a Kruskal Wallis test was conducted. The findings of which reveal that the 
scores obtained for the Access to Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition dimension 
significantly differ among the participants attending different universities p = .001[x2 
(sd = 2, n = 560) = 13.515, p < .05]. In order to determine the groups among which 
these differences occur, a Mann Whitney U-test was carried out, which indicated 
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that student teachers attending Dumlupınar University held higher epistemological 
beliefs (X = 197.25) in consideration with access to Knowledge and Knowledge 
Acquisition than did their counterparts attending Dokuz Eylül (X = 242.20), and Uşak 
(X = 208.08) universities (U = 192305, p < .05, U = 13745, p < .05).

Table 5
One Way Anova and Kruskal Wallis Test Scores on Student Teachers Epistemological Beliefs in Comparison 
with the Universities They Attend

D
im

en
si

on
1 University Mean Range sd x2 Significant Difference

Dokuz Eylül 336.45 2 13.515 Dumlupınar- Dokuz Eylül
Dumlupınar- Uşak

Dumlupınar 273..19
Uşak 309.63

D
im

en
si

on
 3 Source of Variance Sum of Squares sd Average of 

Squares F Significant Difference

Between Groups 81.151 2 40.576
8.039 Dumlupınar- Dokuz Eylül

Dumlupınar- UşakWithin Groups 3114.119 617 5.047
Total 3195.270 619

According to the findings, there is no significant difference amongst the students of 
those three universities in respect of the Certainty of Knowledge and the Structure of 
Knowledge dimensions. In consideration with the Control of Knowledge dimension 
however, a significant difference amongst the groups was found, p = .000[F(2, 617)= 
8,039, p < .05]. A Scheffe test was conducted to define the groups amongst which this 
difference occurred, revealing that student teachers attending Dumlupınar University 
(X = 4.55) had more developed epistemological beliefs than did their counterparts 
attending Dokuz Eylül (X = 5.40), and Uşak (X = 5.22) universities in the Control of 
Knowledge dimension. Although, it has not been scrutinized widely in this study, it 
could be stated that the result indicating that students attending Dumlupınar University 
held more developed epistemological beliefs than did their counterparts in Dokuz Eylül, 
and Uşak universities might be due to the academic staff teaching in their department, 
their teaching methods, the sources and materials they use, and various other factors.

In order to determine whether the scores obtained for the second, third, and 
fourth dimensions of the inventory indicated any significant difference between 
the students attending different grades of their preservice training, a series of One-
Way Anova tests was conducted, while a Kruskal Wallis test was carried out on the 
scores obtained for the first dimension. The results revealed there to be a significant 
difference amongst groups in the certainty of knowledge dimension only, F (3, 616) 
= 5.540, p < .05. The following Scheffe test explained that students in their forth 
year held more sophisticated epistemological beliefs (X = 6.72) than did those in 
their first year (X = 7.87) on the Certainty of Knowledge dimension. This finding can 
be evaluated as supporting evidence to Perry’s model, which asserts that university 
education improves epistemological beliefs. 
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An independent samples t-test and a Mann Whitney U-tests were carried out to test 
whether the participants’ epistemological beliefs differed according to their gender. 
The results of these tests are displayed in Table 6.

As seen in Table 6, the test scores indicate that their is a gender-based difference 
in participants’ scores on the Access to Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition, the 
Certainty of Knowledge and the Control of Knowledge, p = .000[U = 37808, p < .05], 
p = .003[t(618) = -2.974, p < .05], p = .028[t(618)= - 2.206, p < .05]. According to 
this finding, female participants hold stronger epistemological beliefs than do males 
in all three dimensions and can therefore be stated that considering epistemological 
beliefs, gender is a discriminative factor at least in the context of the current study. 

Table 6
The Results of the T-Test and Mann Whitney U-Test Comparing the Scores Obtained from the Inventory and 
the Participants’ Gender

D
im

en
si

on
 1 Gender n Mean Range Mean Total U

Female 301 276.61 83.259 37.808

Male 319 342.48 109.251

D
im

en
si

on
 2 Gender n X S Sd t

Female 301 7.15 2.70 618 -2.974

Male 319 7.82 2.92

D
im

en
si

on
 3 Gender n X S Sd t

Female 301 4.89 2.25 618 -2.206

Male 319 5.30 2.27

In order to check whether the educational backgrounds of the participants’ parents 
and the size of the place where their families live have any indirect impact on student 
teachers’ epistemological beliefs, both a One Way Anova and Kruskal Wallis test 
were conducted. The results yielded no evidence indicating a significant relationship 
between parents’ educational backgrounds and student teachers’ epistemological 
beliefs. In the case of the place where the participants’ families lived, the same result 
(i.e., no significant relationship) was also obtained.

Qualitative Phase
The data obtained from the 17 student teachers voluntarily participated in the 

qualitative phase of the study were analyzed in detail in this section.

Student teachers’ conceptions of social studies as a broad concept. The analysis 
of the participants’ conceptions of social studies yielded the codes and categories 
displayed in Diagram 4.
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The participants’ conceptions of social studies were able to be examined within 
the framework of three main categories and several concepts as seen in Diagram 4. 
The participants conceptualized social studies mostly as a school subject focusing on 
the topics of history, geography, and citizenship (f: 24). Many of the students within 
this group expressed that the concept of social studies reminds them of wars and 
maps, precipitating them to think of history and geography. Ayşe, one of the student 
teachers in this group, stated the following:

I myself love the Ottoman history very much. The Ottomans or Ottoman history is a must-
have for me. I also chose this department because of history. I selected social studies because 
it included history. Social studies is a unique subject. Firstly it’s an interdisciplinary area. 
It does not just mean the presentation of content to students as in Math or Turkish. Your 
aim here is to enable students to develop a historical consciousness. It includes geography 
and you’re supposed to teach them geographical elements. Additionally, you are required to 
teach them the concepts of citizenship, rights, liberties, and responsibilities. The fifth grade 
curriculum includes all these as well. Social studies is an important subject that enlightens 
students about their rights, responsibilities, and liberties. 

The participants also conceptualized social studies as a school subject aiming to 
raise active citizens as part of a greater human rights and democracy education. On 
the one hand, some student teachers (f: 6) view the concept as an integrated subject 
introducing various topics selected from a range of social science disciplines. It was 
revealed, on the other hand, that rather than considering it merely as a school subject, 
a sizeable group of participants (f: 22) perceived social studies as an instrument to 
prepare new generations for social life. Pointing out the importance of social studies 
in individuals’ socialization, the participants (f: 17) in this group stated that social 
studies contributes to students’ individual and social developments by means of 
teaching them about real life through the examples gleaned from daily life. Some of 
them (f: 5) added that social studies served a role of cultural transmission through 
its handling of traditions and customs, its instilling of respect and love to one’s own 
country and flag, and its highlighting the theme of peace. Looking at social studies 
from this perspective, Efe made the following points:

Social studies include everything. It is wide concept covering topics ranging from history 
to archaeology and anthropology, from philosophy to law. It is also a multi-dimensional 
department here in the university. For me, social studies is life itself and everyone needs to 
learn something about social studies. (Efe)
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Diagram 4. Participants’ conceptions of social studies as a broad and general concept.

