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Abstract: Education is one of the most affected areas in the crisis environment created by the COVID-
19 pandemic. Emergency remote education has been adopted to ensure the sustainability of education, 
which was interrupted by the closure of educational institutions. The transition has also impacted higher 
education students as well as primary and secondary education students. In this regard, the study aims 
to examine the perceptions of distance education of higher education students continuing their 
education in the field of special education during the COVID-19 pandemic through metaphor analysis 
within the scope of the qualitative phenomenology method. The study participants consisted of 185 
associate, undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral students. In the data collection process, the 
researchers prepared an online form and asked the participants to complete the statement, “Distance 
education is like ... because ...”. According to the results obtained by content analysis, the participants 
produced 137 positive and 142 negative metaphors. Among the positive metaphors, the themes of 
“usability,” “flexibility,” “student participation,” and “suitability” were obtained, while the themes of 
“teaching process,” “interaction,” “usability,” “student status,” and “assessment and evaluation” were 
obtained among the negative metaphors. While students thought that the resources offered in distance 
education for the acquisition of new knowledge were very diverse and comprehensive, they criticized 
the teaching process for being artificial and non-interactive.  
 
 
Keywords: Distance education, emergency remote education, online learning, COVID-19 pandemic, 
metaphors. 
 

Highlights 

 
What is already known about this topic: 

• The COVID-19 pandemic, which affected the whole world, required urgent measures in many 
areas such as social, cultural and economic life and education.  

• In the new normal that emerged with the COVID-19 pandemic, emergency remote education 
was put into practice to ensure the continuity and sustainability of education. 

What this paper contributes: 

• The present study focused on the opinions of students studying in a special education program 
who had experienced emergency remote education in particular.  

• Since it is stated that perception differs according to the department and class variables, this 
research is one of the pioneering studies examining the perceptions of pre-service special 
education teachers in Turkey. 

Implications for theory, practice and/or policy: 

• Metaphorical perceptions of pre-service special education teachers should be used to develop 

an instructional design related to distance education to be applied in emergencies. 

• Course contents aiming to ensure that simultaneous lessons are taught in interaction in order 

to eliminate communication and interaction barriers should be developed with the objective. 
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Introduction 

The flow of life has changed all over the world with the World Health Organization declaring COVID-19 

a pandemic in March 2020 (WHO, 2020). This change required taking a series of urgent measures in 

many areas such as social, cultural, and economic life. COVID-19, which has impacted all areas of life, 

has had a profound effect on education. To prevent the spread of COVID-19, schools were closed, and 

universities were also included in this scope (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020; Doghonadze 

et al., 2020; Gupta & Goplani, 2020). Education has undergone a dramatic transformation considering 

that education is a basic need that must continue for everyone under all circumstances. In this regard, 

a transition has been made from face-to-face to online learning, and unlike planned distance education 

activities, emergency remote education has been employed (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020; Bozkurt et al., 

2020; Hodges et al., 2020). With the rapid transformation, students had to experience emergency 

remote education processes. This necessity has caused a change in the way students at K12 level, in 

general, and higher education students, in particular, perceive and interpret distance education. The 

developments experienced with the COVID-19 pandemic have caused many results in sociological, 

psychological, and educational fields (Bozkurt et al., 2022), which has required questioning the concept 

of normal in education (Xiao, 2021) and addressing the effects of the pandemic in a longitudinal way 

(Moore et al., 2021). In this regard, the general purpose of the current study is to examine the 

metaphorical perceptions of pre-service special education teachers of distance education.  

 

Distance education is defined as all kinds of arrangements made to ensure systematic learning, in which 

students and teachers are independent in terms of time and space, within the framework of a planned 

curriculum using written and electronic communication tools (Moore & Kearsley, 2012). It supports face-

to-face education due to the advantages it provides (e.g., equality of opportunity, low cost, reaching 

large masses, etc.) (Valentine, 2002). Studies investigating the effectiveness of distance and face-to-

face education under normal conditions show no significant difference between the two educational 

approaches when educational technologies and distance education are structured correctly (Russell, 

2001). Emergency remote education is used to describe teaching practices that have emerged as an 

emergency response to the crisis experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic (Adedoyin & Soykan, 

2020). Although these concepts are used interchangeably, emergency remote education differs from 

distance education in that it emerges as a result of the necessity to keep education alive within the 

framework of available possibilities in times of crisis and tries to produce temporary solutions for the 

current need (Bozkurt, 2020b).  

 

Emergency remote education has provided significant support to online learning due to the forced 

closure of schools caused by the COVID-19 outbreak, leading to the trial of new opportunities and 

approaches for the education system (Bozkurt, 2020b; Ferri et al., 2020). The transition from the 

traditional learning environment to the emergency remote education environment without a planned 

preparation has brought about many technical, educational, and affective problems (Abel, 2020). In the 

literature, it is reported that the knowledge and experiences related to distance education affect 

perspectives on distance education (Ateş & Altun, 2008). In this extraordinary process in which 

education continues remotely, it is thought to be important to determine the perceptions of pre-service 

special education teachers, who experienced distance education for the first time in the pandemic 

environment, towards emergency remote education without their experiences being lost. Hence, it is 

extremely important to examine the stated perceptions and attitudes and make the necessary 

arrangements to achieve the purpose of emergency remote education. This is also an important factor 

that will determine the quality of emergency remote education.  

Literature 

In today's world, which is called the digital age, changes and innovations in the world influence every 

aspect of life. The education system has also taken its share from this and has started to move away 

from traditional teaching approaches and evolve into student-oriented, technologically enriched, 
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individualized learning environments (Çiftçi et al., 2021). This evolution has resulted in the spread of 

distance education applications with a rapid transition from traditional to online environments.  

 

For a better understanding of the experiences related to the pandemic, studies have been conducted to 

investigate the perceptions of distance education in Turkey through metaphors. When metaphor studies 

are reveiwed in terms of participant characteristics, there are studies determining the perceptions 

towards distance education of parents (Kaya & Dilekçi, 2021), teachers (Cantürk & Cantürk, 2021; 

Korkmaz, 2021; Kuzu et al., 2021), school administrators (Zincirli, 2021), teaching staff (Gök, 2011), 

primary school students (Akpolat, 2021; Bozkurt, 2020; Özan et al., 2021; Öztürk & Koca, 2020; 

Yolagiden & Şimşek, 2021), and high school students (Aydıncı & Zorluoğlu, 2021). In addition to these 

studies, there are also studies examining the metaphorical perceptions towards distance education of 

pre-service science teachers (Atik, 2020), pre-service primary education and science teachers (Kaleli-

Yılmaz & Güven, 2015), pre-service computer and instructional technologies education teachers (Taş 

et al., 2016), pre-service physical education teachers (Bozdağ & Dinç, 2020), foreign students receiving 

tourism education (Saatçi & Aksu, 2020), vocational school students (Çivril et al., 2018), pre-service 

teachers (Kan & Özmen, 2021; Şahin, 2020; Yılmaz & Güven, 2015), and higher education students 

(Aksoy et al., 2021; Bağrıaçık Yılmaz, 2019; Elkatmış & Tanık, 2022; Fidan, 2017; Tuncay & Özçinar, 

2009). Furthermore, concerning higher education students’ perceptions of distance education, it is 

stated that while the variables of gender, having a personal computer, and having an internet connection 

do not make a significant difference in the perception of distance education, the perception differs 

according to the department and class variables (Aksoy et al., 2021; Gündüz, 2013).  

