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EXAMINATION OF PERCEPTION OF PEERS CONCERNING INDIVIDUALS
WITH SPECIAL NEEDS BASED ON NARRATIVE EXPRESSION

Teachers, school management and families have important impact as factors on the success of inclusive teaching
which can be explained in general as providing education to students with special needs in the same environment with
their peers without any incompetency. Probably one of the most important factors is the perception, attitude and opin-
ion of students concerning their peers with special needs and the inclusive education who show normal development
sharing the same classroom with students with special needs. The purpose of this study is to determine the attitudes,
behaviours and perceptions of peers in elementary schools with inclusive education towards individuals with special
needs and to identify the ways of ensuring sustainable social acceptance by peers. Data collection was based on quali-
tative approach in the study, and the opinions of 3", 4 and 5™ grade students of an elementary school with inclusive
education on peers with special needs were determined through examinations based on completing an unfinished story.
According to the findings obtained in the study, it can be claimed that perception and attitude towards individuals with

special needs is positive in elementary schools in Northern Cyprus but it should be supported with law and training.
Keywords: peer, sustainability, special education, inclusion, special needs, Northern Cyprus.

Introduction

The fact that education and teaching requirements of
individuals with special needs have undergone important
changes throughout ages, the structure of education and
teaching institutions has changed as well. Today in inclu-
sive/integrated education environments which are accept-
ed as the most modern and contemporary teaching, re-
quired support should be provided on equal basis. The
perception and attitude of peers as regards students with
special needs who share the same education environment
with their normal peers are essential in managing a suc-
cessful and beneficial inclusion programme. In addition,
peer relations and acceptance play an important role in
ensuring the integration of individuals with special needs
with the society beginning from small ages (Batu, Colak,
and Odluyurt 2012; Ahmetoglu 2015). It is observed that
the most effective factors in peer acceptance are the trans-
formation of peer perception and attitude into behaviours.

In general terms, perception is the process with
which we catch, process and actively understand the in-
formation that our senses acquire. According to Foley &
Matlin (2016, 2); emotions and feelings obtained through
our senses are effective functions in the operation of sen-
sory systems of people. They express the operation of our
sensory system. Perception, on the other hand, includes
the interpretation of these senses and acquiring their
meaning and organization. In order to give meaning to the
world that we live in, perception and cognition work
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together (Foley and Matlin 2016, 2). It is known that
based on the cooperation of perception and cognition
individuals develop evaluations towards objects, people,
events and situations and that these evaluations play ef-
fective role in the formation of attitudes.

Vogel and Wanke (2016, 2) define attitude as a
“summarized evaluation of opinions towards an attitude
object” and state that the attitude object indicated in the
definition can be anything, person, group or abstract idea
that a person differentiates or keeps in mind.

Bohner and Dickel (2011, 412) emphasise that de-
veloped attitudes are effective on information processing,
social memory and behaviour.

Various studies can be found in the literature in sev-
eral fields including special education which examine the
ways with which attitude of individuals affect their behav-
iours. Ayral et al. (2015, 221) examined the basic concept
of this study, which is peer attitudes towards individuals
with special needs, and argued that negative peer attitudes
have a far more drastic impact on students with special
needs than their incompetencies.

This study in the field of special education attempts
to analyse the peer perceptions and attitudes towards
students with special needs through the expressions used
in completing unfinished narrative texts.

Students with a disability in inclusive classes often
face problems with peer acceptance, friendships and peer
interactions (Petry 2018). As a result of these analyses, an
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effort has been maid based on peer perceptions to perform
identifications and examinations as regards the way which
should be followed in the sustainable social acceptance of
students with special needs. This is due to the fact that
social acceptance of students with special needs, who
constitute an important special group of the society, can
be made sustainable by adapting the members of this
group and their parents to the society in all aspects and
ensuring equality of opportunity in education. Only in this
way the problems in this area can be overcome. Im-
provement and enhancing of quality of life of individuals
with special needs and their parents depend on social
acceptance by peers especially in school environment
through sustainable education policies. Ensuring this is
very critical in terms of human rights (Armstrong and
Barton 1999). In order to create this result, sustainability
concept should be understood very well and adapted to
education systems.