The statements above indicate that social studies is related to all aspects of everyday 
social life. An overall view of the findings presented above gives the impression that 
the participants hold positive attitudes and viewpoints about social studies. Some of 
the participants (f: 3) who conceptualized social studies in this way also considered 
it to be an essential component of their personal and vocational development, 
whereas only two student teachers attributed negative meanings to social studies. 
Gül explained the reason behind her negative conception that social studies reminds 
her of the teacher selection exam (KPSS) that she must take after graduation and that 
disturbs and worries her. The other participant, Züleyha expressed that her negative 
conception arised from the integrated structure of social studies that she believes 
makes it very difficult for teachers to reach all students in their classes. Her views 
follow: 
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I see social studies as a course in which history, geography, and a little bit of citizenship are 
blended. Though they were taught separately beforehand, they are now integrated. Some 
from this, some from that; I think there is nothing evident here because I don’t think that 
we can provide a sense of history within the context of social studies. We say that one of 
the aims of social studies is to raise future citizens, but I don’t think that we raise good 
citizens. Social studies includes small parts of content from various social sciences, but it 
is a department whose center or focus is empty. I have friends studying in this department 
while at the same time who don’t like history. About the use of sources or materials, it’s also 
a very problematic area. While trying to teach the subject of citizenship, many things remain 
abstract or meaningless for students. It’s the same for history, too. We can only learn to use 
materials in teachi ng geography related topics. These are all what we’ve seen in the teaching 
practices we experience in schools. 

The above extract illustrates that social studies as a school subject does not reach 
its own aims and objectives and that the integrated subject approach is not useful. The 
participants hold that the disciplines forming the content of social studies should be 
taught independently so as to attain effective results. She also emphasizes that the 
content and structure of social studies is not appropriate for using teaching materials 
and resources in lessons, which negatively influences students’ interest in social studies. 

Social studies in middle schools. The participants’ conceptions of social studies 
as a middle school subject were analyzed within two main categories. One of these 
categories is content whose subcategories and codes are displayed in Diagram 5.

Diagram 5 reveals student teachers’ thoughts on the content, namely that social 
studies should be composed of topics on history, geography, and citizenship. They 
also indicate that some of the courses like anthropology, economics, and archaeology 
that they have taken during their undergraduate studies would not be useful in 
teaching middle school social studies. Ayşe’s view may be taken as an example of 
this perspective:

I’ve seen in my teaching practice that the subject is not taken seriously. I don’t know whether 
teachers think that children wouldn’t understand its content, but social studies is taught in 
a very simplistic way. I think it should mainly present topics on history. After eighth grade, 
most kids don’t remember anything about history. The Battle of Malazgirt, its date, and then 
the Gates of Anatolia were opened to the Turks. Kids just learn clichés like these, but they 
don’t get a consciousness of history. Some teachers teach Ottoman history in such a way that 
makes kids become enemies of the Ottomans. Some children are not even aware of the fact 
that the Republic of Turkey succeeds the Ottomans.

The above extract indicates that social studies is consubstantiated with history by 
some participants. Conversely, two participants held that social studies should not 
only consist of history, geography, and citizenship related topics, but should instead 
cover all other social science disciplines. While one student teacher suggested that 
the social sciences forming the content of social studies should be taught as separate 



2114

EDUCATIONAL SCIENCES: THEORY & PRACTICE

subjects, another one stressed that social studies should focus on the transmission of 
cultural values and on one’s commitment to her country. Two other participants stated 
that it should give importance to everyday life and current events. 

The second subcategory of content comes as the structure of it. A group of student 
teachers (f: 8) expressed that social studies as a middle school subject presents boring content 
comprising of some clichés. Ece summarizes this type of viewpoints in the following: 

They rather teach kids cliché things like mountains, plains, the the fronts where Atatürk fought. All 
these seem very cliché and boring to me. There must be topics that could attract students’ attention 
because kids get really bored of the subject. In the earlier grades, kids are more enthusiastic to 
learn, but in eighth grade, they’ve gotten bored or fed up with it. You know things like that. 

As seen in the above extract, the findings emphasize that the limited scope allocated 
to current events in the curriculum content negatively influences students’ motivation. 
The other findings obtained for this theme also disclose that student teachers think 
that the content of social studies is complicated, complex, and intense. 

Diagram 5. Conceptions of the content of social studies in middle schools. 

Another category arising from the data analysis related to participants’ conceptions 
of social studies as a middle school subjectpertains to teaching and learning contexts 
and processes. The concepts emerging within this category are presented in Diagram 6. 
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Diagram 6. Conceptions of teaching and learning processes in middle school social studies. 

Some participants (f: 6) stressed that social studies teachers’ personal characteristics 
are important factors influencing students’ motivation. They strongly emphasise 
that the teachers they have thus far encountered do not work hard enough for their 
students to develop positive attitudes toward social studies and therefore motivate 
them to learn. Merve’s statements below exemplify this opinion:

The teacher mentoring me during my teaching practice takes it easy in her social studies lessons. 
Lots of chatting goes on in her classes. I think her lessons aren’t really that productive. She 
introduces topics by giving examples from everyday life. For instance, they were talking about 
historical places in one class. The teacher just mentioned the names of those places and then 
students started to talk about those places because they had visited them beforehand. The teacher 
didn’t give any information about those places. It’s quite positive that she relates course content 
to everyday life, but she’s not really equipped to do this either. I witnessed that the existence of 
students’ who have visited many towns and historical places around the country make the classes 
productive and enjoyable. They made connections between their own real life experiences and the 
course content. But the information given by the teacher was rather abstract. 

As Diagram 6 shows, participants’ conceptions indicate that social studies lessons 
in Turkish schools are still taught through the memorization of facts. Efe’s statements 
reflect this perception and underline the criticism of the current practice: 

Social studies is a part of our lives. It’s a must-do for societies like ours to teach and learn 
social studies since history for such societies is quite important. However, the methods used 
in teaching social studies are more important than social studies itself. It should no longer be 
regarded as a subject in which you memorize some facts. Social studies must be taught in a 
way that covers thinking skills and interpretation. 
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Within the category of teaching and learning context and processes, participants’ 
conceptions of social studies indicate the following issues: namely, that (i) students’ 
participation in classes is limited, (ii) most teachers fail to use various teaching 
materials to support the contents and methods used in their classes, and (iii) the time 
allocated to social studies is not sufficient to enable students to have authentic and 
meaningful learning experiences. As seen in the above extract, the participants also 
suggested that thinking skills should be given importance as well as taking out-of-
school learning opportunities in consideration. 

The third category arising from the student teachers’ conceptions in relation with 
social studies as a middle school subject pertains to the functions of social studies. 
The participants expressed that social studies not only supports students in their 
socialization processes but also enables them to improve their communication skills 
by introducing them to real life.

Social studies as a teaching profession. The available data on the participants’ 
perceptions related to social studies as a teaching profession were analyzed and have 
been displayed in Diagram 7.

The participants’ views on this issue were examined under three categories. The first 
category takes social studies as a content area. Accordingly, participants’ view social 
studies as a field of study with a very broad and extensive scope and whose content is 
open to debate. They also hold an optimistic perspective indicating that social studies 
has the potential to renew itself. Burhan explains this viewpoint as follows: 

Copulative verbs in Turkish Grammar for example, they are an obvious and clear topic. 