Aim of the Study 

Although some studies have been conducted in the field of special education to understand the 

pandemic process (e.g., Bozkus-Genc & Sani-Bozkurt, 2022; Kuzu Demir et al., 2022; Sani-Bozkurt et 

al., 2022), it is seen that a significant number of studies have not been carried out on the metaphorical 

perceptions of pre-service special education teachers. Based on this reason, the present study aims to 

reveal the perceptions and experiences of pre-service special education teachers who have received 

and/or are receiving distance education during the pandemic towards the concept of distance education 

through metaphors. In line with this purpose, answers to the following research questions were sought:  

1. What are the positive and negative metaphors produced by university students regarding the concept 

of distance education?  

2. In which contexts do the resulting metaphors show orientations? 

Methodology 

Research Design 

In the present study, the phenomenology design, one of the qualitative research methods, was used to 

investigate the metaphorical perceptions of special education students towards the concept of distance 

education. The phenomenology design is a research design used to examine, describe, and interpret 

the perceptions and/or opinions of individuals about a phenomenon about which not much information 

is known (Gay et al., 2012). A metaphor, which means a word used in a meaning other than its literal 

meaning as a result of interest or analogy, helps to express the thoughts to be conveyed more 

emphatically using fewer words (Cameron & Deignan, 2009; Zheng & Song, 2010). Metaphors can be 

used as an important data collection and analysis tool in that individuals have little opportunity to hide 

their real thoughts in the meanings they attribute through metaphors, they reveal mental perceptions 

and images that guide behavior and allow self-reflection from this point of view (e.g., Aksoy et al., 2021; 

Bozkurt, 2020). Therefore, metaphors were preferred as a data collection tool in this study because they 

reflect students’ cognitive information processing in the field of distance education, reveal hidden 

knowledge, perception, or the image formed in the minds of individuals, provide information about the 
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way individuals interpret the world and their own experiences, and reflect the socio-cultural perspective 

of the society in which an individual lives. So, this study was designed as a phenomenology study, and 

metaphor analysis was used in the process of collecting and interpreting the data in the study. 

Content of the Study 

The content of the study is the distance education applications used in the Turkish higher education 

system in the 2020-2021 academic year when the COVID-19 pandemic emerged. In this context, data 

were collected from students receiving higher education in the field of special education in a total of 21 

different universities. The study covers the distance education experiences of students during the 

pandemic and the distance education perceptions formed as a result of these experiences.  

Study Group 

Within the scope of the study, data were collected by reaching 219 students studying in the field of 

special education. After removing the responses excluded from the data analysis from the study, the 

research was continued with a total of 185 students. The students’ ages vary between 18-42, and the 

mean age is 23.09. Table 1 contains information about the students participating in the study. 

 

Table 1. Demographic Information of the Study Group 

Variable Option f % 

 Undergraduate 169 91.35 

Education Level Master’s 12 6.48 

 Ph.D. 4 2.16 

 18-20 82 44.32 

 21-23 49 26.48 

Age Group 24-26 19 10.27 

 27-29 8 4.32 

 30 and above 27 14.59 

Gender Female 123 66.48 

 Male 62 33.51 

Distance Education Experience Before 

COVID-19  

Yes 59 31.89 

 No 126 68.10 

 Anadolu University 72 38.91 

 Ankara University 25 13.51 

 Izmir Democracy University 17 9.18 

 Atatürk University 16 8.64 

 Akdeniz University 10 5.40 

 Eskişehir Osmangazi University 8 4.32 

 Abant İzzet Baysal University 7 3.78 

 Sakarya University 5 2.70 

 Çanakkale 18 Mart University 3 1.62 

 Trakya University 3 1.62 

University Dokuz Eylül University 2 1.08 

 Düzce University 2 1.08 

 Istanbul Aydın University 2 1.08 

 Necmettin Erbakan University 1 0.54 

 Near East University 1 0.54 

 Istanbul Okan University 1 0.54 

 Istanbul University 1 0.54 

 Hatay Mustafa Kemal University 1 0.54 

 Marmara University 1 0.54 

 Bülent Ecevit University 1 0.54 

 Unknown 6 3.24 

TOTAL  185 100 

 

Data Collection 
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In this study, data were collected using an online questionnaire. The data were obtained by asking 

students to complete the sentence, “Distance education is like …. because….”. According to Forceville 

(2002), a metaphor relationship consists of three components, metaphor subject, source, and reason. 

The concept of "like" in this sentence provides an analogy or connection between the subject of the 

metaphor and its source, and the concept of "because" provides an explanation of the participants’ 

metaphor definitions based on a logical reason (Saban, 2009 p. 285). Therefore, after explaining the 

concept of metaphor in a few sentences, the students were asked to fill in the sentence in the form using 

a positive and negative metaphor, considering their experience of distance education from home during 

the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Data Analysis 

The collected data were analyzed using content analysis. The research data were analyzed in five 

stages: (a) sorting and numbering, (b) coding, (c) category creation, and (d) data interpretation (Creswell 

& Poth, 2016). At the cleansing stage, it was checked whether the forms were filled out in accordance 

with the research purpose. During the control, statements in each form were examined in terms of 

whether metaphors were left blank or the sample sentence was incomplete, whether metaphors were 

meaningful, whether reasons were written in a suitable way to the specified metaphor, and whether the 

participants were from the field of special education. As a result of the examination, 26 responses 

without a metaphor, in which justifications were not written, or in which both metaphors were 

positive/negative answers and responses of 8 students studying in different undergraduate programs 

were excluded from the study. At the coding stage, all student responses were read, and the metaphors 

in the form were numbered and listed. The listed metaphors were examined in terms of common 

features, their compatibility with the research purpose was evaluated, and similar ones were gathered 

under the same theme, and categories were determined. If different participants used the same 

metaphor, the relevant category was decided by considering whether it expressed the same perception, 

taking into account the main emphasis in the section starting with "because." At the end of this stage, 

nine categories that were thought to represent metaphors in the best way were created. Finally, the 

themes, metaphors, categories, and statements with justifications were presented in tables. The data 

interpretation was completed by interpreting the meanings of the categories obtained in line with the 

relevant literature. In interpreting the themes, in addition to qualitative analysis, quantitative descriptive 

analyses using frequencies and percentages were also benefited from in reporting the data, and the 

findings were expressed as frequencies and percentages.  

Validity and Reliability 

To increase credibility, the data were collected on a voluntary basis, and the obtained data were 

examined by two independent domain experts. The researcher's experience in the relevant field is 

another way to increase credibility (Bashir et al., 2008). In this regard, it is thought that the fact that the 

researcher has received various training through open and distance learning and conducted studies 

based on the qualitative research paradigm contributes to increasing credibility. To ensure the content 

validity of the question used in the online interview form while determining the students’ perceptions of 

distance education during the COVID-19 pandemic, an opinion was received from a faculty member 

with experience in qualitative education research (Yıldırım & Şimşek, 2013). To provide internal validity, 

data were collected from a total of 185 students who adopted adequate participation strategies (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2015), and it was aimed to reach saturation in the responses given in this way. 

 

To increase transferability, the rationale of the chosen method, the sample characteristics, and the 

research process were explained in detail. Examples from the participants’ responses were determined 

and shared in the form of direct quotations under the relevant categories and themes. Moreover, a 

detailed literature review was conducted, and the research results were compared with similar studies 

and interpreted (Creswell & Poth, 2016). To ensure reliability, the data were recorded and evaluated by 
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two domain experts in terms of consistency. For confirmability, all raw data and their coding were 

recorded in the digital environment.  

Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

This study is one of the pioneering studies examining the perceptions of pre-service special education 

teachers towards distance education, which is addressed in a limited number of studies in the national 

literature. Therefore, it is thought that the study will form a basis for future research. This study has 

some limitations as well as strengths. The first limitation is that the study data were collected during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Hence, while the study data reflect the emergency remote education experiences 

acquired by the participants during the pandemic, they do not reflect the planned and comprehensive 

distance education activities in general. In addition to the mentioned limitation, the study data were 

collected from students continuing their education in the field of special education in higher education. 

It is accepted that different research findings may emerge in different fields of education and educational 

levels. Finally, it should be underlined that 59 students out of a total of 185 participants had previous 

distance education experience, while the first distance education experiences of 163 students were 

limited to the applications during the pandemic. 

Findings and Discussions 

Student responses were grouped under nine sub-themes within the framework of two main themes. 

There are categories related to metaphors under the themes. In this study involving 185 students, the 

statements written by some students in the justifications were included in more than one theme.  

Findings Regarding Positive Metaphors 

The positive metaphors were grouped under four themes, “usability,” “flexibility,” “student participation,” 

and “suitability.” There are categories related to metaphors under the themes. As a result of the students' 

responses, a total of 185 metaphors were produced, 137 of which were without repetition. Table 2 

contains the positive metaphors related to the themes and categories. 

Usability Theme 

Among the positive metaphors, the most dominant theme among the other themes under which the 

most metaphors were produced is the usability theme (n=80). The usability theme covers the categories 

of rich information source, facilitating, economical, comprehensive, repeatable, accessible, 

technological, planned, and equality of opportunity. Under the usability theme, the students emphasized 

the diversity and comprehensiveness of the resources offered in distance education, especially in 

acquiring new knowledge. Accordingly, P112, who used the metaphor “like an endless road,” used the 

statement, “Distance education is like an endless road because you can make and offer anything.”  

 

In the new normal that emerged with the closure of schools due to the COVID-19 pandemic, students 

had to experience emergency remote education differently to ensure the continuity of education (Bozkurt 

et al., 2020; Hodges et al., 2020). It can be said that the facilitating role, among the teacher’s roles in 

distance education, in which the teacher’s presence is provided by different strategies, unlike face-to-

face education (Berge, 1995; Bozkurt, 2020), corresponded to the applications within the scope of 

distance education in this sense due to the opportunities offered by distance education processes for 

ensuring the continuity of education. For example, a student described the facilitating role of distance 

education with the metaphor of a magic wand using the statement, “Distance education is like a magic 

wand because if you don't have a problem with the internet, it will get you to the lesson almost 

everywhere in any way (P144).” Therefore, it is seen that the facilitating role of distance education is 

consistent with the current literature (Aksoy, 2021; Bozkurt, 2020; Çivril et al., 2018). Additionally, 
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Arkorful and Abaidoo (2015) stated that the access opportunities provided by distance education to 

different information sources strengthened the quality of distance education, which supports this theme.  

 

Considering that distance education is a good alternative for individuals due to the advantages it 

provides in comparison with traditional education, it is expected that the category of economy under this 

theme will take place after the rich information source and facilitating role. Accordingly, using the 

metaphor “eating unlimited food at the open buffet,” P132 stated that distance education was economical 

by emphasizing the basic needs with the analogy, “Distance education is like eating unlimited food at 

the open buffet because you are at home and you have no financial problems, and you can eat and 

drink as much as you want.” There are similar categories in studies investigating the perceptions of 

distance education students of distance education (e.g., Çivril et al., 2018). 

 

Although distance education offers many accessibility options to its users, the introduction of online 

distance education with the pandemic has caused students to associate accessibility in their perceptions 

of distance education with accessibility provided by information and communication technologies. In this 

regard, a student emphasized the importance of accessibility provided by technology by saying, 

“Distance education seems to have no limits because you can be in the same environment from different 

provinces or even countries with a single link. (P135)” Confirming this idea, Jamtsho and Bullen (2007) 

stated that the capacity increase experienced with information and communication technologies brought 

about many advantages in addition to accessibility. Furthermore, the philosophy of openness in 

education includes universal values such as freedom, equality, and fraternity, in addition to accessibility 

(Bozkurt, 2017). It can be said that students brought the characteristics of distance education of 

providing equal opportunity and being accessible to everyone to the fore through metaphors 

“Opportunity, democracy, handing on a plate.” From this point of view, openness in education can be 

considered a universal and human-centered concept (Peters, 2010). Hence, similar categories are also 

encountered in related studies in the literature (Aksoy et al., 2021; Bozkurt, 2020; Çivril et al., 2018).  

 

Finally, within the scope of the “planned” theme, it is observed that the metaphors of “survey,” “similar 

to face-to-face education,” “functional,” “an active process,” “school,” and “lifelong learning” were used 

for distance education. Students indicated the planned functioning of distance education with these 

metaphors. P142, who likened distance education to face-to-face education, provided his justification 

by saying, “Distance education is like face-to-face education because our teachers share sufficient 

information with us during this period.” In the related literature, the characteristics of being planned and 

systematic of distance education are emphasized (Aksoy et al., 2021; Greenberg,1998; Moore & 

Kearsley, 2012), and this situation is similar to the theme that emerged in the context of the current 

research.  

Flexibility Theme 

The categories of comfort, time and space flexibility were obtained in the theme of flexibility (n=58), 

stating that students can create their own study plans without being limited in the education process. 

Students think that distance education is a comfortable process. In this context, they produced 

metaphors such as "pajamas," "home," "sleep," and "homestay." Students regarded distance education 

as comfortable and also stated that distance education provided them with time and space flexibility. 

Especially in the context of time flexibility, they produced metaphors such as “library” and “watching TV 

series/movies,” indicating that lessons could be watched over and over again. Thus, flexibility in the 

context of time and space is expressed as a characteristic inherent in distance education in the literature 

(Moore & Kearsley, 2012; Naidu, 2017). There are metaphors and categories for flexibility in similar 
studies investigating the perceptions of both primary school students (Bozkurt, 2020) and university 

students (Aksoy et al., 2021; Çivril et al., 2018) towards distance education.  

 

 

Table 2. Themes and Categories of Positive Metaphors 
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Theme Category f % Metaphor Sample Metaphor 

 Rich Information 

Source 
12 6.48 Opportunity, curiosity, book (5), 

rainbow, panel, school, lottery, 

ocean 

“It is like a panel because we learn 

new information and can discuss it 

with our teachers.” 

“It is like a book because if you’ve 

started it, you’ll receive information.” 

 Facilitating 12 6.48 Definition of technology, 

transportation opportunity, good 

(4), light switch, painkiller, 

practical, magic ward, remedy, an 

example of achieving more than 

imagined  

“It is very practical in terms of 

access to the course because you 

have the opportunity to enter the 

system instantly and access the 

course easily.” 

 Economical 11 5.94 Free of charge (3), piggy-bank, 

king, school at home, open buffet 

(3), scholarship for new students, 

a big chance 

“It is free of charge because we 

continue the course from home and 

do not have expenses such as 

accommodation and food.” 

 Comprehensive 10 5.40 Ivy, android phone, stick your 

hand in the swamp with the 

treasure inside, endless road, 

forest, lottery, iceberg, sky, space, 

ocean 

“It is like an iceberg because we only 

see the upper part of it.” 

