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Abstract Original Article

Background and Objective: With the expansion of virtual education, especially during the
COVID-19 pandemic, it is essential to identify the challenges facing teachers to optimize this
educational system. This study was designed to analyze the barriers to virtual education from the
perspective of teachers in Yazd, with an emphasis on the infrastructural, managerial, content, and
cultural dimensions.

Data and method: This study was conducted with a qualitative approach and through content
analysis. Data were collected using semi-structured interviews with 20 participants who were
purposefully selected. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was reached, and the data
were analyzed using Brown and Clark's six-step approach.

Findings: Data analysis led to the identification of nine main themes: 1. Weak digital
infrastructure; 2. Lack of strategic planning for digital transformation; 3. Incompatibility of
educational content with cyberspace; 4. Change in organizational culture; 5. Ambiguity of
stakeholders' perceptions of virtual education; 6. Digital leadership; 7. Communication-
interaction strategies; 8. Adaptability and flexibility; 9. Individual and systemic consequences

Conclusion: Virtual education in Yazd has not been able to be an effective alternative to face-
to-face education due to intertwined infrastructural, managerial, and cultural challenges. The
success of this transformation requires redesigning content based on e-learning principles,
developing a strategic plan with stakeholder participation, investing in infrastructure and digital
leadership, paying attention to the emotional-social dimensions of learning, and achieving
educational justice by eliminating access inequalities.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Virtual education has gained increasing importance in educational systems in recent years,
particularly during the crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. With the expansion of information
and communication technologies, this educational approach has emerged as one of the most
innovative teaching methods, enabling learning regardless of temporal and spatial limitations.
Despite creating unprecedented opportunities for expanding educational equity, reducing costs, and
increasing access to academic resources, virtual education faces numerous challenges. These
challenges include the lack of face-to-face interaction, difficulties in assessing student performance,
and infrastructure problems.

In virtual learning environments, teachers often encounter limitations in accurately evaluating
student performance, and the absence of immediate and effective feedback disrupts the teaching-
learning process. Additionally, weak technical infrastructure, slow or disconnected internet, and
inefficiency of some educational platforms complicate the teaching and learning experience for both
teachers and students. Since teachers play a central role in the educational process, identifying their
challenges in this domain is of vital importance. The purpose of this research is to identify and
analyze the challenges of virtual education from the perspective of teachers in Yazd and to present a
grounded theory in this field.

Methods and Data

This study employed a qualitative approach based on the grounded theory method. Grounded
theory is a methodology for moving beyond mere description to provide an abstract analytical
framework of a process, action, or interaction. The participants in this research were teachers from
Yazd with experience in virtual teaching, selected using theoretical, purposeful sampling with a
maximum variation strategy. Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews
with 20 teachers until theoretical saturation was achieved. During the interviews, open and in-depth
questions were designed to allow participants to fully express their experiences and perspectives.

The collected data were analyzed using a three-stage coding process (open, axial, and selective).
In open coding, initial concepts were extracted from the data; in axial coding, relationships between
concepts were identified and main categories were formed; and finally, in selective coding, the core
category was selected and its relationship with other categories was mapped within a paradigmatic
model. To ensure the validity of findings, strategies such as member checking, analysis by research
colleagues, and data source triangulation were utilized.

Findings

Analysis of the interview data led to the identification of seven main categories of virtual
education challenges:

Communication Challenges: The lack of face-to-face interaction between teachers and students
was the most significant challenge mentioned by the teachers. This resulted in reduced quality of
communication, difficulty in recognizing individual students' talents and needs, and diminished
motivation. The inability to receive non-verbal and emotional feedback from students has
challenged the teaching process and made it difficult to form the deep human relationships that are
fundamental principles of education.

Assessment Challenges: Teachers faced serious limitations in accurately evaluating student
performance. The absence of appropriate mechanisms for assessing skills, difficulty in ensuring the
authenticity of activities and assignments, and the inability to directly monitor the learning process
were among the fundamental problems in this area that teachers highlighted.
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Infrastructure and Technical Challenges: Weak information technology infrastructure, slow or
frequent internet disconnections, and inefficiency of some educational platforms were fundamental
obstacles to effective virtual education. Many teachers pointed to inequality in students' access to
digital equipment, such as tablets, computers, or smartphones, which has intensified the educational
gap.

Content Challenges: Existing educational content is primarily designed for face-to-face
instruction, and adapting it to the virtual environment requires revision and new content
development. Teachers identified the lack of resources suitable for online education, misalignment
of the curriculum with new conditions, and the difficulty of converting practical course content to
virtual formats as fundamental challenges.

Skill Challenges: The need for technological skills and the lack of adequate training for teachers
were among other identified challenges. Many teachers were not adequately prepared for entering
the virtual education environment, and appropriate training courses had not been provided for them,
leading to stress and reduced confidence in the teaching process.

Participation Challenges: Reduced active participation of students in the learning process was a
prominent challenge in virtual education. Teachers viewed the difficulty in motivating, engaging
attention, and involving students as major obstacles to the effectiveness of virtual education, often
exacerbated by the asynchronous structure of online classes.

Psychological Challenges: Digital fatigue from extended online sessions, stress from working
with new technologies, psychological pressure from parental expectations, and excessive family
supervision were among the psychological problems that teachers mentioned. Feelings of social
isolation and job burnout were also consequences of these challenges.

Finally, data analysis led to the development of a paradigmatic model in which "Multifaceted
Challenges of Virtual Education" was identified as the core phenomenon. Strategies used by
teachers to address these challenges included self-directed learning, sharing experiences with
colleagues, creativity and innovation in teaching, and integrating traditional and modern methods.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that while virtual education has provided an opportunity for
transforming the educational system and enhancing educational equity, it cannot be an appropriate
substitute for face-to-face education without addressing infrastructure, skill, and communication
challenges. Resolving these challenges requires multifaceted actions, including improving technical
infrastructure and expanding equitable access to high-speed internet and digital equipment,
redesigning educational content based on e-learning principles, and empowering teachers through
effective training courses in new educational technologies.

From the perspective of critical paradigm theories, virtual education spaces should be designed
to facilitate meaningful dialogue, critical thinking, and change. From Freire's viewpoint, virtual
learning environments should create opportunities for dialogue, collaboration, and co-creation of
knowledge, rather than reinforcing the "banking model" of education. Additionally, according to
Garrison and Anderson's interaction theory, attention to three essential elements—cognitive
presence, social presence, and teaching presence—is necessary in designing virtual learning
environments.

This study, by presenting a grounded theory about the challenges of virtual education, provides a
valuable conceptual framework for a deeper understanding of this subject. The results can help
educational policymakers, school administrators, and teachers adopt appropriate strategies to
enhance the quality of virtual education through a more precise understanding of existing
challenges. It is suggested that future research examine the blended learning model (combining
face-to-face and virtual education) as a solution to overcome the identified challenges, and also
study the challenges of virtual education from the perspectives of other stakeholders, including
students, parents, and administrators.
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