Diagram 7. Participants’ conceptions of social studies as a field of teaching profession.
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In social studies however, especially in history, there are many controversial topics. The 
simplest one for instance, many of the events have taken place after the foundation of the 
Republic up to today have been widely discussed. It is even the same for previous ages, 
like Ottoman history. Though some state that there is solid evidence to support a given 
perspective of a past event, new information or evidence may come out the next morning 
and then everything we know might change. Social studies attracts my attention because of 
its particular characteristics, as it is always in search of new things or something like that.

The second category depicts participants’ worries about becoming a social studies 
teacher in the future. It also covers the fact that their prospective profession is not 
a socially recognized or respected one. Some participants stressed that the potential 
problem of not finding a professional teaching position makes people have negative 
opinions about social studies as field of study in the undergraduate level. Although 
the participants themselves conceptualized social studies as a subject nested in real 
life, they also stated that their study area is not perceived by society in the same way. 

The third category in this subsection is teacher education, where the participants 
criticized the initial teacher education given to them in their university. Fourth year 
students in particular complained about the limited space allocated for practical 
issues. They also stated that the weight given to teaching practice in schools should 
be broadened. Bilge elaborates on this perspective in one of her comments as follows: 

I don’t think that the instructors in my department possess the necessary qualifications. Students 
graduate from this department without learning what they’ll need in their professional life. I 
know some graduates of our department who are proud of getting a diploma without having 
read a single book. In my opinion, university education means improving yourself as much 
as you can. But how can I help kids if I haven’t even done this. So far, we haven’t gotten 
what we need. Our teachers didn’t try to guide us in anything. If you haven’t established a 
reading habit, no one forces you to do so, but I’ve heard from some friends attending different 
universities that their teachers ask them to find and read particular books or write an essay 
on what they’ve read. I believe that I should improve my critical thinking skills in a way 
like this. I’ve got friends in other departments who read around 40 books each semester. Our 
teacher should do the same. I can’t even construct a sentence in front of others and this shows 
that this department is lacking in a lot of things. 

The functions of social studies. The codes and categories in Diagram 8 represent 
how participants conceive of the functions of social studies.

As Diagram 8 indicates, participants’ conceptions of the functions of social studies 
reflect the three main views of social studies suggested by Barr, Barth, and Shermis 
(2013). Some student teachers stated that the basic function of social studies is to transmit 
the principles and content of history, geography, and economics. Conceptualizing their 
subject area from the view of social studies as social sciences, participants in this 
category expressed that social studies enables learners to become acquainted with the 
place in which they live (f: 13), teaches them about their past and history (f: 8), equip 
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them with certain skills to draw lessons from past events or facts (f: 7), enables them 
to develop a historical consciousness (f: 2), teaches them about Ottoman history and 
Atatürk (f: 1), and gives them a sense of economics and its place in our lives (f: 1).

Another group of participants’ social studies conceptions reflects the view of social 
studies as citizenship transmission. Three categories arise within this perception: (i) 
adapting to social life, (ii) teaching learners their rights, liberties, and responsibilities, and 
(iii) cultural transmission. Within the sphere of the first category, the participants stated 
that social studies enables learners to successfully develop their socialization processes 
and gain awareness of their social roles (f: 11), teach them how to become conscious 
citizens (f: 4), provide them with active political participation skills (f: 1), establish social 
solidarity amongst members of society (f: 1), and teach them social values (f: 2). The 
views grouped in the second category suggest that social studies enables learners to gain 
an awareness of their rights, liberties, and responsibilities. Participants’ viewpoints in 
cultural transmission category hold that social studies plays several important roles in 
reproducing a social and national culture and in transmitting it to new generations.

Preparing children for real life and helping them develop thinking skills are 
two themes indicating that some of the participants conceptualize social studies as 
reflective inquiry. Those student teachers who think that the main purpose of social 
studies is to prepare children for real life hold that the subject teaches them real life 
(f: 15), equips them with necessary communication skills (f: 4), provides them with 
the required knowledge and skills to make inferences about the future (f: 2), and 
contributes to their intellectual development (f: 2). Participants’ viewpoints included 
under thinking skills indicate their belief that social studies improves learners’ critical 

Economical LiteracySpatial Awareness

Thinking SkillsPreparing Learners 
to the Real Life

Rights, Liberties and 
Responsibilities

Historical 
Consciousness

FUNCTION OF SOCIAL 
STUDIES

SOCIAL STUDIES AS 
REFLECTIVE INQUIRY

SOCIAL STUDIES 
AS CITIZENSHIP 
TRANSMISSION

SOCIAL STUDIES AS 
SOCIAL SCIENCES

Adaptation the 
Social Life

Cultural 
Transmission

Diagram 8. Participants’ conceptions of the functions of social studies.
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and reflective thinking skills (f: 5), equips children to think sophistically by changing 
their view of the world (f: 2), improves learners’ decision making and liberal thinking 
capacities (f: 2), and enhances their interpretation skills (f: 1).

The purpose and content of social studies. In this subsection, the available data 
representing participants’ views on the aims and objectives of social studies and its 
content are analyzed and interpreted as shown in Diagram 9.

Diagram 9 reveals participants’ views on social studies as a school subject and what 
characteristics an individual should gain from it. The findings in this subsection are 
composed of four main categories and reflect participants’ views that social studies aims to 
raise good citizens. These categories indicate that a good citizen needs to be an individual 
who knows the society, country, and nation of which she is a part as well as feeling for her 
society, nation and country, thinking about social, cultural, economical and political issues 
related to her country, and actively participating in various social and political processes 
within those milieus. Drawing on this perspective, one of the participants, Efe, stated that 
social studies should encourage learners to develop critical thinking skills:

Social studies should serve the function of raising good and intellectual citizens. Social 
studies is necessary in enabling people to distinguish right from wrong, not to be deceived 
by lies told them, and to better observe particular events they witness. Social studies should 
present the necessary knowledge and culture to do this. People should not be deceived by 
political or ideological discourses. If you don’t possess any information about the issue you’re 
discussing, you may easily believe what others tell you. If you possess that information, then 
even your father may not be able to persuade you easily.

MAIN 
CHARACTERISTICS OF 

A CITIZEN TO BE 
RAISED BY SOCIAL 

STUDIES   

KNOWING
- Knowing his/her society and 

environment
- Being aware of his/her 

responsbilities
- Having communication skills
- Being Responsive to social    

realities and issues

FEELİNG
- Being patriotic

- Respecting diversity
- Being able to distinquish right 

and wrong

THINKING
- Thinking critically

- Viewing things from various 
angles

- Trying to be objective while 
looking at things 

ACTING
- Participating in social and 

political activities
- Helping others

- Possessing an environmental 
consciosness

Diagram 9. Participants’ conceptions of the main characteristics of a citizen.
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Diagram 10. Participants’ conceptions of the content of social studies.