Usability 

(f=82) 
Repeatable 10 5.40 Video recorder, watching video 

lectures on Youtube (3), reel (2), 

alarm clock, lesson channel on 

social media, achieve efficiency, a 

great system 

“It is like watching video lectures on 

YouTube because you can watch 

video lectures, rewind, pause, and 

watch them again whenever you 

want.”   

 Accessible 9 4.86 Financial situation, opportunity, 

TV remote control, democracy, 

shoes on sale, archive, ordering 

food from outside, has no limits, 

television 

“It's like ordering food from outside 

because it allows you to eat without 

hassle.” 

 Technological 6 3.24 Telescope, virtual classroom 

environment, essential need, 

indispensable, fragment of the 

future (2) 

“It is like a fragment of education 

and life in the future because 

everything is completely based on 

technology.” 

 Planned 8 4.32 Survey, similar to face-to-face 

education (2), functional, an active 

process, school, lifelong learning, 

going to school 

“It is more functional because tasks 

are open and clear.” 

 Equality of 

Opportunity 
4 2.16 Handing on a plate, blessing (3)  “It is like handing on a plate because 

it is an excellent opportunity offered 

to all citizens who cannot go to 

school and do not have the 

opportunity.” 

 Comfort 43 24.24 Home (9), watching TV 

series/movies (4), weekend, sleep 

(4), last row in the class, 

homestay, freedom, pajamas (2), 

home education, cicada, vacation, 

losing weight without dieting, 

comfortable (4), warm, not going 

to school, heaven, receiving 

university education next to the 

family (2), summer (2), lying on 

the couch, a soft pillow, PE class, 

no school, canned food 

“It is like a Sunday nap because it 

is comfortable.” 

“It is like summer because we are in 

a home environment and 

comfortable.” 

Flexibility 

(f=58) 
Time Flexibility 9 4.86 Watching movies on TV, 

continuous education, hourglass, 

medication, waiting, library, 

continuous learning, dining out, 

the wedding of a loved one 

“It is like watching movies on TV 

because you can turn it off or switch 

to another channel when you don't 

want to watch it.”  

 Space Flexibility 8 4.32 Probation, advantage, open 

education (3), close friend, 

iguana, away from negativity  

“It is like probation because we are 

not subject to any physical 

restrictions while fulfilling our 

responsibilities.” 
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 Productivity 16 8.64 Time saving (2), home office (3), 

YouTube (3), shortcut, piggy-bank 

(2), saving time (3), airplane (3), 

nice 

“It is like a home office because I 

watch my lessons, work at an 

institution for 5 hours a day, and I 

also prepare for KPSS (Public 

Personnel Selection Examination.” 
Student 

Participation 

(f=34) 

Self-regulation 12 6.48 School of patience, personal 

development program (2), 

uncultivated field, return of a 

butterfly to its essence, beehive, 

step, filling water into a jar with 

stones, flower, multi-purpose item, 

supportive, feeling of not wasting 

time 

“It is like the return of a butterfly to 

its essence because the caterpillar 

goes through a great evolution by 

closing itself in its cocoon. It makes 

the potential to return to the world 

more magnificent and more 

equipped than before real.” 

 Motivation 4 2.16 Curiosity, coffee, a child who has 

just learned to read, feeling as if I 

read 100 books and my mind was 

opened  

“It is like curiosity because it 

motivates you to learn and develop.” 

Suitability 

(f=11) 
Need 6 3.24 Air, medication, water (2), 

mother's longing for her baby, 

primary school period, sibling 

“It is like water because if there is no 

water, there is no life, if there is no 

distance education, there is no 

education under these terms and 

conditions.” 

 Safe 5 2.70 Wearing a mask, safety, good, 

positive, shield 
“It is like a shield because it is a 

good protector. It prevents a further 

increase in the number of cases and 

protects us.”  

 

Considering that distance education aims to provide comfort as well as temporal and spatial flexibility to 

students by offering flexible learning processes due to its nature, the metaphors that students attribute 

to distance education demonstrate that students have had this experience. 

Student Participation Theme 

There are the categories of “productivity,” “self-regulation,” and “motivation” in the student participation 

theme. Students think that distance education is efficient. In this regard, they especially emphasized the 

characteristic of time saving by producing metaphors such as “time saving,” “home office,” “shortcut,” 

and “airplane.” Additionally, when distance education is considered as a system that requires learners 

to be responsible for their own learning processes and supports individual teaching due to its nature, it 

requires self-regulation. Hence, students in the distance education system are expected to improve their 

study skills, plan and control their learning process (Yurdakul, 2015, pp. 274-280). Accordingly, the 

metaphors that students attributed to distance education, such as “personal development program,” 

“uncultivated field,” “beehive,” and “supportive,” also suggest that students have had this experience. 

For example, P57 who said, “Distance education is like a program for self-development because it 

depends on individual will and effort.”, expressed that development depended on self-control. This can 

be interpreted as the fact that students are aware of the need to manage themselves in the process. 

Likewise, it is stated in the relevant literature that this characteristic is necessary to succeed in distance 

education and teachers should support this characteristic and help students organize their own learning 

processes and take more responsibility for learning (Bozkurt, 2020; Garrison, 2003; Moore, 1994). 

 

Some students pointed to the motivation in distance education using the metaphors "curiosity, coffee, a 

child who has just learned to read, feeling like I read 100 books and my mind was opened." In this 

regard, P181 expressed his opinion by saying, “Distance education is like a feeling like I read 1000 

books and my mind was opened because I am assigned a lot of homework and while doing it, I both 

learn and acquire the habit of reading.” In line with this, it is stated in the related literature that the 

concepts of self-management, self-monitoring, and motivation are more important in distance education 

than in face-to-face education (Howland & Moore, 2002). Likewise, students' self-efficacy in distance 

education also affects students' academic achievement (Hobson & Puruhito, 2018). At this point, it is 

very important to ensure and maintain the motivation of students taking courses through distance 
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education. Therefore, the motivation process requires using different strategies and tactics in distance 

education environments than in face-to-face learning environments (Meyer & Turner, 2006). In this 

context, the ARCS-V motivation design model (Keller, 2010) emerges as an important model to guide 

the use of these strategies and tactics in distance education and teaching environments (Ucar & 

Kumtepe, 2016).  

Suitability Theme 

The theme with the lowest number of metaphors produced among the positive metaphors is the 

suitability theme (n=11). Some students participating in the study (n=6) perceived distance education 

as a need. In this regard, they produced metaphors such as “air,” “medication,” and “water.” Concerning 

the necessity of distance education in the pandemic process, P78 produced the following metaphor, 

“Distance education is like a medication for me because I can both work and listen to my teachers 

without interrupting my lessons and by learning.” This confirms the necessity metaphors created by 

university students for the concept of distance education (Elkatmış & Tanık, 2022; Yılmaz & Güven, 

2015). 

 

Some students think that distance education is safe as an alternative to face-to-face education. They 

expressed this situation using metaphors, such as “wearing a mask,” “safety,” and “shield,” to prevent 

the effect of the pandemic. For example, P86 said, “Distance education is like wearing a mask because 

it is useful for our health.” or P8 stated, “Distance education is like safety because I don’t want to catch 

a disease from school and infect my family or become a carrier because I live with my family in 

Eskişehir.” Thus, they stressed the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on health by putting forward a 

different perspective from other metaphors. When the findings are addressed in terms of health, they 

expand the literature by differentiating from previous research determining perceptions of distance 

education. When considered as an alternative, they support the findings of Naidu (2016) and Xiao 

(2018). Naidu (2016) emphasized that the flexible solutions provided by distance education, a part of 

mainstream education, in access to information were a good alternative for many students. It can be 

stated that the alternative channels provided by distance education processes, which are mandatorily 

experienced with the pandemic, strengthen the perceptions of higher education students in this direction.  

