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Abstract

In educational environments prepared based on the active learning method, children learn with interest and pleasure,
doing and experiencing, and directly through their own experiences. Considering the contributions of the active learning
method and the educational environments designed based on it to children’s development, it can be said that
determining pre-service pre-school teachers’ views about this topic will create a difference in the progress of the
education system from the traditional model to the modern model and, most importantly, in providing children with
better learning experiences. Taking this idea as a basis, the present study aims to explore the use of active learning
practices in pre-school education based on pre-service pre-school teachers’ views. The research data were obtained via
semi-structured interview form and analyzed through content analysis. 30 pre-service teachers attending the third grade
at the department of pre-school education participated in the study. The research findings indicate that the pre-service
teachers think with regard to active learning practices in pre-school education that active learning practices in which
teachers guide and support children’s learning and a lot of activity processes are offered in a balanced and holistic way
should be carried out in well-equipped classrooms that provide children with an area of movement.
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1. Introduction

Pre-school children have a natural tendency to discover and learn. As of the time they come into the world, they have an
eagerness to discover and learn, actively discover their environments, and start to produce various ideas (Ministry of
Education, 2013). Active learning process in which children are active and teachers are guiding has a positive influence
on children’s holistic development areas. Active learning refers to a learning process in which the learner bears the
responsibility of the learning process, is provided with an opportunity to make decisions and to make self-regulation
about various aspects of the learning process, and is forced to use his mental skills through complicated instructional
tasks during learning (Ag¢ikgdz, 2003). Active learning enables children to work actively throughout the process by
teaching them to make decisions about their learning. Decision-making is associated with all aspects of the learning
processes. All the children who are to make decisions are also the teachers of themselves. They make their own study
plans and can determine their own activities and goals. They can monitor their own development processes. They can
see what they have learned, what they have understood, what they have mistaken, and what they achieved. In the active
learning process, they can give feedbacks, conduct study control processes, and perform necessary preparation and
other similar works by themselves. In addition, they can decide how to carry out learning activities (Stern & Huber,
1997).

Active learning is also defined as a process that involves activities allowing children to generate in-depth ideas and use
these ideas (Michael, 2006). Pundak, Herscovitz, Shacham and Weizer-Biton, (2010) report that the active learning
approach supports children’s comprehension more than the traditional learning approach. In the active learning process,
children find many things to do in accordance with their interests and goals and talk about them frequently. Therefore,
active learning environments may seem disorderly to adults who want to see groups of children doing the same things at
the same time, but a child’s internal motivation may provide an effective organization for both himself and the
classroom environment (Hohmann & Weikart, 1995).
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The order of the classroom environment facilitates the active learning process (Lambert & Balderstone, 2000). The
arrangement of an effective active learning environment requires fulfilling the necessary conditions (Nist & Holschuh,
2000). The educational environment is an environmental factor for children. Pre-school children need rich learning
environments where they can learn through their own behaviors, move and perform actions, engage in creation and
imagination, play with their friends, and display their products. These learning areas improve children’s skills of
constructing their own learning and taking responsibility for learning (Smith, Cowie & Blades, 2005).

A child’s healthy development requires him to be in a stimulus-rich environment and necessitates offering him new
learning opportunities. These kinds of positive experiences help the child develop positive attitudes towards school,
learning, and his own skills. Learning centers constitute an important part of the educational environment in pre-school
education. Learning centers are playgrounds that are prepared in accordance with the acquisitions and indicators that
children are expected to gain through the activities contained in the daily course of education, incorporate different
materials, and differ from one another with their different features. Block, book, music, science, and drama centers are
always needed in pre-school education institutions. The teacher prepares learning centers based on children’s interests,
needs, and individual characteristics and the flow of education on the relevant specific day (Ministry of Education,
2013).

Active learning environments need to be supported by a good curriculum. Hendrick (1991) states that pre-school
education curricula have to provide children with various learning experiences and be offered in a well-planned
environment. These curricula aim to equip children with certain skills in such fields as science, mathematics, and
reading. In this way, it is intended to improve every child’s potential to the highest level. That requires arranging
educational environments in a way that allows children to experience by themselves and participate actively (Ministry
of Education, 2013). These kinds of curricula and educational environments are based on the activities that support
children’s characteristics such as establishing an effective communication with one another and adults, gaining
independence and taking responsibility the materials that involve a lot of areas of interest, and the activities that they
choose among many activities. The practices putting the child at the center emphasize the effectiveness of active
learning environment, which supports the child’s growth and development (Egertson, 1987).