A number of participants also held that the purpose of social studies is to teach 
Turkey’s past and history to new generations (f: 5), to teach them ethics and social 
values (f: 4), to raise them as better world citizens (f: 1), and to teach them the cultural 
accumulation of Turkish society (f: 6). Participants’ conceptions of social studies 
content are presented in Diagram 10. 

Regarding the content of social studies, most participants (f:16) mentioned topics 
selected from history and geography. Other social science disciplines were only rarely 
mentioned. Only one student teacher, Züleyha, who insistently emphasized that the 
place of technology and technological developments in social studies curriculum 
should be increased. An excerpt of her interview elaborating on this is as follows: 

Today, we think that technology is quite beneficial, but our kids don’t know how to use it. Many 
parents think that when they buy a PC, a tablet, or a smart phone for their children or by having 
internet connections at home, they will increase their kids’ success in school. How kids should use 
those technological devices and social media is an important question. And these things must be 
taught by social studies teachers. We need to include these issues in social studies. Media literacy 
should be taught in social studies as well. And even parents need to learn about these issues.

The above extract highlights the dangers arising from arbitrary use of technology 
and invites social studies teachers to take part in the struggle against potential 
technology related problems.
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Characteristics of a social studies teacher. Diagram 11 reveals the main 
characteristics that the participants attribute to a good social studies teacher. The 
first theme in the diagram indicates that social studies teachers should establish a 
solid and steady basis for interacting with their students. In order to acheive that, 
teachers must keep track of their students’ personal and intellectual development and 
be calm and tolerant. A teacher should approach her students equally and establish 
warm relationships with them. Özhan unfolds this perspective as follows:

A teacher should be the one who does her job lovingly and willingly. And she should duely be 
recompensated for his efforts. Kids should literally come running to their teacher.

The participants expressed that a teacher should be a role model for her students 
and must try to change her students’ world-view positively. Another finding indicates 
that a good social studies teacher needs to keep a safe distance between herself and her 
students in their mutual relationships. The participants also indicated that since a good 
teacher should give importance to her personal and professional development, teachers 
must follow current developments, read a great deal, and improve their intellectual 
capacity. Can’s conception of intellectual development is presented below: 

A teacher should be an expert in her field of study. She must be open to learn more. She 
should continuously be in search of learning new things. We are in the twenty-first century, 
or so called the Information Age. So, a teacher must be open to development and to be in 
search of new knowledge and experiences. She needs to be a free intellectual loving to travel 
to various places and curious about different cultures. She needs to be equipped with the 
knowledge of her field of study and general culture so she can have impact on her students. 

Getting Acquainted 
with Students

Being a Role Model Establishing Careful 
Communication and

Relationships with Students

Being Innovative
Reading lot to 

Improve Herself
Having Communication Skills

Positive Communication

Intellectual Development 
and General Culture

THE CHARACTERISTIC 
OF A SOCIAL STUDIES 

TEACHER

PERSONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

PERSONAL 
CHARACTERISTIC

INTERACTING 
WITH STUDENTS

Diagram 11. Characteristics of a social studies teacher.
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Since social studies includes information/knowledge from various social science 
disciplines or from inter-disciplinary areas, a social studies teacher needs to 
continuously develop herself in many areas. Hence, the participants pointed out that a 
good social studies teacher should always renew herself and follow the developments 
in her field of study. They additionally underlined the importance of communication 
skills and suggested that a social studies teacher should also be able to express herself 
eloquently in various milieus. 

Relationships between Participants’ Epistemological Beliefs and their  
Conceptions of Social Studies

This section seeks to answer the third research question: “How do participants’ 
conceptions of social studies differ in accordance with their epistemological beliefs?” 
For this purpose, the interview participants were grouped into four categories (i.e., highly 
sophisticated, sophisticated, moderately sophisticated, and naive) according to their overall 
scores obtained from the Epistemic Belief Inventory. In order to ascertain whether any 
relationship exists between their epistemological beliefs and conceptions of social studies, 
their epistemological belief categories were compared and contrasted to their social studies 
conceptions. In this section, therefore, participants’ social studies conceptions are only 
interpreted within the context of their epistemological belief categories. Because of this, 
any supporting evidence, such as interview extracts, will not be used. 

Table 7
The Distribution of Participants’ Average Scores Obtained from the Epistemic Belief Inventory 

Nick-
name

Access to 
knowledge and 

knowledge 
acquisition

Certainty of 
knowledge

Control of 
knowledge

Structure of 
knowledge

Total 
average Epistemological belief level

Ahmet 2.25 3 2.5 1 2.18 Sophisticated
Serkan 1.62 4.33 4.5 2.5 3.23 Moderately sophisticated
Özhan 4.25 4.33 2.5 3.5 3.64 Naive
Nur 4 3 4.5 2.5 3.5 Naive
Ozan 1 1.66 2 3 1.91 Sophisticated
Ece 2.75 4 4.5 3 3.56 Naive
Ayşe 1 1.66 1 2.5 1.54 Highly sophisticated
Bilge 1 2 1 1.5 1.37 Highly sophisticated
Burhan 3.75 3 3 4 3.43 Naive
Erdem 3.12 2.66 3.5 3.5 3.19 Moderately sophisticated
Emre 4.12 3.5 4 3.5 3.78 Naive
Gül 2.25 3 1 2 2.06 Sophisticated
Merve 1 1 1 2 1.25 Highly sophisticated
Züleyha 1.12 3 1.5 2.5 2.03 Sophisticated
Leyla 1 2.66 1 3 1.91 Sophisticated
Can 1 2.66 3.5 2 2.29 Sophisticated
Efe 2.25 3 2.5 3.5 2.81 Moderately sophisticated
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The interview participants’ overall scores obtained from the Epistemic Belief 
Inventory are given in Table 7 below.

As seen in Table 7, interview participants’ beliefs vary based on the dimensions 
of the Epistemic Belief Inventory. This result proves the multi-dimensional structure 
of epistemological beliefs. The range of scores obtained for each dimension of the 
inventory and the epistemological belief levels that they indicate were presented in 
Table 3 in the methods section. In the Access to Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition 
dimension, nine interview participants were found to have highly sophisticated, three 
of them sophisticated, and two moderately sophisticated epistemological beliefs 
whereas only three of the student teachers were found to possess naive beliefs. In the 
Certainty of Knowledge dimension, three student teachers were found to have highly 
sophisticated, three of them sophisticated, seven moderately sophisticated, two naive, 
and two extremely naive epistemological beliefs. On the other hand, six participants 
were found to possess highly sophisticated, four of them sophisticated, one moderately 
sophisticated, three naive, and one extremely naive epistemological belief in the Control 
of Knowledge dimension. In the Structure of Knowledge dimension, two participants 
had highly sophisticated, two sophisticated, three moderately sophisticated, and five 
naive epistemological beliefs. When the overall scores obtained from the inventory 
are considered, three student teachers had highly sophisticated, six sophisticated, three 
moderately sophisticated, and five naive epistemological beliefs.

Participants’ epistemological belief categories and their perceptions of social 
studies as a broad concept. The data on the interview participants’ perceptions of 
social studies have been analyzed and the results compared and contrasted based on 
their epistemological belief categories. Table 8 displays these findings. 