Findings Regarding Negative Metaphors 

The negative metaphors were grouped under five themes, “teaching process,” “interaction,” “student 

status,” “usability,” and “assessment and evaluation.” There are categories related to metaphors under 

the themes. As a result of students' responses, a total of 185 metaphors were produced, 142 without 

repetition. Table 3 presents negative metaphors related to the themes. 

Teaching Process Theme 

Upon examining the students’ negative metaphors towards distance education, it is seen that the theme 

with the highest number of metaphors produced is “teaching process.” Within this framework, there are 

categories of “lack of interaction,” “low impact,” “inefficiency,” and “lack of communication.” The first 

category that stands out within the scope of the teaching process is the lack of interaction. The suddenly 

emerging pandemic has cut students from their social circles and made them experience carrying out 

their education at physically long distances. Drawing attention to the lack of interaction in this regard, 

P205 attributed his inability to interact with his social environment by saying, “It is like the water of carrot 

juice because we receive basic education, but there is no teachers' perspective, peer education, group 

teaching, experience, and sharing. There is only the foundation; education is not pure knowledge; I think 

pure knowledge in education is the water of carrot juice.” Metaphors in the interaction category show 

that only pedagogical content is insufficient, but also socialization and the sense of belonging to a 

community are important (Rovai, 2002). Interaction is regarded as a necessary component for a 
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successful learning experience in distance education (Ferraro et al., 2020; Hirumi, 2002). In the 

metaphorical perception studies on distance education in the literature, the interaction dimension also 

emerges as a negative metaphor, similar to the findings of the current study (Akpolat, 2021; Aksoy et 

al., 2021; Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020; Bozkurt, 2020; Çivril et al., 2018; Fidan, 2017; Karakuş et al., 2021; 

Yılmaz & Güven, 2015). Hence, it is emphasized that student-student, student-teacher, and student-

content interaction should be increased for meaningful learning in distance education (Anderson, 2003). 

Accordingly, it can be said that the reality provided by face-to-face education and the warm feelings it 

gives are not met completely in distance education. 

 

According to students, effective learning does not take place in distance education. Students expressed 

this opinion with metaphors such as "underripe fruit," "translated book," and "waste of time." P81, using 

the metaphor of “purgatory,” presented his justification by saying, “Nothing can be learned completely, 

it always stays in between.” Studies comparing distance and face-to-face education showed no 

difference between distance education and face-to-face education in terms of academic achievement 

(Russell, 2001). Thus, Jahng et al. (2007) also reiterated the conclusion that there was no difference in 

achievement between distance and face-to-face education in their study in which they analyzed the 

research conducted between 1995-2004. Nevertheless, it is stated that emergency remote education 

practices in the pandemic process, in which face-to-face education is tried to be continued through 

distance education, bring about various problems, unlike the current findings (Bond, 2020; Bozkurt et 

al., 2020). It can be said that the problems emerging in this regard cause students to produce "low 

impact" metaphors. At this point, it can be indicated that it is important to provide quality assurance in 

successful distance education practices (Jung et al., 2011). It is necessary to reflect this assurance from 

the content presentation to student support, from technology infrastructure to assessment and 

evaluation processes for student satisfaction (Bozkurt, 2020; Phipps & Merisotis, 2000). Hence, it should 

be taken into account that factors that will increase success and provide quality assurance (e.g., 

instructional design, level of interaction, teacher proficiency) in distance education practices to be 

implemented after the pandemic should be included in the teaching process.  

 

The “inefficiency” category covers the metaphors through which students indicate that learning in 

distance education is insufficient and education has deficiencies. P111, who used the metaphor “Not 

being able to get efficiency by listening over and over again,” drew attention to the fact that distance 

education was insufficient by saying, “It is like not being able to get efficiency by listening over and over 

again because there may be internet disconnections, audio and camera failures, and we get much less 

of the efficiency from a technological device than we would get face-to-face.” Based on student opinions, 

it can be inferred that distance education in practice is not very efficient and has some limitations.  

 

Thus, in the study on education faculty students’ perceptions of distance and face-to-face education, 

Şahin (2020) revealed that most participants found the distance education process less effective and 

less beneficial than the face-to-face education process. In distance education, students cannot study as 

effectively as in face-to-face education and can interact less. Moreover, research findings showing that 

distance education is not effective and efficient in technical courses that require practice are also 

available (Horzum, 2013). Therefore, this also confirms the inefficiency metaphors created by university 

students for the concept of distance education (Elkatmış & Tanık, 2022; Yılmaz & Güven, 2015). 

 

The lack of communication is the last category of the theme. P38 described the lack of communication 

as the negative aspect of distance education with the quince metaphor by saying, “Distance education 

is like a quince because those who know how to enjoy the life do not like distance education. Distance 

education is a system that cancels social life, disrupts friendship relations, and confines students to the 

home. Distance education is a system that pushes us to laziness and causes us to miss most of the 

lessons, leading us not to communicate correctly with teachers. Distance education is what makes us 

take 150 steps a day.” However, communication is very important in education. In the study in which 

Anderson (2003) examined the rate of communication in various learning environments, from web-

based learning to face-to-face learning environments, the fact that communication was higher in the 
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face-to-face education environment than in other educational environments supports the fact that this 

category is a category including negative statements. The lack of communication causes students to 

feel lonely. Hence, the fact that it is a separate category under the interaction theme confirms this 

situation. Accordingly, some studies have determined that the feeling of loneliness caused by the lack 

of communication is an important factor in the decision of students to continue distance education 

(Angelino et al., 2007; Kanuka & Jugdev, 2006). 

 

Table 3. Themes and Categories of Negative Metaphors 

Theme Category f % Metaphor Sample Metaphor 

 Lack of 

Interaction 

 

22 11.89 Limited, pantomime, stepmother, 

watching TV, cooking show on TV 

(2), emotionless, cotton in a 

transparent container, video chat, 

the bag put between you and your 

desk mate during the primary 

school exam, teaching a lesson 

with a robot, inefficient, foreign, 

teacher-centered education, serial 

trailer, wall, far from reality, feeling 

as if you don't study although you 

go to a school, loneliness, water of 

carrot juice, stale bread, watching 

videos on YouTube 

“It seems emotionless because it is 

an environment where the eye does 

not see the eye, the skin does not 

touch the skin, and there is no or 

very little intimacy.” 

Teaching 

Process 

(f=64) 

Low Impact 18 9.72 A difficult road, underripe fruit, 

insufficient, democracy, education 

not based on practice, failure to 

qualify for graduation, purgatory, 

hot pepper, translated book, drink 

without vitamins, lemon, tomato 

paste, wind, thinking we can do 

and know everything, meat on the 

barbecue, a book read years ago, 

waste of time, tasteless food 

“It is like hot pepper. It is appetizing 

but prevents me from feeling the 

real taste of the food. It allows me to 

do other activities simultaneously in 

distance education, but it prevents 

me from reaching the experiences 

that I really need to acquire.” 

