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ABSTRACT

Background: Virtual education has become essential during
the COVID-19 pandemic, covering all subjects and educational
levels. It is still widely used in cases where face-to-face education
is not possible. This study aimed to investigate the parents’ lived
experiences of virtual educations’ consequences on first-grade
elementary students.

Methods: This study is based on a qualitative approach and a
descriptive phenomenology method to examine the lived experiences
of parents during the 2021-2022 academic year. The lived experiences
of 14 parents of first-grade students in Urmia City, Iran, have been
investigated using one focus group interview and 15 individual
semi-structured interviews. The selection of the participants was
made using purposeful sampling methods of intensity cases and
snowball. The research data’s reliability was assessed according to
Lincoln and Guba’s criteria, with review methods conducted by 10
participating individuals and four non-participating experts. The
data analysis was done based on Colaizzi’s strategy.

Results: Upon conducting the data analysis, 56 codes with two
main concepts concerning the consequences of virtual education
and seven main themes were found. The educational concepts
were included (Teacher: 9 codes, classroom: 13 codes, educational
evaluation: 5 codes, and supplementary activities: 6 codes), and
contextual concepts included (Individual: 9 codes, Family: 9 codes,
and Social: 5 codes).

Conclusion: Considering the implications of virtual education
during the COVID-19 pandemic underscores the emerging
challenges that educational institutions are confronting. This
emphasizes the critical need for well-designed programs that

address the resultant consequences and challenges effectively.

Keywords:  Consequences, Education, Distance, First Grade Elementary, COVID-19, Parents,
Phenomenology
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Introduction

In the second decade of the 21st century,
amidst the peak of human technological
and medical advancements, the COVID-19
pandemic transformed the life of the modern
world, and closing schools as a public health
warning was implemented to reduce social
contact and prevent the epidemic in different
countries (I). At the peak of the COVID-19
pandemic, more than 1.6 billion students in
more than 190 countries experienced school
closures. Another tsunami has flowed in
countries in the form of online education in
the last two years (2). There is little evidence to
suggest that virtual learning environments are
effective for elementary school children (3).

Research findings have shown that virtual
education, along with traditional in-person
education, enhances learners’ engagement
by providing diversity, involving them
in the learning process, sustaining focus
and attention, and opening up new ways
to present complex ideas (4, 5). Learning
in the virtual space, due to its unique
features, can address various challenges in
education, including time management, cost
efficiency, enhanced motivation, improved
communication with learners, collaborative
opportunities in multimedia settings, and
interaction through electronic conferences
(6). Also, researchers have reported increased
awareness, accessibility, usefulness, high
speed of publication, reproducibility, low
cost, personal health protection, community
security, and online access as benefits of
virtual learning (7).

On the other hand, virtual education is
criticized for the lack of human and emotional
interactions, face-to-face communication, and
social communication skills in the classroom
(8). Some researchers have cited insufficient
technical skills and infrastructure, along with
the absence of a strategic plan, as educational
barriers. They have also noted social
isolation and lack of immediate feedback as
disadvantages (9).

Despite the fact that virtual education
has positive consequences in controlled
environments (10), in challenging conditions, it
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has led to inequality in learning and deprivation
among children, along with a significant number
of children discontinuing their education (11).
Many researchers have reported the negative
consequences of closing schools or using virtual
education and its adverse effects on learning
progress, social interaction, and physical and
mental health (12-15), with the most damaging
effects on students in primary schools (16).
Researchers have found that virtual education
during the COVID-19 pandemic has led to
restrictions on social gatherings, limited access
to mental health services, increased anxiety,
depression, and decreased psychological
well-being (17). Furthermore, additional
consequences encompass stress and emotional
effects (18). Reports have indicated a rise in
inequality in children’s health and education
outcomes (19-23).

Schools of various grades in Iran were
closed due to the outbreak of the epidemic,
and suddenly, teaching and learning activities
shifted to virtual networks, television, and
others. However, many students faced
difficulties as there was no specific structure
for virtual education, and a high percentage
of students did not have access to the
necessary virtual networks. In total, more
than 15 million students have been out of
school for 750 days during the pandemic.
Among these, more than 8 million students
have been studying in primary school, and
more than one million and 400 thousand
individuals have been studying in the first
grade of primary school.