As Table 8 shows, almost all interview participants from different epistemological 
belief categories associate social studies with history, geography, and citizenship. 
This means that social studies reminds them of the content that composes the school 
subject. Additionally, the findings indicate that participants with sophisticated or 
highly sophisticated epistemological beliefs emphasize citizenship related issues more 

Table 8
Participants’ Epistemological Belief Categories and their Conceptions of Social Studies 

SCHOOL SUBJECT SOCIAL FUNCTION PERSONAL DIMENSION
History 

and 
geography

Citizenship
An in-

tegrated 
subject

Cultural 
transmis-

sion

Current 
events and 
daily life

Future Success Anxiety

Highly 
Sophisticated 3 3 - - 2 - - 2

Sophisticated 3 4 4 1 3 - 1 1
Moderately 
Sophisticated 2 1 - 1 3 1 - -

Naive 4 1 1 2 3 1 - -
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than their counterparts in other categories. On the other hand, only sophisticated and 
naive participants indicated social studies’ unique characteristics, namely its being an 
integrated subject. The findings point out that participants from all epistemological 
categories relate social studies with daily life and current events, while only a limited 
number of them stress the subject’s role in cultural transmission. It is also an interesting 
finding that mostly student teachers with naive epistemological beliefs underlined this 
relationship. In the Personal Dimension theme, those participants with moderately 
sophisticated or naive epistemological beliefs established a connection between social 
studies and their future career. On the other hand, social studies reminds those student 
teachers with highly sophisticated and sophisticated beliefs of success and anxiety.

Participants’ epistemological belief categories and their perceptions of social 
studies as a middle school subject. Table 9 and Table 10 reveal participants’ 
perspectives on social studies as a middle school subject. Three themes arose within 
this subtopic: (i) selection of the content, (ii) structure of the content and the context, 
and (iii) learning and teaching processes.

Table 9
Participants’ Epistemological Belief Categories and their Conceptions of the Content of Social Studies in 
Middle Schools

SELECTION OF THE CONTENT STRUCTURE OF THE 
CONTENT

History, 
geography 
and citi-
zenship

Social 
sciences

Separate 
disciplines

Cultural 
values and 
patriotism

Daily 
life and 
current 
events

Intensive 
content

Cliché and 
boring 
content

Complex 
and un-

systematic 
content

Highly 
Sophisticated - 1 - - 1 - - -

Sophisticated - 1 1 - 1 1 - -
Moderately 
Sophisticated - 1 - - - - - 1

Naive 4 - - 1 - - 1 -

An examination of the data displayed in Table 9 indicates that participants with naive 
epistemological beliefs think that the content of middle school social studies courses 
should pertain dominantly to history, geography, and citizenship whereas student teachers 
with sophisticated beliefs stated that social studies should include other social science 
disciplines along with the above mentioned three. One participant holding sophisticated 
epistemological beliefs emphasized that all social science disciplines needed to be 
taught as separate subjects. One student teacher holding naive beliefs stated that social 
studies should include cultural values and patriotism to a greater degree. In the Structure 
of Content theme, three different viewpoints emerged. While a participant with naive 
beliefs expressed that the content of the course is full of clichés and boring topics, another 
one with sophisticated beliefs thought that the content was quite comprehensive. A third 
participant with moderately sophisticated epistemological beliefs, on the other hand, 
asserted that the content was very complex and unsystematical.
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Table 10
Participants’ Epistemological Belief Categories and their Conceptions of the Contexts and Processes of 
Learning and Teaching in Social Studies 

Contexts and Processes of Learning and Teaching
Teachers’ qual-
ities and moti-

vation

Rote 
learning

Teaching 
materials

Limited 
class-time

Thinking 
skills

Out of school 
activities Activity

Highly 
Sophisticated 1 2 - 1 1 - -

Sophisticated 4 3 2 1 - 1 1
Moderately 
Sophisticated - 1 1 - 1 - -

Naive 1 - - 1 - - -

Table 10 shows, according to their epistemological beliefs, which aspects of the 
learning and teaching that participants emphasized. Participants other than those 
holding naive epistemological beliefs expressed that social studies teaching should 
not be based on rote learning and memorization. Participants with sophisticated and 
highly sophisticated beliefs underlined the importance of teachers’ qualities and 
motivation. Three participants holding sophisticated and moderately sophisticated 
beliefs remarked the necessity of using teaching materials, while another three 
participants pointed out the fact that the class time allocated for social studies in 
middle schools is inadequate to use materials and conducting activities in a successful 
manner. Student teachers with sophisticated epistemological beliefs also indicated 
that social studies teaching should include the development of students’ thinking 
skills and be based on both classroom and out-of-school activities. 

Participants’ epistemological belief categories and their conceptions of social 
studies as a teaching profession. Table 11 includes the findings on the interview 
participants’ conceptions of social studies as a teaching profession. 

As seen in Table 11, participants’ conceptualization of social studies as a teaching 
profession fall under three themes. The first theme, Content Knowledge, refers to the 
belief that a social studies teacher should possess the content knowledge foreseen in 
the relevant curricula. The Initial Teacher Education theme, on the other hand, refers 
to relevant viewpoints emphasizing the importance and quality of initial teacher 
education programs before becoming a professional teacher. The last theme refers 
to worries about becoming a teacher because of teachers’ current social status in 
Turkey; worries which are held by student teachers with sophisticated and highly 
sophisticated epistemological beliefs in particular.

Participants’ epistemological belief categories and their conceptions of social 
studeies’ functions. Table 12 displays the findings on participants’ conceptions about 
the functions of social studies.
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Table 12
Participants’ Epistemological Belief Categories and their Conceptions of the Functions of Social Studies 

CITIZENSHIP TRANSMISSION REFLECTIVE 
INQIURY SOCIAL SCIENCE

Cultural 
transmission

Adapta-
tion into 

social 
life

Rights, lib-
erties, and 
responsi-
bilities

Prepara-
tion for 

life

Thinking 
skills

Spatial 
aware-
ness

Historical 
conscious-

ness

Eco-
nomical 
literacy

Highly 
Sophisticated - 3 3 3 1 2 3 -

Sophisticated 1 6 1 4 4 3 5 -
Moderately 
Sophisticated - 5 1 2 - 1 4 1

Naive 1 3 1 3 5 4 5 -

The findings reveal that participants’ conceptualizations of the function of social studies 
may be grouped under three main themes that are compatible with three main perspectives 
toward social studies. Participants with either sophisticated or naive epistemological 
beliefs emphasize that social studies functions as a means to transmit concepts of 
citizenship, particularly aspects related to the themes of social adaptation, rights, liberties, 
and responsibilities. On the other hand, only two participants, one with sophisticated and 
the other with naive epistemological beliefs mentioned social studies’ role in transmitting 
culture. For the main theme of Reflective Inquiry, nearly all participants mentioned social 
studies’ role in preparing students for real life. It is interesting that participants with naive 
epistemological beliefs emphasized social studies’ place in developing students’ thinking 
skills as much as their counterparts holding sophisticated epistemological beliefs. 
According to the findings, almost all participants, regardless of their epistemological belief 
category, hold that social studies should serve to develop learners’ spatial awareness and 
historical consciousness, while only one participant with moderately sophisticated beliefs 
mentioned its role in improving students’ economical literacy. 