 Inefficiency 17 9.18 Explaining something to both blind 

and deaf people with songs or 

pictures, computer game, the arid 

Sahara Desert land, limited 

advantages, not being able to get 

efficiency by listening over and 

over again, bad lessons, 

insufficient (3), a duck swimming 

in the water, awful, deceiving 

ourselves, environmental 

protection club, poison, the latest 

model car that ran out of fuel, 

spinach meal (2) 

 

“It is like the arid Sahara Desert 

land. Even the TEMA Foundation 

cannot revive it.” 

 Lack of 

Communication 
8 4.32 Not useful, black wall, quince, 

negative (2), lack of 

communication between the 

teacher and student, foreign, 

cotton in a transparent container 

“It is like a black wall because 

communication and diversity do not 

almost exist.” 

 

 Inequality 31 16.75 Unfair (4), course, punishment, 

unpaid internet, slap, negative, 

unbalanced scales, scary, a toy 

that can be broken, internet 

connection problem, broken 

antenna, problematic, expensive 

villa, lack of education, a student 

with poor attendance, android 

phone, video, difference in 

education between the private 

school and the public school, 

blank book, a child trying to do his 

“It is like a book because all people 

are its target audience, but only 

those who can pay and buy it can 

read it (necessity for technological 

equipment such as the internet, 

telephone, computer, etc.).” 
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homework under the street lamp, 

book, computer without internet 

connection, world, abyss, cut 

electricity, a boiler in a student 

house, private hospital, money 
Usability 

(f=44) 
Uncertainty  11 5.94 Emptiness, night, salt with a size 

of marbles that enters one's mouth 

unconsciously while eating the 

salad, looking for items in an 

empty room, dream, eating an 

unknown food, entering a swamp 

with a treasure inside, walking in 

the dark, space, stones-unknown 

bodies in the space, experiment 

“It is like night because we cannot 

find our way in the dark and cannot 

easily reach what we want.” 

 

 Technology 

Addiction 
2 1.08 cage, coronavirus “It is like a cage because it makes 

people dependent on home and 

computer.” 

 Artificiality 11 5.94 Augmented virtual reality, 

unseasoned food, the inability of 

two lovers to reunite, robotized, 

having the patient perform the 

surgery by describing it to him 

from behind the glass, dipping 

bread into the restaurant window, 

teaching a lesson with a robot (2), 

vegan lahmacun, e-sports, wax 

statue 

“It is like teaching a lesson with a 

robot because there is never the 

sincerity of face-to-face education.” 

 Isolation 7 3.78 Quince, cage, Stanford Prison 

experiment, disgusting (2), nude 

king, jail, poison 

“It is like a jail because you wait for 

school under the same conditions 

as a prisoner expects his freedom in 

the same environment.” 
Interaction 

(f=39) 
Loneliness 8 4.32 Being away from home (2), 

oppressive environment, holiday, 

star (2), jail, love at distance  

“It is like being away from home 

because you are longing for the 

place you want to be.” 

 Socialization 6 3.24 Limited, quince, abstract, cactus, 

water of carrot juice, keeping 

distance between school and us 

“It seems limited because distance 

education provides us with limited 

opportunities. We can't get along 

very well with the university or the 

department or courses.” 

 Immediacy and 

intimacy 
5 2.70 Radio, long-distance relationship 

(2), fainting, simulation in which 

the professional value and 

difficulty of teaching are 

understood  

“It is like fainting because we feel 

like we died when we couldn't get 

into university and fainted when we 

could get into university but could 

not attend it.” 

 Loss of 

Motivation 
9 4.86 Boring, hanging in the air, 

battlefield, pantomime, inefficient, 

necessity, eating a potato meal 

every day, a poisoned arrow, a 

difficult process 

“It is like a pantomime. We see our 

teachers and friends, but we cannot 

touch them. Gestures and facial 

expressions are incomprehensible. 

This sometimes decreases our 

motivation.” 

 Responsibility 

for Learning 
6 3.24 Accessible part of the road, 

balloon, a road hard to reach, a 

toddler, a bird in a “Mini mini bird” 

song, open education 

“It is an accessible part of a road 

because it requires you to put in the 

rest of the effort to travel that road.” 

 Difficulty  7 3.78 Mathematics class (2), fever (2), a 

French movie with English 

subtitles, the parsley stuck in the 

teeth, inefficient 

“It is like a mathematics lesson for 

me because I don’t understand 

anything either in mathematics class 

or distance education.” 

Student 

Status 

(f=38) 

Hopelessness  6 3.24 Disappointment, poison ivy, 

drying the creek bed and building 

a house in front of it, whirlpool, 

deceiving ourselves, rain, failure 

to qualify for graduation 

 

“It is like poison ivy because it 

poisons and dries up the 

enthusiasm, motivation, longing, 

and energy it contains.” 
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 Exhausting 4 2.16 Boring, drill, Sunday breakfast, 

rowing in the sand 

“It is like rowing in the sand. It is both 

difficult and futile because the 

education continues, but our 

knowledge never increases.” 

Assessment 

and 

Evaluation 

(f=5) 

Extra Homework 4 2.16 Certification training, load, lead 

somebody a dog’s life by not 

killing, stones-unknown objects in 

the space 

“It is like leading somebody a dog’s 

life by not killing him because you 

think you will have time for 

everything, but you can't get up from 

homework. You think that at least 

you are at home, your meal times 

will be regular, but you can't eat 

anything because of the homework 

stress. In short, it is torture for 

students.” 

 Exam Security 1 0.54 Copy “It is like a copy because you can't 

get your due.” 

 

Interaction Theme 

In the interaction theme, it is seen that the urgent transition to distance education is reflected in students’ 

opinions, and students expressed with many metaphors that they found distance education artificial, 

they were isolated during the pandemic and felt lonely because they could not socialize. P202, who 

used the metaphor of “vegan lahmacun,” drew attention to the artificiality of distance education by 

stating, “Distance education is like vegan lahmacun. No matter how hard you try, it cannot replace the 

original.” The other category that emerged under the theme of interaction is related to isolation. In this 

regard, students emphasized that they perceived the reality of the interaction they entered in the 

distance education process at a low level by producing metaphors such as “having the patient perform 

the surgery by describing it to him from behind the glass,” “dipping bread into the restaurant window,” 

and “teaching a lesson with a robot.” For example, a student stated that he could not internalize the 

interaction he experienced and the interaction remained at an abstract level by expressing his view as 

follows, “Distance education is like a cage because it makes people dependent on home and computer. 

(P94)”. Likewise, the studies by Bozkurt (2020) and Yolagiden (2021) in the literature show that distance 

education is perceived as isolation and metaphors (prison, home, restriction) are produced within this 

framework.  

 

Students consider distance education a process that limits their interaction with the social environment 

and pushes them to loneliness. In this regard, they produced metaphors such as "being away from 

home," "an oppressive environment," and "long-distance relationship." The feeling of loneliness was 

added to the physical distance that emerged with distance education, and this situation adversely 

affected higher education students who had to be cut off from their social environment. For example, a 

participant attributed the metaphor of an oppressive environment to distance education by expressing 

this situation in the following way, “Distance education is like an oppressive environment because if you 

are deprived of something, you will be cut off from the world. (P41)” Moreover, some studies state that 

students who are in physically different locations may feel lonely (Hill et al., 2009; Sung & Mayer, 2012; 

Vonderwell, 2003). Concerning this, it can be stated that socialization is perceived by students as one-

sided communication and that there is not sufficient interaction between the teacher and the student. 