Stephen, Ellis and Martlew (2010), concluded that active learning practices in the pre-school period accomplish their
goals with well-structured curricula and effective learning environments. According to Demirtas and Sucuoglu (2009),
group activities involving active learning carried out in the early childhood period have a positive effect on children’s
individual learning and group work, capability to produce more alternatives, and decision-making skills. Brain research
shows that the children learning actively in a stimulus-rich environment have better problem-solving skills and learning
capacity (French & Murphy, 2005; Bruce, 2004).

According to Moke & Shermis (1996), leading a successful and happy life requires being active learners. They also
state that rapid change of technology in today’s world requires children to acquire new skills and use them in the daily
life. In educational environments prepared based on the active learning method, children learn with interest and pleasure,
doing and experiencing, and directly through their own experiences. As stated by Vygotsky, the learning experiences
children personally go through in stimulus-rich environments especially in the pre-school period make important
contributions to their cognitive development. Considering the contributions of the active learning method and the
educational environments designed based on it to children’s development, it can be said that determining pre-service
pre-school teachers’ views about this topic will create a difference in the progress of the education system from the
traditional model to the modern model and, most importantly, in providing children with better learning experiences.

2. Method
2.1 Research Design

This is a qualitative research in which survey model is used as it aims to explore the use of active learning practices in
pre-school education based on pre-service pre-school teachers’ views. Case study, which is a qualitative research
method, is employed. Case study is a research design which is used in a lot of areas (e.g. evaluation processes) and in
which the researcher makes an in-depth analysis of a situation, event, program, action, or process or deeply analyzes
one or more individuals (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009).The results of qualitative research are important in that they provide
an insight into the topic though they cannot be generalized for the entire universe. In the present study in which the
qualitative research method was employed, semi-structured interview was used as it helps to reveal complex personal
and emotional problems, allows obtaining the requested information in full and depth, provides an opportunity to give
instant feedbacks to responses, has a flexibility to adapt to various and suddenly changeable conditions, offers freedom
to change the number and order of questions, and so on (Ekiz, 2003; Cepni, 2005; Yildirim & Simsek, 2006; Karasar,
2007).
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2.2 Participant

The study group consists of 30 students attending the department of pre-school education at a faculty of education. Of
the participants, 80% (24 students) are female while 20% (6 students) are male. In qualitative research, sample selection
is clearly associated with the characteristic of the research problem and the sources possessed by the researcher.
Criterion sampling, which is a purposeful sampling method, is employed in the present study. Purposeful sampling
methods allow in-depth analysis of situations that are common and considered to contain rich knowledge (Yildirim &
Simsek, 2005).

2.3 Instruments

In the data collection process, the literature was reviewed first in order to provide a theoretical framework. Then a
semi-structured interview form was created by the researchers for data collection. Semi-structured interview is a
high-quality approach that eliminates the disadvantages of structured and unstructured interviews, but makes use of
their advantages. In this kind of interview, the interviewer asks the questions he has prepared about the topic to
participants systematically, but gives them enough freedom to enter into the details of the issue (Altunigik et al. 2001;
TUnkIG 2000).The created interview form was presented to the experts so that they would evaluate its suitability and
adequacy for the topic. The prepared questions were reviewed and re-arranged based on the feedbacks provided by the
experts. After the prepared interview forms were administered to two students, an expert to be asked to re-examine the
obtained answers and check whether they were clear and understandable and included the topic researched. After that,
an attempt was made to determine the validity of the question items. As is known, internal validity in qualitative
research is about whether the researcher can really measure the data he intends to measure through the tool or method
he is using or not (Yildirrm & Simsek, 2005). After the validity of the question items was ensured and necessary
permissions were obtained, the interview forms were administered to the students within the scope of the main study.

The following questions were asked to the pre-service teachers;
1. How should a classroom environment supporting the active learning process be prepared?

2. What kind of a position should the teacher have in the educational practices taking the active learning process as a
basis?

3. What kinds of activities are to be carried out to support the active learning process?
2.4 Data Analysis

Expert opinion was taken to ensure research validity, the validity of data collection, and the meaningfulness and
coherence of the data. Reliability, on the other hand, indicates the repeatability of research results in qualitative research.
It is tested in two ways: external validity and internal validity. While external reliability refers to the same coder’s
coding the same text in the same way at different times, internal reliability refers to different coders’ coding the same
text in the same way (Bilgin, 2006).