Participants’ epistemological belief categories and their conceptions of social 
studies’ purposes and content. Table 13 displays the findings on how the participants 
conceptualized the purposes of social studies while Table 14 shows their viewpoints 
about its content. 

Table 11
Participants’ Epistemological Belief Categories and their Conceptions of Social Studies as a Teaching 
Profession

SOCIAL STUDIES AS A TEACHING PROFESSION

Content knowledge Initial teacher education Anxieties about teachers’ 
social status

Highly Sophisticated 1 2 2
Sophisticated 2 5 2
Moderately Sophisticated 1 - 1
Naive 1 2 1
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Table 13
Participants’ Epistemological Belief Categories and their Conceptions of the Purposes of Social Studies
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Highly Sophisticated 1 - 1 - - - - - - - - - -
Sophisticated 1 1 2 1 1 - 1 - - - - 1 -
Moderately 
Sophisticated - - - - - - - 1 - 1 - - 2

Naive 2 3 - - - 1 - - 1 - 1 - 1

According to the findings displayed in Table 13, the participants’ conceptions of 
social studies’ purposes may be grouped under four main themes: (i) knowing, (ii) 
feeling, (iii) thinking, and (iv) acting. For the main theme of Knowing, participants 
with highly sophisticated and sophisticated epistemological beliefs stated that 
social studies should enable students to become aware of the social and natural 
environment in which they live, to learn more about their society and country, to 
develop communication skills, and to learn their individual and social responsibilities. 
As the data displayed in Table 13 shows, participants with naive beliefs share the 
same perspective in the first two sub-themes (i.e., Knowing and Feeling) only. 
The relevant data shows that for the main theme of Feeling, only two participants 
with sophisticated epistemological beliefs pointed out that social studies should 
improve students’ abilities in distinguishing right from wrong and being respectful 
to others’ different characteristics. On the other hand, one participant with naive 
beliefs indicated that the subject should develop learners’ patriotic feelings. Two 
participants holding moderately sophisticated beliefs asserted that social studies 
should enable students to become critical and objective, while one participant with 
naive epistemological beliefs mentioned bringing learners in multiperspectivity in 
the main theme of Thinking. For the main theme of Acting, the findings reveal that 
participants with sophisticated and moderately sophisticated epistemological beliefs 
think that social studies should enable students to be sensitive and to take action 
about social and environmental issues. Additionally, two participants pointed out that 
the subject needed to develop learners’ social participation skills and environmental 
consciousness.
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Table 14
Participants’ Epistemological Belief Categories and their Conceptions of the Content of Social Studies

THE CONTENT OF SOCIAL STUDIES

History Geography Citizenship
Communication 

skills
Daily 
life

Social 
values and 

ethics

Other social 
science disci-

plines
Highly 
Sophisticated 1 1 1 - - - -

Sophisticated 4 3 - - - 2 1
Moderately 
Sophisticated 1 2 1 1 - 1 6

Naive 2 1 3 - 3 1 1

The findings related to social studies’ content displayed in Table 14 reveal that 
participants with different epistemological beliefs share the same views on course 
content. Many of them thought that social studies should include topics selected 
from history, geography, and citizenship. Interestingly, data in the Table 14 indicate 
that while participants with highly sophisticated beliefs only mentioned the above 
given topics, their counterparts with moderately sophisticated epistemological beliefs 
emphatically cited the necessity of including themes or issues from other social 
science disciplines. Participants with naive beliefs, on the other hand, mentioned 
the requirement of including topics related to daily life into social studies content. 
With the exception of those holding highly sophisticated beliefs, participants draw 
attention to the need to include of social values and ethics. 

Participants’ epistemological belief categories and their conceptions of social 
studies teachers’ characteristics. Table 15 displays the findings on the participants’ 
conceptions of social studies teachers and their characteristics. Three main 
themes emerged within this subsection: (i) interacting with students, (ii) personal 
development, and (iii) personal characteristics.

According to the data presented in Table 15, apart from those holding moderately 
sophisticated beliefs, the participants were of the belief that a good social studies teacher 
should establish careful and positive communication with students, learn about their 
students’ personal characteristics and development, and be a role model for her students. 
Interestingly, only those participants with highly sophisticated and naive beliefs suggested 
that a teacher should positively communicate with her students. For the main theme of 
Personal Development, participants from all epistemological belief categories were found 
to share the view that teachers’ intellectual development was important. A similar finding 
was also obtained in the case of professional development, in which three participants 
from varied epistemological belief categories asserted that teachers should read more to 
improve their practices and five participants claimed that they needed to be innovative. 
On the other hand, the participants with moderately sophisticated epistemological beliefs 
did not mention anything related to the main theme of Personal Characteristics. 
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Discussions, Conclusions, and Suggestions
Designed as a mixed sequential explanatory research, the quantitative phase of 

this study endeavored to define social studies student teachers’ epistemological belief 
levels. The participants were found to have sophisticated epistemological beliefs in 
the following three dimensions: (i) Access to Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition, 
(ii) Certainty of Knowledge, and (iii) Control of Knowledge and to have moderately 
sophisticated beliefs in the Structure of Knowledge dimension. The variance in 
participants’ epistemological belief scores in relation with the epistemological belief 
dimensions proves that epistemological beliefs are multi-dimensional in nature. This 
result supports the findings of previous research (Conley et al., 2004; Elder, 2002; 
Hofer, 2000; Schommer, 1990; Schraw et al., 2002) asserting the multi-dimensionality 
of epistemological beliefs. A study conducted by İçen, İlğan, and Göker (2013) found 
that student teachers had naive epistemological beliefs in the Certainty of Knowledge 
dimension. Similarly, another study carried out by Kösemen and Şahin (2014) concluded 
that social studies student teachers held underdeveloped or naive epistemological 
beliefs in the Certainty of Knowledge dimension. However, the findings of the current 
study suggest that social studies student teachers have sophisticated epistemological 
beliefs. The other findings indicate that while the institutions attended by participants 
affected their epistemological beliefs in both the Access to Knowledge and Knowledge 
Acquisition and the Certainty of Knowledge dimensions, this variable did not affect 
the Control of Knowledge or the Structure of Knowledge dimensions. As discussed 
earlier in this paper, the development of epistemological beliefs may be influenced by 
several variables, such as cognitive development, age or maturation, family, educational 
attainment, gender, field of study, institutional culture, and feelings of identity and 
belonging (Deryakulu, 2014, p. 270). Therefore, the variance of epistemological beliefs 
found among student teachers attending three different institutions within the same 
geographical region may be attributed to a number of various reasons. 