“The term sustainability has become popular in poli-
cy-oriented research as an expression of what public poli-
cies ought to achieve” (Kuhlman and Farrington 2010,
3437). However, it found chances of being applied in a
variety of fields later. One of these fields is education in
general and special education in particular (Sindelar et al.
2006). Performing peer education in special education
will reinforce the infrastructure of a sustainable inclusive
education and ensure that the quality and ratio of sustain-
able human resources increased. One of the three dimen-
sions (Holmberg and Sandbrook 1992) of sustainable
development is social dimension and a socially sustaina-
ble system must ensure sufficient level of socials services
including equality distribution; health and education ser-
vices, gender equality, political responsibility and partici-
pation (Seidler and Bawa 2016). One of the most im-
portant pillars of education services is inclusive education
where peers are effective on a one-to-one basis.

The Aim of the Study

The purpose of this study is to determine the atti-
tudes, behaviours and especially perceptions of peers in
elementary schools with inclusive education concerning
the individuals with special needs and to determine the
ways with which sustainable peer social acceptance can
be provided.

Research Methods

Research Model

In this study data were collected applying a qualita-
tive approach. Qualitative research can be defined as
“research which uses qualitative data collection tools such
as observation, interview and document analysis, where a
qualitative process is followed with a view to display
perceptions and events in a realistic and holistic manner
in their natural environment” (Yildirim and Simgek 2013,
45). In this study conducted on peer perception, elemen-
tary school students were asked to complete unfinished
stories as they wished and document analysis technique
was employed in order to analyse the obtained stories.
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Document examination “includes the analysis of written
materials which constitute information on the phenomena
which is the target of research” (Yildirim and Simsek
2013, 84).

Study Group

The universe of the study consists of students of el-
ementary schools in Northern Cyprus, and the sample of
the study includes 40 students studying at these elemen-
tary schools. The students included in the study were
chosen from an elementary school in Famagusta region of
Northern Cyprus. Sample groups were chosen among
three different levels, namely third, fourth and fifth grades
according to “purposive sampling” method and based on
“convenience case sampling”.

Collection of Data

An unfinished story titled “What happened next?”
was provided as data collection tool and students were
asked to complete this story. The unfinished story is brief-
ly about the following: the teacher told that a new student
would join the class that day but did not mention that he
had disabilities. When the child named Ali came to the
classroom children were surprised to see that he had disa-
bilities. The teacher took him inside and gave him a seat
next to another student. His peer examined Ali, sitting
next to him, until the break time and when the break time
came he got up to leave the classroom; this is when their
eyes met. The story went like “right at that moment, my
eyes met Ali’s eyes, who was sitting next to me with his
disabilities, and....” and the students who participated in
the study were asked to complete the remaining part. This
filled section constitutes the data of the study.

Analysis and Interpretation of Data

Content analysis, percentage and frequencies were
used in the analysis of the data of this study which is
based on qualitative research pattern.

In addition, the texts written by participants as re-
gards peer perception were separated into conceptual
categories and analysed. In order to ensure reliability in
this study, written texts, their reasons and conceptual
categories were presented to an expert in the field of spe-
cial education and an academician in the field of educa-
tion sciences. After the texts and categories were
matched, these data were compared with the matchings
performed by the researcher. The results obtained in this
manner were found sufficient in terms of reliability of our
study.

Findings and Interpretations

Based on the obtained findings, perceptions of ele-
mentary (3", 4™, 5™ grades) students as regards their peers
with special needs were grouped into 6 conceptual catego-
ries. These categories are friendship, helping, playing,
protection, pitying and rejection (see table 1). According
to the table, it is found out that the most emphasised con-
cept by the peers is friendship and the least emphasized
concept is rejection.
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Table 1.