There have been few studies on the
consequences of school closures and the shift
to online education worldwide during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This issue particularly
affects first-grade students who are at the stage
of developing concrete thinking and require
visual stimuli for learning. Furthermore,
they may encounter difficulties in learning
concepts, language, reading, and writing.
Therefore, this study aimed to explore the
experiences of parents whose children were in
the first grade of elementary school regarding
the consequences of virtual education during
the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Methods
Study Design and Setting

The research was carried out employing
a qualitative approach and a descriptive
phenomenological method during the 2021-
2022 academic year in Urmia City, Iran.

Participants and Sampling

The sampling method was purposeful
involving intensity cases and snowball
based on the inclusion criteria. In order to
participate in the study, participants needed
to meet the following criteria:

a) having at least one other child who has
already passed the first grade of elementary
school in a traditional school setting,
b) Parents, which included individuals
responsible for supporting the student’s
education at home, such as grandparents,
older siblings, and others. ¢) Having at least
a high school education, d) Students were
not supposed to seek assistance from any
other alternative educational methods, such
as a private tutor or virtual education. The
sampling was conducted until data saturation
was reached, resulting in 14 participants.

Tools/Instruments

Data collection tools included 14 semi-
structured interviews and a focus group of
six parents. The duration of the interviews
spanned from 35 to 50 minutes and continued
until data saturation. Some sample interview
questions are as follows:

How did you see virtual education in the
first grade of elementary school for your
child? What positive outcomes have you
experienced in the virtual education of the first
grade of elementary school? Please describe
your experience with your child’s education.
What are the negative consequences of your
child’s virtual education in the first grade of
elementary school? Explain your personal
experiences and how.

Rigor - To enhance the validity and
reliability of the research, we accurately
recorded and transcribed the audio without
any interference and made efforts to preserve
the integrity of the content. Following this,
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the interview texts were extracted, and
initial themes were identified and sent to the
participants for confirmation. The final data
analysis was then carried out. Additionally, to
ensure the credibility of the content analysis,
coding, theme extraction, and peer agreement
from three individuals were employed.

Data Collection

The interviews were conducted face-to-
face and in compliance with the protective
protocols during the COVID-19 pandemic. A
focus group was conducted online using Adobe
Connect software to complete the interviews.
Prior to the interviews and focus group, the
participants were provided with the questions
via email to facilitate their preparation.

Data Analysis

The lived experiences of 14 parents
regarding the consequences of virtual
education in the first grade of elementary
school during the COVID-19 Pandemic
have been analyzed using inductive content
analysis based on Colaizzi’s analysis
method. In order to verify the validity of
the research, trustworthiness criteria based
on Lincoln and Guba criteria, including
credibility, transferability, dependability
and confirmability, have been used (24).
At this stage, we benefited from a review
of 11 participants and feedback from three
non-participating research experts before
presenting the final findings. Finally, the data
were analyzed at three levels: open codes,
axillary codes (themes), and selective codes
(concepts).

Ethics - The research has taken into
account all ethical considerations, including
confidentiality and informed consent of the
participants, and has duly considered potential
benefits to the participants. All the ethical
considerations were approved by the research
committee of the Islamic Azad University of
Tabrizi, Iran.

Results

Demographic Characteristics
In the research, there were three individuals

291



Parents’ Lived Experiences of Virtual Education Consequences in First-Grade Elementary Students

Keyvani M et al.

with master’s degrees and 11 with bachelor’s
degrees. There were nine full-time workers,
one part-time worker, and four housewives.
All the participating parents were mothers
between 35 and 42 years old (Table 1).

Findings Extracted from Content Analysis

The results of inductive contents analysis
and coding the texts (extracted from interview
notes with participants) included 56 open
codes, two main concepts (educational and
contextual consequences) and seven themes
(Teacher, classroom, educational evaluation
and supplementary activities, individual,
family and social) (Table 2).