Four interviews that were randomly chosen from the semi-structured interviews were independently examined by one
researcher and one expert for the formation of theme and category lists. Level of agreement was investigated through
comparison of the created two lists. It was found to be 90%. The themes on which there was an agreement were left as
they were. The themes on which there was a disagreement, on the other hand, were discussed and rearranged.

The data obtained through semi-structured interview form were subjected to descriptive analysis and content analysis.
Descriptive analysis involves summarizing and interpreting the obtained data based on pre-determined themes,
frequently using direct quotations to manifest the interviewed individuals’ views in a striking way, and interpreting the
obtained results within the framework of cause and effect relationships (Yildirim & Simsek, 2005). Descriptive analysis
was made in three activity stages (data reduction, presentation of data, inference and verification) (TUnikl( 2010).
During the presentation of data, the criteria of being striking (distinctive opinion), being explanatory (relevance to the
theme), variety, and being extreme were taken into consideration in the selection of the quotations (Miles & Huberman,
1994). The data obtained from the forms were transferred to the electronic environment first. Then they were read
several times, and codes were created. After that, the themes to yield the main research findings were formed based on
the codes. Descriptive and content analyses were made based on them. Mostly, inter-coder consistency is calculated to
determine reliability in content analysis. After the transcriptions of the interviews were formed, the interview coding
key was created based on the interview questions. To identify the reliability of the interview coding key, the interview
transcription forms of two participants were randomly chosen, reproduced, and independently evaluated by the
researchers based on the interview coding key. This evaluation involved marking the choice on the interview coding key
that was deemed consistent with the interviewee’s view. To determine the consistency of the markings on the interview
coding key, the responses to each question were examined one by one and compared. The interview coding key was
finalized after that. The researchers, independently of each other, read the interview transcription forms of all the
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participants and marked the choices on the interview coding key that were consistent with the participants’ responses.
Based on such marking by the researchers, “Agreement” or “Disagreement” was marked. “Agreement” was marked
when the researchers marked the same choice for a question whereas ‘“Disagreement” was marked when they marked
different choices for a question. To determine the reliability of content analysis, the formula of agreement percentage
was used. Agreement percentage was calculated based on the following formula: “Reliability=Agreement/(Agreement +
Disagreement) x 100” (Miles & Huberman, 1994). According to Yildirim and Simsek (2005), reliability is ensured
when agreement percentage is found to be not less than 70% in the calculation of reliability. Based on this formula, the
agreement percentages in the coding operations of the present study were found to be as follows: the first question: 0.82;
the second question: 0.84; the third question: 0.90; general agreement percentage for all the questions: 0.85 (Yildirim &
Simsek, 2005). The findings indicate that the questions are reliable.

The content analysis process involves the stages of coding and categorizing data, finding themes, organizing and
defining the data based on the codes and themes, and interpreting the findings (Yildirnm & Simsek, 2005).Then the
frequency and percentage values of the obtained qualitative data were determined, and the research findings were
interpreted based on direct quotations from the striking opinions of the interviewed students.

Forming the Codes: Coding was done by considering the research questions and the concepts obtained from the data.
The codes in parentheses were created by the researchers. For example, the 1% person indicates the student’s code (S29).

Forming the Themes: The themes were formed by bringing together similar codes.
3. Results

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with 30 students studying pre-school education. After the interviews, the
findings obtained from the answers given by the students were categorized in themes.

1. What are the pre-service teachers’ views about how a classroom environment involving active learning should be
prepared?

2. What are the pre-service teachers’ views about the position of the teacher in active learning practices?
3. What are the pre-service teachers’ views about the kinds of activities to be carried out in active learning practices?
The findings are tabulated below.

Table 1. The pre-service teachers’ views about what should be paid attention to while a classroom environment
involving active learning is being prepared

Themes f %
About Children

Children’s interests and needs are important 39 10.3
The number of children should be considered 35 9.2
About the Classroom Environment

The size of the classroom is important 49 135
The materials in the classroom should be simple and 20 5.3
restful

The classroom should be lighted 15 3.9
Necessary safety measures should be taken in the 36 9.5
classroom

Learning centers should be changeable depending on 43 114
needs

Learning centers should be situated in different areas 48 12.7
depending on their characteristics

The materials contained in learning centers should be 26 6.8
natural, and waste materials should be used

Children should always have an easy access to the 42 111
materials in the classroom