Conceptual Categories Belonging to the Perception of Normally
Developed Students Concerning their Peers with Special Needs:

Conceptual categories Frequency (f)  Percentage (%)
a. Friendship 16 40
b. Helping 9 22,5
c. Playing 8 20
d. Protection 4 10
e. Pitying 2 5
f. Rejection 1 2,5
Friendship situation and be happy, and supports him in his social

The fact that friendship is the concept most empha-
sised by peers (f:16) is seen as a positive result and it is
believed that it is an indicator that peers have a positive
perception towards their peers with special needs in the
school environment. Here, it is seen that peers wanted to
establish close relations with individuals with special
needs and were happy to be friends with them and even
tended to protect them from other peers who displayed
negative behaviours. For example, in the story written by
the student coded (O1), a classmate mocks him by dis-
playing negative behaviour: “how come you play with
that child?” and another student protects Ali by saying
“He is a kid just like us, you do not have to sideline him,
he is a good Kid, you must be friend with him, too”. It is
observed that the student in this study displayed a good
friendship example by protecting Ali against his class-
mate. Another remarkable finding of the study is that the
peer who sees Ali as a friend tries to change other
schoolmates who do not socially accept individuals with
special needs and tries to ensure their social acceptance.
In his story, (O3) uses the expressions: “everyone under-
stood that Ali was one of us...Everyone was used to Ali
now, everyone began to behave Ali as they should”. In
some stories (O1, O3, 08,) it is seen that many students
who display negative attitude towards him, mock and
reject the student with special needs, change in the end of
the story their attitudes with the impact of their peers with
positive opinions and make friend with him for one rea-
son or another. In addition, it is seen that students coded
(01,04, 05,06, 07, 08, 09, 016) continued friendship
with Ali in their stories not only at school but also after
school, shared free time with him, and visited him at his
house.

Helping

It is seen that in the stories of peers in this group
helping individuals with special needs comes to the fore-
front (f:9). The help given in these texts can be classified
as social and physical. The concept of helping here can be
considered along with the concept of friendship as the
peers who helped Ali also made friends with him in time.
In one of the remarkable texts on helping (O18) Ali’s peer
helps him accept his own situation and tries to ensure his
social acceptance at school. He says “Ali, nobody wants
to be stared but if you know that people will not change,
would it not be a good idea to change conditions and the
way of thinking?” and tries to help him accept his own
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acceptance at the school. In addition, other types of help-
ing in the texts are helping the friend with special needs in
his lectures (019), helping him climb up the stairs (020),
helping him play an instrument (021), helping him get up
when he falls and in his treatment (021, 022), helping
him go to the canteen (023, 025), resisting the tantalizers
and helping (024) and giving morale and helping (025).

Playing

In the stories of peers in this category, it is seen that
peers play games with their friends with special needs
(f:8). In the story, hide-and-seek, blind man’s bluff, relay
race, Chinese whispers and dodgeball were among the
games played with the student with special needs. As the
case in the concept of helping, it is seen here that peers
who play games are also friends with the students with
special needs. In one of the stories in this category (032)
the peers other than the child in the story refused to play
with Ali, which is remarkable. In this story (032) Ali asks
the children may | play with you? Just when the acquies-
cent peer was to say “yes”, all other peers cry “no, this
game is not for you, and you are not our friend”. Howev-
er, the peer who wrote this text accepts playing with Ali.
In another text (029) a peer planned to play hide-and-
seek, but considering that Ali was unable to run, he
thought of another game that Ali could play and decided
to play Chinese whispers with him. In yet another story
(O31) a peer comforts Ali for not being able to run in the
game and tells that there are things that he can do very
well (like drawing). The expression in the story went like
this: “Ali drew very good pictures. Being disabled does
not mean that he cannot do anything.”

Protection

In the concept of protection which is given with the
concept of friendship, the main focus in the text is protec-
tion (f:4). It is usually about protecting the student with
special needs from the teases of other peers. In the text
prepared by peers, a peer figure appears who reacts to the
peers who mock with the appearance and behaviours of
the individual with special needs and protects his friend
who has special needs. In three of the four texts, the stu-
dent with special needs enjoyed social acceptance thanks
to the peer who also had positive impact on other peers
and he could find a place for himself in that class/school.
In one of the texts, the conversation goes like this (O37):
“when my classmates saw that I stuck around with Alj,
they laughed at me. They were laughing and saying “are
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you sticking around with Ali?” Ali burst into tears and
cried. When | saw him crying, | asked them if you were
disabled, and I behaved like this, would you like it? and
asked them to apologize. Then, one week later, everyone
began to get on well with Ali. During break time every-
one was playing the games he liked”.