An example of expressions extracted from
parents’ lived experiences is given below:

Consequences in Teachers

The participants highlighted the crucial
role of teachers in virtual education. They
noted that the teachers’ activities in virtual
education are more valuable compared to
face-to-face education. However, there was
a consensus that teachers in virtual education
are more active but less effective than those
in face-to-face education.

Participant No. 2 stated:

“Teaching in the first grade of elementary
school is really difficult and even skilled and
qualified teachers have problems and... the
words that the teacher said to the parents...
showed that it is a difficult job”.
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the interviewee (Parents) in the research

Consequences in the Classroom

Participant No. 12 stated:

“Face-to-face training in the form of a
weekly schedule of classes...virtual training...
didn’t have a specific schedule and due to
network outages...the classes were irregular”.

Individual Consequences

Different participants have expressed
mostly negative consequences of virtual
education in the first grade of elementary
school with various expressions.

Participant No. 1 stated:

“Both ofmy children...became disinterested
and didn’t feel much responsibility like in a
private school....in the first grade, this interest
didn’t develop and it decreased”.

Family Consequences

The participants emphasized the greater
sensitivity of families and the involvement of
most families with their children’s education
in virtual education. They asserted the need
for heightened supervision of their children’s
education, and families utilized diverse methods
for monitoring, or encountered the challenges
arising from this deficiency in varying manners.

Participant No. 6 stated:

“We had to go to work and... it was a
problem”.

Consequences in Educational Evaluation
Most of the interviewed parents pointed
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Table 2: Content analysis of parents’ lived experiences of the consequences of virtual education
during the COVID-19 Pandemic
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out the lack of compliance with educational
evaluation standards and expressed concerns
that virtual education has blurred the
standards of separation between students.

Participant No. 8 stated:

“Mothers or fathers themselves are guilty
of unfairly giving marks to their children,
and...”.

Consequences in Supplementary Educational
Activities

Parents believed that school is not only
for learning to read and write; students
should also learn various social manners
and skills. Based on the lived experiences of
parents, topics such as art, sports, activities
related to health and well-being, group and
cultural activities, class trips, etc., have been
neglected.

Participant No. 9 stated:

“The regular morning routine has
advantages, particularly for elementary
Students”.

Social Consequences

Parents believed that the abrupt shift
to virtual education exposed numerous
previously concealed social disparities.

Participant No. 13 stated:

When some children filled out the form for
smart devices, they listed various types of
smart devices. However, some students only
mentioned their fathers’ phones and were
upset.

Discussion

The phenomenological research revealed
56 codes and seven themes, with one theme
standing out as the main theme. The main
theme included “virtual education in the first
grade of elementary school has direct positive
and negative consequences on teachers,
family, society, students, educational
activities and supplementary educational
activities”.

The results of this research regarding the
main themes are consistent with the results
of recent research, and in some themes,
previously published research was not
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available to the researchers. Researchers have
reported various consequences, including
both positive and negative impacts. Casimir
and colleagues (25) have reported insufficient
education, student absenteeism, low teaching
performance, and inequality. Al Lily and
colleagues (26) have reported an increase in
the disparities in learning, health, well-being,
and inequality. Marchant and colleagues
(19) have noted a decrease in learning
outcomes. Haelermans and colleagues (12),
as well as Fisher and colleagues (27), have
documented increased levels of anxiety,
depression, and a decline in academic
performance. Ashta and colleagues (20)
have highlighted student concerns and the
challenges of virtual education. Similarly,
Fattahiyan and colleagues (28), Sadeghi and
colleagues (29), Sarkar and colleagues (16),
and Beauregard and colleagues (30) have also
reported similar findings. It is reasonable
to assume that elementary school children
received the least meaningful education
outside of what was provided by their parents
or other educators at home (3). The reports
on school reopening prioritized the return
of elementary school children to in-person
classrooms (31) due to the negative impact of
school absences on academic achievement.
Long-term closures can lead to lower test
scores and other adverse effects on student
learning. Also, physical activity in face-to-
face education improves the physical fitness
of students (32). Closing schools has wider
and unwanted consequences in the areas
of child development, health, social and
economic consequences (15). School closures
cause damage at the family and community
level through the loss of parental productivity,
income, and childcare responsibilities (14).
A study conducted in the UK revealed that
over half of teachers have reported that the
learning gap between disadvantaged pupils
and their peers has widened. The trend of
increasing educational disparities has been
widely observed on an international scale,
encompassing countries across Europe and
the United States (21). Such disparities have
also been reported in other countries (12). In
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fact, although the use of new information and
communication technologies in the field of
virtual education can lead to positive results
(10), its optimal use requires the provision of
infrastructure in different dimensions (33). In
other words, as the use of virtual infrastructure
increases, the need for skill-specific training
becomes more intense (29). This issue has
its difficulties and consequences in the first
grade of elementary school, who are still
not able to understand abstract content and
need visual education. Additionally, they
are in the early stages of concept learning,
language learning, and reading and writing
letters. Al Lily and colleagues have reported
the consequences of remote education
implementation, including problems caused
by stress, anxiety, depression, and family
violence, by addressing mandatory virtual
education in schools during the COVID-19
pandemic (26). The study by Haelermans and
colleagues underscores the importance of
implementing interventions that specifically
focus on supporting vulnerable students (12).

