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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Proper virtual education needs to pay attention to the needs of the learners,
create a platform and implement the necessary interventions to solve the challenges. Ac-
cessing the experiences of learners from virtual education can provide valuable information

2024 to managers to improve the quality of virtual education. This study was conducted with
the aim of identifying the problems and advantages of virtual education from the students’
point of view.

Methods: This qualitative study was conducted with content analysis method on 20 nurs-
ing and health students. People were included in the study with a simple and accessible
sampling method. Due to the limitations, information was collected through the Whats App
group. Analysis continued simultaneously with data collection until data saturation. Codes
were classified based on semantic units.

Results: After merging the primary codes, the extracted themes include two main classes
and 5 subclasses. The category of virtual education problems included three subcategories
of student learning problems, professors’ problems in virtual education, hardware and soft-
ware problems of education, and the category of virtual education advantages included two
subcategories of flexibility of education, learning and using technology.

Key Words: Discussion: The findings of the study showed that virtual education has problems and ad-
Virtual Education, | yantages. Considering the necessity of using virtual education in some conditions, it is
Qualitative Study, | necessary to identify the problems and advantages of this method of education from the
Education. students’ point of view.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction:

he COVID-19 pandemic, which

emerged in late 2019, has had a pro-

found and multifaceted impact on
global society, disrupting various sectors including
the economy, communication, and education. In
response to the pandemic, universities in Iran, like
many institutions worldwide, transitioned to remote
learning modalities to mitigate the spread of the
virus. This necessitated a rapid shift to virtual in-
struction, utilizing online platforms, websites, and
email communication to deliver educational con-
tent. While this transition presented a necessary re-
sponse to the public health crisis, it also introduced
new challenges and uncertainties for both students
and educators. While virtual education offers the
potential to overcome geographical and temporal
limitations, its effectiveness is contingent upon vari-
ous factors, including the pedagogical expertise of
instructors and the appropriate integration of tech-
nology. To optimize the effectiveness of virtual
learning environments, it is crucial to understand the
student experience. This study aims to investigate
student perspectives on their experiences with vir-
tual education during the COVID-19 pandemic. By
exploring their perceptions, challenges, and sugges-
tions, this research will provide valuable insights for
educators, administrators, and policymakers to en-
hance the quality and effectiveness of online learn-
ing experiences.

Methods:

This qualitative study, conducted during the 2020-
2021 academic year, utilized content analysis to ex-
plore the experiences of nursing and public health
students with virtual education during the COVID-19
pandemic. Content analysis involved a systematic
process of identifying, analyzing, and interpreting
patterns within the collected data. A purposive sam-
pling strategy was employed to recruit participants
from the Qaen Nursing and Midwifery Faculty who
had previously enrolled in courses taught by the
researcher. Given the limitations imposed by CO-
VID-19 restrictions, data collection was facilitated
through a dedicated WhatsApp group. Following a
thorough explanation of the study’s objectives and

procedures, open-ended questions were posed to par-
ticipants within the group, encouraging them to share
their experiences with virtual learning in detail. The
WhatsApp group also served as a platform for facili-
tated discussions among participants. To ensure data
representativeness, the study aimed to include a di-
verse sample of participants encompassing students
from both public health and nursing programs across
various academic semesters (2nd, 5th, 7th), includ-
ing both male and female students. Data collection
continued until data saturation was reached, signify-
ing the point at which no new or significant themes
emerged from the collected data.

Results:

According This qualitative study involved 20 un-
dergraduate nursing and public health students. Data
collection occurred during the 2020-2021 academic
year, a period characterized by the widespread tran-
sition to virtual learning due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic.

Participants were recruited through purposive
sampling and engaged in semi-structured interviews
via a dedicated WhatsApp group. Following a de-
tailed explanation of the study’s objectives, partici-
pants were invited to share their experiences with
virtual education in response to the following open-
ended questions:

Considering the limitations imposed by the CO-
VID-19 pandemic and the transition to non-face-
to-face education, please describe your experiences
with this type of instruction.

What challenges and obstacles did you encounter
during online education?

What advantages and strengths did virtual educa-
tion offer?

Thematic analysis was employed to analyze the
qualitative data. Participant responses were me-
ticulously reviewed and coded by the researchers.
Through an iterative process of coding and categori-
zation, 80 meaningful units were identified and sub-
sequently condensed into 21 distinct codes. These
codes were further categorized into two main themes:

*  Challenges of Virtual Education:
e Student Learning Difficulties
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* Instructor Challenges in Online Teaching
* Hardware and Software Issues

* Advantages of Virtual Education:

* Flexibility of Learning

« Utilization of Technology

* Participant Characteristics

The average age of the participants was 20.60 +
0.31 years, with 60% of the cohort comprising fe-
male students.

Conclusion:

This This study, along with previous research, un-
derscores the multifaceted nature of the virtual learn-
ing experience. While offering flexibility and access
to a wealth of resources, online education presents
several challenges that can impact student learning
outcomes.

Student Challenges:

Learning Difficulties: Students reported difficul-
ties in maintaining focus, self-motivation, and en-
gagement within the virtual learning environment.

Inadequate Personal Planning: Challenges related
to time management, self-discipline, and the devel-
opment of effective study habits were frequently
cited.

Instructor Challenges:

Lack of Preparedness: Many instructors faced
challenges adapting to the sudden shift to online
teaching, requiring them to develop new pedagogi-
cal approaches and utilize unfamiliar technologies.

Inadequate Virtual Teaching Skills: Some instruc-
tors may have lacked the necessary skills and train-
ing to effectively design and deliver engaging online
learning experiences.

Technological Challenges:

Hardware and Software Limitations: Issues such
as limited access to high-speed internet, unreliable
internet connectivity, and inadequate access to suit-
able devices (computers, laptops) posed significant
barriers to effective online learning.

Advantages of Virtual Education:

Flexibility and Accessibility: Students consis-
tently highlighted the flexibility of online learning,
appreciating the ability to access course materials,
participate in discussions, and complete assignments
at their own pace and convenience.

Implications for Future Research and Practice:

The findings of this study emphasize the critical
need for ongoing research and development to ad-
dress the challenges and optimize the effectiveness
of virtual learning environments. Key recommenda-
tions for educational administrators include:

Providing comprehensive training and support
for instructors:

Equipping educators with the necessary pedagogi-
cal skills and technological expertise to effectively
design and deliver online courses.

Addressing student needs:

Implementing strategies to support student en-
gagement, motivation, and academic success in the
online learning environment.

Ensuring equitable access to technology:

Ensuring all students have equitable access to re-
liable internet connectivity, suitable devices, and the
necessary technological resources for successful on-
line learning.

Continuously evaluating and improving online
learning experiences:

Conducting ongoing evaluations of student ex-
periences and utilizing research findings to inform
the continuous improvement of online learning prac-
tices.

By addressing these critical issues and leveraging
the potential of virtual education, educational institu-
tions can create more inclusive, equitable, and effec-
tive learning experiences for all students.
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