P65 stated, “Distance education seems to be abstract because you cannot establish eye contact with 

the student and cannot help the student physically.” and explained the socialization that emerged with 

the lack of interaction in the current practice with the “abstract” metaphor. Although distance education 

provides a lot of flexibility to students, the fact that the lack of interaction is emphasized as a negative 

factor in the literature supports these research findings (Kaleli Yılmaz & Güven, 2015; Bozkurt, 2020; 

Bağrıaçık Yılmaz, 2019; Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020; Özan et al., 2021).  

 

The final category of the theme is immediacy and intimacy. Student P4 used the “radio” metaphor by 

stating, “Distance education is like a radio. The teacher talks, the student listens, nobody knows each 
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other.” and described distance education as a reason for the decrease in the immediacy and intimacy 

provided in face-to-face education. Immediacy and intimacy, which are important concepts in the theory 

of social presence in the field of communication (Short et al., 1976), are essential both in terms of 

strengthening communication processes and perceiving students' experiences in distance education as 

real. The categories that emerged in the interaction category also show the importance of socialization 

and a sense of belonging to a community, although online, in addition to pedagogical content (Rovai, 

2002). Bergdahl and Nouri (2020) emphasized that the fact that social distancing became the “new 

normal” during the pandemic and the sharp and rapid transition from traditional to distance education 

with the closure of schools caused teachers to be included in the process without making the necessary 

pedagogical preparation, which caused students to develop a negative perspective on distance 

education. 

Student Status Theme 

In the student status theme, the perceived negative metaphors for distance education are addressed in 

the student context. In this regard, there are categories of “lack of motivation,” “responsibility for 

learning,” “difficulty,” “hopelessness,” “exhausting,” and “laziness.” According to students, motivation is 

low in distance education. Students expressed their opinions with metaphors such as “boring,” 

“pantomime,” and “eating a potato meal every day.” P40, who used the “battlefield” metaphor, provided 

his justification by saying, “Distance education is like a battlefield because you lose motivation to lessons 

in the chaos that happens in the family home at times.” It is known that course satisfaction, academic 

achievement, and learning process in distance education are positively affected by student motivation 

(Ucar & Kumtepe, 2019; Ucar et al., 2020). On the contrary, it can be said that emergency remote 

education, which has been quickly introduced as a necessity, has caused it to be perceived differently 

from distance education offered in a planned and systematic way (Bozkurt et al., 2020). At this point, it 

is recommended to provide students with different access options, prefer user-friendly platforms, carry 

out course orientations and support the process in a flexible way in order to provide learning motivation 

by minimizing the negativities experienced (Bozkurt, 2020; Wang et al., 2013). Additionally, many 

studies state that one of the biggest limitations of distance education is the lack of motivation (Aksoy et 

al., 2021; Elakatmış &Tanık, 2022; Karakuş et al., 2020). Considering the theme that emerged in the 

research context and the relevant literature, it can be said that motivation is an important prerequisite in 

the distance education process (Ng, 2019).  

 

In the category of “responsibility for learning,” some students thought that distance education imposed 

more responsibility on students. In this sense, students produced metaphors such as "a road hard to 

reach," "open education," and "balloon." Participant P166 reflected his thought that responsibility in 

distance education belonged to himself by stating, “Distance education is like a toddler because the 

student only tries to learn something by himself.” In the related literature, it is stated that the student 

decides where, when, and for how long he/she will access the material in distance education, and thus 

the responsibility for learning largely belongs to the student (Bozkurt, 2020b; McMahon & Oliver, 2001). 

At this point, the necessity for the student to have self-regulation skills in order to achieve learning 

outcomes emerges.  

 

The “difficulty” category includes the negative metaphors in which students expressed that they could 

not get used to the new learning environment and which they produced for the difficulties they 

experienced because they felt unfamiliar. In this regard, they produced metaphors such as "mathematics 

class," "fever", and "a French movie with English subtitles." Considering the metaphors under this 

theme, it can be said that trying to conduct distance education in the same way as face-to-face lessons 

caused cognitive and physical fatigue by creating a perception of difficulty in students. P95, who likened 

distance education to a French movie, stated, “Distance education is like a French movie with English 

subtitles. No matter how much you watch, no matter how hard you try to make something out, you won't 

understand.” At this point, the idea that teaching staff should make examinations and arrangements for 

the causes of difficulties in distance education emerges as an important need. To minimize the 
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difficulties experienced in this regard, it is considered important to provide support such as preferring 

user-friendly environments by teaching staff, informing students about the environment to be used in 

distance education and guiding students through the use of these environments, designing 

environments for interaction, expressing expectations from students in an open and clear way, and 

providing feedback to students in the education process. Thus, Bozkurt (2020b) emphasized that the 

equivalent of a two-hour face-to-face lesson could be a 20-minute synchronous lesson and different 

asynchronous activities supporting this process, which should be considered one of the first steps to be 

taken in this process. P33 stated that the current practice made him tired by saying, “Distance education 

is like a drill because the teacher thinks that he is not understood or repeats the same subject a thousand 

times for other students.” P132 stated that the distance education process caused laziness with the 

metaphor of “planting a banana tree in Erzurum” in the following way, “Distance education is like planting 

a banana tree in Erzurum because the climate there is not suitable for growing bananas. Therefore, a 

typical Turkish student is not accustomed to distance education. The home environment is suitable for 

behaviors such as laxity, lack of discipline, laziness, lack of seriousness, etc.” At this point, it can be 

said that the categories that start with the responsibility for learning and continue with difficulty, being 

exhausting, and laziness support each other. Similar studies also present them as a source of negative 

opinions (Aksoy et al., 2021; Elkatmış & Tanık, 2022; Özan et al., 2021; Yılmaz & Güven, 2015).  

 

In the theme’s last category, six students described distance education as a futile effort or a waste of 

time on the grounds that the education did not provide what was expected from them. Metaphors such 

as “disappointment,” “deceiving ourselves,” and “failure to qualify for graduation” can be given as 

examples of this situation. P143 attributed his hopelessness to the whirlpool metaphor by stating, 

“Distance education is like a whirlpool because when you fall into the whirlpool, no matter how hard you 

try, you can't get out of it.” This category actually indicates the importance of affective needs during the 

crisis that emerged with the pandemic. According to Bozkurt and Sharma (2020), learners will remember 

what they felt, not what they learned, in times of crisis. Accordingly, it can be inferred that students need 

attention, feel understood and see that they are cared for. This situation of students reveals the 

importance of attention, understanding, and pedagogy of care (Bozkurt, 2020b; Zhu & Liu, 2020).  

Usability Theme 

The first category coming to the fore in the usability theme is inequality with 28 metaphors. Students 

expressed that they could not benefit equally from emergency remote education by producing 

metaphors such as “unfair,” “punishment,” “slap,” “abyss,” and “unbalanced scales.” Upon examining 

the metaphors in depth, it is seen that the inequality experienced by students originates from the digital 

divide, economic conditions, technical problems, and social support. For example, P43 explained the 

inequality arising from the digital divide that emerged with the technology-oriented practice with the 

“slap” metaphor by saying, “Distance education is like a slap because it shows us how difficult it is for 

every child in our country to access the internet, phone, and tablet PC.” The digital divide is defined as 

the difference between those who have access to digital technologies and those who cannot access 

them, or those who use digital technologies and those who cannot use them (Hargittai, 2003). Students 

have been affected by the digital divide, both due to residing in different cities and being enrolled in 

different universities. Concerning higher education students, the fact that emergency remote education 

applications are mostly offered via computers and require internet access has made the digital divide 

between students who have these opportunities and those who do not have them more obvious 

(Anderson, 2020; Bozkurt, 2020; d’Orville, 2020). In Turkey, only 63% of students have an internet 

connection at home, 66% have a computer or a tablet PC, 64% state that they continue their emergency 

remote education from their computers or tablet PCs, 32% continue their emergency remote education 

from their smartphones, and 23% stated that they could not continue their distance education (Karadağ 

& Yücel, 2020), indicating how important the digital divide is. Furthermore, it is possible to say that the 

existing inequalities of students disadvantaged in terms of social support and socioeconomic terms due 

to the digital divide have come to light. The literature review showed that students had negative attitudes 
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and opinions towards distance education due to similar reasons (Aksoy et al., 2021; Bozkurt, 2020; 

Elkatmış & Tanık, 2022; Gillies, 2008; Özan et al., 2021; Yılmaz & Güven, 2015). 