Table 15
Participants’ Epistemological Belief Categories and their Conceptions of the Characteristics of Social Studies 
Teachers

INTERACTING 
WITH STUDENTS

PERSONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

PERSONAL 
CHARACTERISTICS
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Highly 
Sophisticated 2 3 3 1 1 2 3 2

Sophisticated 3 2 - 2 1 - 3 1
Moderately 
Sophisticated - - - - - 1 2 -

Naive 3 1 3 - 1 3 3 1
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It was revealed that social studies student teachers’ year of study had no impact 
on their epistemological beliefs in the following three dimensions: (i) Access to 
Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition, (ii) Structure of Knowledge, and (iii) Control 
of Knowledge. As discussed earlier however, fourth year student teachers were found to 
have more sophisticated epistemological beliefs than first year students in the Certainty 
of Knowledge dimension. This result coincides with the findings of Perry (1970, as 
cited in Hofer & Pintrich, 1997), the pioneer of epistemological belief studies. Similarly, 
the studies conducted by Aypay (2011b), Demir and Bal (2014), Demirli, Türel, and 
Özmen (2010), Erdem, Yılmaz, and Akkoyunlu (2008), and Eroğlu and Güven (2006) 
yielded the same result. Conversely, a number of other studies carried out on student 
teachers (Biçer et al., 2013; Deniz, 2014; Erol & Ercan, 2015; İçen et al., 2013; Meral 
& Çolak, 2009) found that one’s year of study had no impact on her epistemological 
beliefs in the Certainty of Knowledge dimension. Although the findings of some studies 
disconfirm others, it has widely been accepted that variables like age, maturation, and 
educational attainment have a positive impact on the development of epistemological 
beliefs (Deryakulu, 2014; Schommer, 1998; Schraw, 2013; Youn, 2000).

Female participants were found to have more sophisticated epistemological 
beliefs than their male counterparts in the following three dimensions: (i) Access 
to Knowledge and Knowledge Acquisition, (ii) Certainty of Knowledge, and (iii) 
Control of Knowledge. Research carried out by Demirli et al. (2010) and Deniz (2014) 
also reached the conclusions that women believe that effective and fruitful learning 
mostly depends on learners’ commitment and effort. The studies conducted by Belet 
and Güven (2011) and Deryakulu and Büyüköztürk (2005) further found that women 
possessed more developed epistemological beliefs than did men in the Control of 
Knowledge and the Structure of Knowledge dimensions. Another study, conducted 
by Eroğlu and Güven (2006), confirmed that women had more sophisticated beliefs 
in the Control of Knowledge dimension than did men. As Deryakulu points out (2014, 
p. 272), female students study more because they believe that effective learning and 
success depend on commitment and effort whereas male students prefer to enjoy 
their time in school or university, thinking that they will be successful because they 
already possess the required abilities. The case of female candidates obtaining better 
scores than their male counterparts in nationwide university entrance examinations 
since 2010 in Turkey (Atasoy, 2016) can be regarded as an example of this general 
conception. Contrary to the above mentioned research studies, Erdem et al. (2008) 
and Gürol, Altunbaş, and Karaaslan (2010) found that male student teachers’ 
epistemological beliefs in the Control of Knowledge and the Structure of Knowledge 
dimensions were more sophisticated than those of their female counterparts. There 
are also a number of other studies (Biçer et al., 2013; Chan, 2003; Demur & Bal, 
2014; İcen et al., 2013; Sapancı, 2012) in the relevant literature indicating that there 
is no significant correlation between gender and epistemological beliefs. 
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The findings discussed above reveal that social studies student teachers’ 
epistemological beliefs do not differ based on their parents’ educational backgrounds. 
This result coincides with the findings of Bakır and Adak (2014), Deniz (2014), 
Erdamar and Alpan (2011), Eroğlu and Güven (2006), and Şahin, Tunca, and 
Ulubey (2014). On the other hand, Schommer (1990) found out that undergraduates 
whose parents had better educational backgrounds possessed more sophisticated 
epistemological beliefs. Similarly, Trautwein and Ludtke (2007) reached the 
conclusion that students’ epistemological beliefs in the Certainty of Knowledge 
dimension were more or less dependent on their parents’ educational backgrounds. On 
the contrary, Ayaz (2009) found that science and technology student teachers whose 
mothers had only completed middle school had more sophisticated epistemological 
beliefs in the Certainty of Knowledge dimension than did their counterparts whose 
mothers were university graduates. These contradictory results suggest that socio-
cultural factors like parents’ educational backgrounds have an impact on individuals’ 
epistemological beliefs to some degree. Because they are shaped or influenced by 
various factors, the impact of socio-cultural variables on epistemological beliefs is, 
in some contexts, rather limited. 

As has been seen, the participants’ epistemological beliefs did not significantly 
differ based on the place their families lived or where they had grown up. This result 
corresponds to the studies conducted by Erdamar and Alpan (2011) and Eroğlu and 
Güven (2006). In other words, the development of information technologies and the 
increasing possibility of accessing to knowledge from anywhere have lessened the 
impact of one’s place of living on epistemological beliefs. In addition, considering 
the fact that during their undergraduate studies, many of the student teachers lived 
in relatively developed places and in better socio-cultural environments in which 
accessing knowledge and information is taken for granted, this finding could be 
regarded as ordinary. 

The second phase of the current study attempted to reveal 17 interview participants’ 
conceptions of social studies. The review of the relevant literature illustrated that although 
there exist numerous studies in Turkey aiming to examine student teachers’ perceptions 
or conceptions of social studies, no single study attempting to realize this aim by means 
of interviews exists. Almost all studies in the literature had used metaphors as their data 
collection instruments. Thus, an interview schedule prepared by the researchers was 
used to explore participants’ conceptions of social studies. Participants were observed 
to associate social studies with real life and to conceptualize it as an instrument of 
socialization. They emphasised the broad and exclusive features of social studies as 
a field of learning, teaching, and inquiry. Though student teachers conceptualized 
social studies as a subject introducing human life and being nested in people’s real life 
experiences, it is still open to scrutiny as to whether middle school students in Turkey 
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perceive the subject in the same way. A study carried out by Fernandez, Massey, and 
Dornbusch (1975) in the USA indicated that secondary school students had found the 
subject boring, irrelated to real life situations, and useless in their future lives. They 
also stated that social studies was one of their least liked subjects. Alazzi and Chiodo 
(2004) interviewed 8th and 11th grade students in Jordan, finding that while students in 
both grade levels thought social studies to be an important and valuable subject, most of 
them did not count it as being among their favourite subjects. Many of the participants 
in their study conceptualized social studies as a subject aiming to develop their history, 
geography, and citizenship related skills. Boikhutso, Dinama, and Kgotlaetsile (2013) 
examined how social studies teachers perceived the role of social studies curriculum 
in developing secondary school students’ citizenship competences in Bostwana. The 
results indicated that the participants thought that the social studies curriculum did not 
play the foreseen role of developing students’ citizenship competences. Most of the 
participants in the current study, on the other hand, held that social studies played an 
important and influential role in Turkish schools in raising good citizens.

The participants also pointed out the importance of teachers when considering social 
studies as a middle school subject, suggesting that teachers should move away from a rote 
learning approach, support their practice with visual materials, and carry out activities 
promoting students’ participation. They also stated that the curriculum content should be 
related to students’ daily lives. The results of Byford’s (2002) and Alazzi and Chiodo’s 
(2004) studies also revealed that if students were to be expected to develop positive 
attitudes toward social studies, the content should be related to their real lives and that 
teachers should prepare appropriate venues for their students to actively participate in 
classes. It was also seen that while most of the participants had thought positively of social 
studies as a middle school subject, some of them criticized its curriculum, expressing that 
it introduces complex and cliché content that is both highly demanding and inappropriate 
to students’ level of comprehension. The participants in this group further expressed 
that in many schools, the practice of social studies lessons is based on rote learning and 
memorization and therefore boring for students. 