Pitying

In terms of the concept of pitying, it can be seen that
peers who meet Ali feel pity for the situation he is in (f:2).
For example, (O38) offers Ali to go to canteen together
who does not accept. In the story, he explains Ali’s rejec-
tion of this offer as follows: “Because if I go to the can-
teen everyone there will laugh at me.” The reaction of the
peer to this explanation is feeling sadness, embarrassment
and pity. In another text (O39) classmates are mocking
the peer who becomes friends with Ali. For this reason,
when Ali notices this situation and feels sad, his friend
pities him.

Rejection

There is only one text regarding the concept of rejec-
tion (f:1). However, even this only text is an indicator that
there are other children with this perception at school or
in the social environment. In this fictionalised text (040),
Ali offers his peer to play games together. But the peer
says: “I said I had things to do but I did not have any. I
just did not want to play with him” explaining that he did
not want to play with Ali although he had nothing else to
do. In the same story, the peer rejects a second offer made
by Ali for playing games. In maths class, when Ali asks
for a pencil, he says that he did not have any, which was a
lie: “In maths class he asked for my pencil, and | said that
I did not have, but actually I had one”. In the story, it is
seen that the peer does not want to communicate with the
individual with special needs in any way whatsoever and
totally rejects close relationship with him.

Conclusions

When the conceptual categories are examined
(friendship, helping, playing, protection, pitying and re-
jection) it can be seen that with the exception of rejection
category all categories are positive and accepting. The
categories with the highest frequency in the stories are
friendship (f:16), helping (f:9) and playing games (f:8)
which shows that the perception of peers towards individ-
uals with special needs is positive. This is the fundamen-
tal requirement for sustainability of the social acceptance
by peers.

The stories which fall under the category of friend-
ship show that peers actually become friends with stu-
dents with special needs and that they continue this
friendship outside school. The most remarkable situation
in friendship, helping and protection categories is that the
peers who display positive attitude change other peers
displaying negative attitude in positive direction and en-
sure that the individual with special needs is accepted.
This, in turn, shows that increasing positive peer percep-
tion is essential in popularisation and sustainability of
social acceptance. Increasing social acceptance ratios is
one of the fundamental tools for application of human
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rights, equality of opportunity in education and sustaina-
ble development. This is due to the fact that individuals
with special needs who are not socially accepted by their
peers cannot be integrated in education adequately, suffer
from problems in inclusive education and even retire from
education life completely. In this sense, steering peer
perceptions to positive direction and ensuring social ac-
ceptance must be one of the fundamental objectives of
education policies.

The fact that there is only one story with rejection
concept among peer perceptions shows that negative
attitudes and perceptions are negligible in general at
school. The reason for which negative attitude is much
lower than the positive one might be that inclusive educa-
tion is being applied in most Northern Cyprus elementary
schools including the school where the study was con-
ducted. In order to sustain this positive perception, special
education laws should be modernised, teachers and man-
agers should be informed through on-the-job training
programmes and awareness-raising activities should be
conducted for peers (inside or outside classroom).

In conclusion, in line with the findings of the study,
it can be claimed that perception and attitude towards
individuals with special needs is positive at elementary
schools in Northern Cyprus but they should be supported
with laws, application and training programmes in order
to ensure sustainability.

Recommendations

o Inclusive applications should be more effective
and efficient to bring about positive peer perception.

e Time limits should be imposed on the use of
support education rooms where the students with special
needs are attending schools with inclusive education; they
should not be isolated from their normally developing
peers and classmates; these time periods should be orga-
nized in a careful and proportional manner so that they do
not spend too much time in isolated environments.

e Social and cultural activities should be organized
where individuals with special needs and their peers can
share longer time periods.

e In the Turkish language and social studies clas-
ses, curricula should include more texts which explain the
physical, social and emotional situation of individuals
with special needs to other students.

e Special education law should be modernised to
reflect sustainable development policies.

e Teachers and managers at all schools in Northern
Cyprus should be informed on special education, inclu-
sive education and sustainability through on-the-job train-
ing activities.