There should be sufficient number of materials for 24 6.3
children

Total 377 100

When the pre-service teachers’ views in the table concerning what a classroom in which the active learning method is
implemented should be like are analyzed, it is seen that the size of the classroom is focused on most. In this matter, the
following pre-service teacher views highlight the importance of the classroom size for practices: “If the classroom was
large, 1 would form corners of interest, which are learning centers, in a way allowing children to act easily” (S3) and “A
large classroom will arouse the curiosity of children and make them actively participate in activities to satisfy their
curiosity. Largeness of classrooms provides children with convenience in terms of movement and use of materials”(S11).
The pre-service teachers also paid attention to children’s interests and needs, the number of children, the position of
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learning centers, the materials contained in the learning centers, and the appropriateness of materials for children. Some
of the expressed views are as follows: “If | were to arrange a classroom taking active learning practices as a basis, |
would design a classroom based on children’s interests and needs and the number of children in the classroom. If the
classroom was small, | would create learning centers based on needs and change them from time to time. | would put
materials in areas accessible to children” (S1);“It should be a classroom that activates mental processes and supports
all the development areas. It should be lighted and safe. Its wall colors should be light. A spacious classroom will make
children more comfortable. Learning centers should be situated in such a way that they are harmonious with one
another, but do not affect one another. For example, there should not be a music center next to a book center. Science
center should contain materials such as stones, sea shells, leaves, and live plants. Other centers should contain waste
and natural materials” (S25); “The classrooms taking active learning practices as a basis should be arranged based on
children’s interests and needs. They should support children’s creativity and allow them to work in cooperation. For
example, materials to be used in science activities can be recyclable and reusable materials such as paper and plastic
bottle. There should be sufficient number of each material so that every child can use every material. Material diversity
is important. Permanent learning can be achieved if children work with materials appealing to different senses” (S18).

Table 2. Pre-service teachers’ views about the teacher’s position in active learning practices

Themes

About the Teacher’s Role 8 7.8
The teacher should be passive

The teacher should be guiding 42 40.8
The teacher should be a good 15 14.6
observer

The teacher should prepare an 38 36.8
environment supporting children’s

learning

Total 103 100

When the pre-service teachers’ views are analyzed, it is seen that most of them argued that the teacher should be guiding
in active learning practices. This view is followed by preparing an environment, being an observer, and being passive
respectively. The pre-service teacher views in this matter are as follows: “The teacher should only guide. He should not
restrict children. For example, if he says, ‘No! Science center is prohibited. Don't touch the tools there’, children’s
active participation in the process will be blocked” (S29); “The teacher should only observe children and activate their
curiosity” (S30);“The teacher should be guiding in the active learning process. The educator should attract the
children’s attention and guide them while activities are being conducted or materials are being selected” (S26); “The
teacher should prepare the classroom in active learning practices. In this way, children can learn by doing and
experiencing and through their own experiences” (S21);“The teacher should have a passive position. Materials and
activities should be chosen and determined by children so that permanent learning is achieved” (S13); “No matter how
withdrawn the educator is in terms of intervention, he should guide and intervene in when required” (S22).

Table 3. The pre-service teachers’ views about the kinds of activities to be carried out in active learning practices

Themes f %
About the Kinds of Activities

Science activities should be 27 33.0
carried out

Play-drama activities should be 35 42.7
carried out

About the Way Activities Should
Be Carried Out

Holistic activities should be 20 24.3
carried out in a balanced way
Total 82 100

As it is seen in the Table 3, the pre-service teachers mostly stated play-drama activities as an effective method in the
active learning process. The pre-service teacher views in this matter are as follows:“Play is for children. They
participate in the process via plays. They learn the life through plays. Drama, on the other hand, gives them a chance to
express their feelings and thoughts. Thus, play and drama activities are the most important activities to be carried out
for children's permanent learning”(S11); “Play exists at every corner of the child’s life. He becomes socialized through
play, and his communication skills develop through play. He is active in every part of play. He learns a lot of things in
play by performing as a doctor, teacher, nurse, and so on. Play is among the most appropriate activities for active
learning”(S24);“In active learning, the child always acts, tries, and asks questions. So, science activities play an
important role in active learning. Individual or small-group activities can be carried out through experiments and
explorations by use of natural materials” (S26);“In the learning process, experiments attract children’s attention a lot.

236



Journal of Education and Training Studies \ol. 4, No. 9; September 2016

Especially the experiments conducted through formation of small groups provides permanent learning” (S28); and
“Active learning will be made permanent by an educational process in which an educational environment that can
improve children’s creativity, make them search and question, and arouse their curiosity is prepared and a lot of
activities are offered in a holistic way”(S16).