In a European study conducted across
13 countries, it was found that students
considered online learning to be less effective
than face-to-face learning. Additionally, a
study in South Africa revealed that students
who were engaged in online learning felt
1solated and sometimes lacked confidence,
particularly those who were new to this
type of learning (34). The interaction
between learning elements is a crucial
aspect of the learning process. In the virtual
learning environment, interaction involves
active two-way communication between
participants to manipulate, reflect, exchange,
and share content. This interaction occurs
simultaneously and asynchronously to
achieve the desired learning goals. There
are three types of interaction in learning:
learner-learner interaction, learner-content
interaction, and teacher-learner interaction.
Virtual education should prioritize creating
and maintaining these interactions.

When considering these findings, it is
important to recognize that the negative
impact stems from two main factors. Firstly,
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the absence of a reliable virtual education
infrastructure, including hardware, software,
technical and telecommunication equipment,
as well as internet access and information
and communication technology skills, can
significantly disrupt the education process.
Secondly, the nature of the first grade and the
developmental characteristics of students also
play a role in these consequences.

The nature of the first grade is important
because the students of this grade enter a
new community called school for the first
time, which pursues important goals such as
language learning and acquisition of reading,
writing, and math skills along with other
goals of the educational system, and many
students of this level do not even have the
history of attending preschool education. It
is important to note the positive outcomes
of virtual education, which can be attributed
to its key characteristics. These include
flexibility in terms of time and location,
increased parental involvement, and access
to a diverse range of educational resources.
When paired effectively with traditional
in-person education, virtual education can
enhance overall educational effectiveness.

Limitations and Suggestions

The primary limitation of this study
is the constraints of the research method.
Accordingly, it is essential to consider the
cultural, social, and economic characteristics
of the sample being studied in terms of the
transferability of data to other societies. Based
on the research findings, it is suggested that
schools develop appropriate programs to
address the deficiencies resulting from virtual
education. This will enable them to mitigate
the adverse effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
on education. Upon establishment of the
required infrastructure, it is recommended that
virtual education be integrated into a blended
format with face-to-face education for suitable
courses and situations. Despite the abundance
of studies in the field of virtual education, there
were numerous research gaps in unplanned and
sudden virtual education during the COVID-19
pandemic. Future research could focus on
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how to address the negative consequences of
this type of education and identify suitable
programs to compensate for these negative
consequences or enhance the positive ones.

Conclusion

Any changes in education require
careful planning and the proper provision
of infrastructure, methods, and tools. The
educational institution is best suited for a
partial-gradual and systemic policy model
rather than sudden and unsystematic changes
in order to witness effectiveness. Due to the
lack of suitable infrastructure for virtual
education, the closure of schools and the
shift to virtual learning has resulted in greater
damages compared to face-to-face education.
This issue necessitates further research.
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