 

Students (n=11) expressed that they perceived distance education as ambiguous using metaphors such 

as “emptiness,” “looking for items in an empty room,” “eating an unknown food,” and “space.” P112, who 

used the metaphor of “walking in the dark,” drew attention to uncertainty by stating, “Distance education 

is like walking in the dark because I can't see in front of me and I can't receive the right or wrong 

feedback.” Based on students’ statements, it is necessary to eliminate ambiguities for students and 

educators to manage the distance education process effectively. This necessity introduces the concept 

of digital competence. The reality of the pandemic has made us confront the fact that both students 

(Alipio, 2020) and educators (Ali, 2020) do not fully possess the digital competencies and skills 

(Deshmukh, 2020) needed during the crisis (Bozkurt et al., 2020).  

 

Finally, some students participating in the study think that distance education causes addiction. Using 

the “coronavirus” metaphor, P158 described the time spent in front of the screen as the negative aspect 

of distance education by saying, “Distance education is like a coronavirus because technology addiction 

is a virus that spreads fast.” It supports the study finding that the screen time of university students in 

Turkey has increased significantly with the COVID-19 pandemic (Öz Ceviz et al., 2020). Moreover, the 

fact that the concepts of digital fatigue and digital burnout frequently come to the agenda in the literature 

confirms the current finding (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020). 

Assessment and Evaluation Theme 

Considering the negative metaphors of students for distance education, it is seen that the theme with 

the least number of metaphors produced is “assessment and evaluation.” In this regard, only two 

different negative perceptions emerged. The first is that students are assigned more homework than 

they can manage. P66, who used the metaphor of “certification training” with regard to extra homework, 

provided the following justification, “Distance education is like certification training. Even though we learn 

what we do not know, the given assignments are much more difficult and challenging, we cannot use 

the information we have learned in homework. The criterion required for homework is much higher than 

what we can do.” Although it is stated in the literature that students prefer homework rather than exams 

as an assessment and evaluation tool (Balta & Türel, 2013), it is observed that the students participating 

in the study do not have a similar opinion. The inability to identify the participant’s identity and the failure 

to provide the exam security are important problems frequently encountered in the assessment and 

evaluation dimension of distance education. However, it is surprising that only one of the participants 

produced a metaphor about exam security, which supports this finding. This finding indicates that the 

homework load should be planned in a balanced manner so that students do not experience burnout 

and maintain their motivation in distance education processes.  

Conclusion and Suggestions 

The study examined the perceptions of pre-service special education teachers receiving distance 

education during the COVID-19 pandemic through metaphors. In line with this, data were collected from 

185 students studying in special education teaching programs. According to the findings, the participants 

produced 137 positive and 142 negative metaphors without repetition (Figure 1). The most common 

opinion among the positive metaphors (n=80) was that distance education was a rich information source, 

facilitating, economical, comprehensive, repeatable, accessible, technological, planned, and offered 

equality of opportunity. This opinion provided important insights into the roles that distance education 

played during the pandemic and in the new normal. In the flexibility theme, distance education was 

evaluated with the categories of comfort and time-space flexibility. This demonstrates that distance 

education provides flexibility in the context of time and space that emerges in the traditional definitions 

of distance education with the idea of learning whenever and wherever you want. However, students 
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think that they spend more individual effort in distance education. While revealing that students' self-

regulation skills are important in distance education, this situation also indicates that its effect on success 

and motivation should be taken into account. Finally, in the suitability theme, students find distance 

education safer than face-to-face education and consider it a necessity under pandemic conditions.  

You can also provide social, practical, or theoretical implications. 

 

Figure 1. Positive and Negative Metaphors for Distance Education. 

 
 

The teaching process (n=64) is the prominent theme in the group of negative metaphors. Students do 

not find distance education effective and efficient compared to face-to-face education. This indicates 

the need for the quality and quality assurance of the content presented. Furthermore, students think that 

communication and interaction in distance education are insufficient. Hence, it was concluded that 

making instructional design to increase communication and interaction in presenting the learning content 

was important for the success of distance education applications. The categories of inequality, 

uncertainty, and technology addiction emerged in the usability theme. It was frequently expressed that 

distance education made the inequalities among students visible. Contrary to accessibility, among the 

positive opinions, the digital divide, and social and economic inequality are important issues that should 

be carefully considered in the context of the usability of distance education. Since this situation threatens 

equality of opportunity in education, it is necessary to develop preventive mechanisms to minimize the 

said inequalities. Students regard distance education applications as uncertain because it is unknown 

when the pandemic will end. In the interaction theme, they stated that the distance education process 

was artificial and caused them to feel lonely and independent from the group because it isolated them 

from their social environment. Therefore, it has demonstrated that providing interaction in distance 

education is important for increasing naturalness and student satisfaction. In the student status theme, 

it was found that students experienced a loss of motivation, the fact that the responsibility for learning 

belonged to them caused students to find distance education tiring, and this situation caused laziness 

in some students. On the other hand, some students developed a pessimistic perspective on the 

distance education process with regard to uncertainty, and this situation was observed to cause 

hopelessness. The last theme in the group of negative metaphors is assessment and evaluation. 

Students complain about being assigned too much homework during the evaluation process. In this 
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regard, the use of alternative assessment and evaluation tools (e.g., e-portfolio, research assignments, 

online discussions, etc.) should be considered by making process-oriented evaluations instead of 

results-oriented evaluations (e.g., multiple choice exams).  

 

In summary, since distance education applications, which emerged simultaneously with the pandemic 

and are offered to ensure the continuity of education, affect students from many different aspects, the 

research results indicate the necessity for strengthening both students and the failing aspects of the 

education system in the new normal after the pandemic, making improvements by developing new 

policies and practices regarding these situations, structuring the education policies in such a way that 

no learner is left behind while improving them, making meaningful investments in the technology 

infrastructure and educational technologies according to needs, conducting studies to improve the digital 

skills, digital competencies, and digital literacy of learners, educators, and parents (especially parents 

of individuals with special needs) in order to overcome the crisis that emerged with the pandemic and 

be prepared for possible crises, including these subjects in the professional development programs of 

special education teachers, developing course contents that will enable synchronous lessons to be 

taught interactively to eliminate communication and interaction barriers, presenting synchronous and 

asynchronous learning activities in a balanced way in the course design in distance education, 

performing instructional design according to the education levels and learning needs of learners by 

employing different strategies for each education level, ensuring equality of opportunity by considering 

the learning characteristics of individuals with special needs directly or indirectly while making 

instructional designs, incorporating motivational design processes into instructional designs, 

determining the support mechanisms to be offered to students, and designing educational processes 

that allow learners to gain their autonomy so that they can have more meaningful learning experiences. 
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