The participants asserted that as a teaching field, social studies is a broad, 
comprehensive, and ever-developing department that continually renews itself. 
Nevertheless, because of their anxiety about the possibility of not obtaining a teaching 
position after graduation and the social status of teachers in Turkey, the participants 
expressed several negative perceptions about social studies. They further pointed out 
that teacher education programs needed to include more practical elements, namely 
improved and genuine teaching practices. Due to these deficiencies, the participants 
did not consider themselves ready or sufficiently competent to teach, stating that 
their professors did not possess the necessary competencies to teach and guide them 
to become competent teachers. Similarly, Akhan’s (2015) study concluded that 
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many social studies student teachers in Turkish universities found their educational 
training to be inadequate and insufficient, considering themselves unprepared and 
incompetent for a teaching career. As such, the results of the current study coincide 
with the findings of previous research (Akhan, 2015).

The findings of the current study reveal three conceptualizations of social studies 
held by participants: (i) as a means for citizenship transmission, (ii) as social 
sciences, and (iii) as reflective inquiry. These conceptualizations reflect the three 
main approaches to social studies expressed by Barr et al. (2013). The participants 
in the current study thought that as means to transmit concepts of citizenship, social 
studies enables students to learn their rights, liberties, and responsibilities, to develop 
an awareness of what it means to be a citizen, and to guide them in socialization 
processes. It was found that social studies as social sciences, participants generally 
thought of history and geography when asked about the subject. These findings 
indicate that like many others, the participants of the current study hold that social 
studies content should be composed mainly of topics and issues selected from history, 
geography, and citizenship. According to the participants, social studies improves 
learners’ thinking skills and contributes to their intellectual development, indicating 
that they also consider social studies to be a reflective inquiry. Another result shows 
that the participants perceive social studies to be a soothing subject, helping learners 
to relax and relieve stress. Similarly, previous research (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2004; 
Byford, 2002; Fernandez et al., 1975) suggested that since both middle and high 
school students view social studies as an easy and soothing subject, they do not 
develop negative attitudes toward it. 

The findings on the participants’ conceptions of social studies content indicate that 
there is a consistency between the general objectives of the Turkish Social Studies 
Curriculum and their perceptions. Participants emphasized historical consciousness, 
national consciousness, and both social and cultural values. Many of the participants 
mentioned the importance of raising good citizens. According to them, a good citizen 
is an individual who knows the history, culture, and values of her nation and country, 
who is responsive to social values and issues, and who is a self-confident person. Only 
one participant mentioned the characteristics of an effective citizen, the ability to look at 
things critically, and being a world citizen. Although both current and prospective social 
studies curricula introduce topics and issues selected from a wide range of social science 
disciplines, the results show that the participating student teachers think that social studies 
should mainly introduce topics related to history, geography, and citizenship. This might 
have arisen from the insistent practices of both social studies teachers and teacher trainers.

Another result indicates that the participants conceptualize the characteristics of 
a good social studies teacher in varied ways with each one emphasizing a different 
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aspect of the profession. According to the participants, a good social studies teacher 
needs not only to know and track her students’ cognitive and emotional developments 
but also to be a role model for them in changing their views of life. Haladyna (1982 
as cited in Alazzi & Chiodo, 2004) stated that teachers’ behaviors in the classroom 
are the most important factor influencing and determining students’ attitudes toward 
social studies. The participants also pointed out that since unlike the teachers of other 
subjects, a social studies teacher needs to be an intellectual and knowledgeable person 
who has a say in many issues, they should not only read heavily to improve their 
professional and intellectual competencies but also follow current developments. 

The quantitative and qualitative results of the current study have been presented and 
displayed above. In the third phase of the analysis process, we compared and contrasted 
17 interview participants’ epistemological belief levels and their conceptions of social 
studies. The analysis revealed that student teachers holding different epistemological 
beliefs have different conceptions of social studies. In the theme of Social Studies 
as a Middle School Subject, for example, only those participants with sophisticated 
epistemological beliefs stated that there should be authentic learning contexts in social 
studies classes and that teachers should try to utilize out-of-classroom environments 
for more meaningful learning. Only participants with naive beliefs expressed that 
the content introduced to middle school students in social studies lessons consisted 
of boring and cliché elements. In the theme of Social Studies as a General or Broad 
Concept, participants holding highly sophisticated and sophisticated epistemological 
beliefs emphasized the citizenship dimension of social studies more than the other 
participants. Nevertheless, it has been seen that participants in different epistemological 
belief categories share the same or similar conceptions on several themes or issues. For 
instance, almost all interview participants made connections between the concept of 
social studies and history, geography, citizenship, daily life, and current events. 

In the theme of Social Studies as a General Concept, participants having highly 
sophisticated beliefs neither saw social studies as an integrated course nor perceived 
it as a vehicle for cultural transmission. This does not mean that they think of social 
studies as a single discipline subject or as not facilitating cultural transmission. 
Instead, they believe that the current implementation or operation of the subject in 
middle schools does not sufficiently fulfill these expectations. As it was not aimed 
to make generalisations, this study does not claim that different epistemological 
beliefs are the reason behind participants’ different social studies conceptions. 
Undergraduate students’ conceptions of social studies might have been influenced 
or shaped by various factors, such as the town or university in which they study, 
their lecturers and professors, their own interests, their intelligence levels, and their 
expectations. Therefore, this study does not attempt to establish a causal relationship 
between epistemological beliefs and the conceptions of social studies. 
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As it tries to introduce how social studies student teachers conceptualize and 
make sense of their prospective profession and working area, this study is expected 
to inform teacher educators training them. In order to examine how participants 
conceive of social studies, this study has employed a qualitative approach and 
used a semi-structured interview schedule. Future studies may attempt to utilize 
either quantitative, qualitative or a mixed method approaches to study the same 
phenomenon by employing questionnaires, observations, interviews, documents, or 
various combinations of them. As discussed earlier, this study was conducted solely 
with teachers attending three teacher education institutions in the Aegean Region of 
Turkey. Hence, future studies might be conducted in different regions and institutions 
to examine whether these variables have any impact on student teachers’ conceptions. 

The first part of this study attempted to assess social studies student teachers’ 
epistemological beliefs by means of a previously developed, tested, and improved 
inventory. Therefore, it could be regarded as a descriptive study defining the current 
status of the participants’ epistemological beliefs and categorizing these beliefs in 
accordance with previously defined levels or categories. However, since it does not 
take into account the factors or dynamics having impact on the development of these 
beliefs, prospective studies might be designed to explore the formation of individuals’ 
epistemological beliefs in detail. The qualitative phase of the current study was 
implemented with only 17 participants who took part in the quantitative phase and 
who volunteered to be involved in the interviews. Thus, the epistemological belief 
categories were not represented by an equal number of the participants in the third 
phase of the analysis process. As a result, it could be suggested that future studies 
aiming to explore the relationships between any group of participants’ epistemological 
beliefs and their conceptions of social studies or a different topic employ divergent or 
critical case sampling techniques in the sampling process of their qualitative studies.
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