o Efforts will be paid to ensure that individuals
with special needs and their peers socialise at school
(through in-class and non-class activities). This positive
environment within the school should be spread outside
the school through management and civil society institu-
tions.
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JOCJIJKEHHA CIIPUAHATTS YYHIB CBOIX POBECHHUKIB 31
CHENIAJIBHUMHA NOTPEBAMHY HA OCHOBI METO/IY HAPATUBHOI EKCITPECII
BuuTeni, mkinpHa aaMiHICTpAIlis Ta CiM s MAIOTh BaXKIMBUHN BIUIMB HA YCIIiX 1HKITFO3WBHOI OCBITH, SIKY MOXHA TI0-

SICHUTH SIK HaJJaHHS CTYJICHTaM 3 0COOJIMBHMU MOTpeOaMK OCBITH B OJTHOMY CEPEIOBHIII 3 HITbMHU 0€3 Oyab-aKkux (i3u-
YHUX He3py4yHocTeil. OJHUM 3 HalBKIMBIMINX (AKTOPIB € CHPUIHATTS, CTABJICHHS Ta JyMKa 3BUYAiHUX CTYACHTIB
CTOCOBHO CBOiX OJIHOJITKIB 3 0COOJIMBUMH NOTpebamMu. MeTo JOCHIIKEHHS € BU3HAYCHHS CIPUIHATTS Ta CTaBJICHHS
YYHIB IOYaTKOBUX HIKLIT 3 IHKJIFO3UBHOKO OCBITOO JI0 OJHOKJIACHHUKIB 3 OCOOJMBUMHU MOTpeOaMK Ta BU3HAYCHHS IIUIAXIB
3a0e3neueH s MPUIHATTS TaKUX y4HIB ofHOMiTKaMu. J{o nocnimkenHs Oyino 3anyueHo 40 yuHiB 3, 4 Ta 5 knaciB nova-
TKOBOI IIKOJIM 3 1HKJIIO3UBHOIO OCBITOIO, SIKUM OYJIO 3alpONOHOBAHO TEKCT, Y KOMY HILIOCS IPO Te, IO A0 IXHHOTO
KJIacy TpMHIIOB HOBHii ydeHb 3 0COOMMBHMH MOTpebGamMu. IXHiM 3aBiaHHAM 6yJI0 HPOJOBKUTH PO3MOBIAb, 1O BiJO-
Opakasio TXHE CIpaB)KHE CTaBJICHHS 10 Takux Aiteil. Bymo BumiieHo 6 TumiB cipuidHATTS: ApyxOa, nomomora, rpa,
3aXHCT, CHIBUYTTS, BiITOPrHeHHA. HalOUIbIIy KUIBKICTD CTYJEHTIB OyJIO BiTHECEHO 10 IPYIH «ApYXk0a» Ta «I0moMo-
ra». 3riJHO 3 OTPUMAHHMHU PE3yJIbTaTaMM, MOXXHA CTBEP/XKYBAaTH, 10 CIIPUHHATTS Ta CTAaBJICHHS 10 JIFOAeH 3 0co0IH-
BUMH IIOTpeOaMH € TIO3UTHBHUMH B IIo4aTKOBUX IKoisax IliBaignoro Kinpy. 3a THoM «BinTopraeHH» 0yio 3adikco-
BaHO JIMIIE OJHY PO3IOBiIb, ajile 32 YMOB 30UNbIICHHS BHOIPKM TaKWX Y4HIB MOke OyTm HabaraTto Oimbmre. Y craTTi
MO/IaHO JIeSKi TMPaKTHYHI peKOMEH Al 00 YIOCKOHAJICHHS CUCTEMH 1HKIIO3UBHOI OCBITH Ta MOKpPAIaHHS CTaBJICH-
HS Y9HIB JIO CBOiX OJHOJIITKIB 3 0COOIMBHMH MTOTpebaMu.
Kniouogi cnosa: poBecHUK, CTIHKICTb, CIIEI[iaJIbHA OCBITA, BKJIIOUEHHS, 0c00MMBI oTpedu, [TiBHigHMI Kinp.
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