4. Discussion

This study deal with the pre-service pre-school teachers’ views about the use of active learning practices in pre-school
education. The findings obtained through semi-structured interviews with 30 students are discussed here. The literature
does not contain this kind of a research about pre-school children. The findings of the present study are discussed in the
light of the related literature and researches.

The pre-service teachers expressed important views about classroom size and the functionality of learning centers in the
classroom for effective active learning practices. They also delivered their views about the importance of children’s
interests and needs for active learning practices, the physical (i.e. equipment)characteristics of the classroom, and the
sufficiency, usage, and accessibility of the materials in the classroom. One of the most important points to consider in
the active learning process is children’s interests and needs. This is because; active learning process supports the child’s
learning on his own and takes process evaluation as basis. Learning domains and materials have a big importance for
this approach, which surpasses traditional methods and takes learning as a development process, to maintain its vitality
for especially pre-school children. This is because; children always tend to discover in curiosity and creativity. One of
the prerequisites to support this process in the best way is having safe and peaceful educational environments that are
equipped with good materials and provide freedom of movement. Silberman (1996) states that classroom conditions are
important in active learning, and classroom should be arranged in a way allowing the teacher and children to
communicate comfortably. The classroom arrangement should allow children to use materials actively (Huber, 2000).
Avci (2001) argues that paying attention to individuals’ interests and needs besides the physical characteristics of the
classroom will make the active learning process functional. The students also expressed similar views in this matter.
The effects of active learning environment on communication and active participation process have been explored by
other researchers at different educational levels as well. DeWayne (1990) concluded that the highest level of
communication and interaction is achieved with the active learning environment in the primary education mathematics
course. Lena et al. (2001) found out that university students’ motivation and communication levels are raised in the
active learning environment. The above-mentioned research findings and related literature imply that active learning
environment has a positive effect on communication and active participation process at every educational level and are
consistent with the findings of the present study.

In the active learning process, there is a sharing-based and cooperative relationship between the learner and the teacher
in which the teacher is guiding and improving the learner’s skills (Johnson, Johnson & Smith, 1991). Another important
point in active learning is the role played by the teacher. In the active learning model, the teacher arranges the learning
environment in advance. He determines what he will do before the educational process. The teacher who prepares and
plans the lesson goes on with the role of a guide. He starts the activity by informing the children, offers the related
materials, and exposes them to a problem situation (Pekin, 2000). Plourde and Alawiye (2003) reported that teachers
employing the active learning process are more successful. Stephen, Ellis and Martlew (2010) determined that the
teachers lecturing in an environment constructed based on the active learning process are more successful. In addition,
as active learning is theoretically based on constructivism and cognitivism, the learner should be provided with an
opportunity to construct his knowledge (Phillips, 1995). In the present study, a lot of pre-service teachers stated that the
teacher should be a good guide in the educational process and organize the educational environment. They also
indicated that the teacher should be a good observer and passive during in-class practices. These findings are consistent
with the related literature.

Active learning supports creative thinking as well. Learning environments should be arranged in a way improving
creative thinking. Methods such as drama, problem-solving, and brainstorming make the active learning process
functional and support creative thinking (Bulut, 1999). These kinds of practices, which put the child at the center,
support the child’s growth and development and contribute to the active learning process (Egerston, 1987). Science,
play, music, etc. activities carried out in accordance with children’s ages and development levels during pre-school
education support their discovering and learning processes (Whitebread, 1997). In this way, children participate in the
active learning process by interacting with their environments rather than remaining passive during learning. Moreover,
children should actively be included in speaking, painting, drama, project, and field trip activities. These activities
should be used together. These kinds of learning processes will contribute to children’s social and cognitive learning
(Katz, 2003). In the present study, the pre-service teachers stated that making children mostly engage in play-drama and
science activities and offering these activities in a balanced and holistic way will support the active learning process.
Various studies (Gibson & Chase, 2002; Harton et al., 2002; Kalem & Fer, 2003; Aydede & Kesercioglu, 2012) reported
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that the educational environments and curricula prepared by taking the active learning process as basis have a positive
influence on learning.

The findings of this study show that active learning practices in which the teacher guides and supports children’s
learning and a lot of activity processes are offered in a balanced and holistic way should be carried out in well-equipped
classrooms that provide children with an area of movement. In the light of these findings, qualitative research taking
active learning practices as a basis can be conducted on different sample groups. Experimental studies taking active
learning practices for pre-school children as basis can be conducted. Finally, relationships between children’s active
learning processes and different variables can be explored, thereby making a contribution to the literature.
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