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ABSTRACT

This study examines the lived experiences of vocational and technical education
teachers in the vocational schools during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research
employed a qualitative phenomenological approach, and data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 20 teachers from different regions of Iran.
Data analysis was conducted using Colaizzi’s method, and the results were
categorized into three main themes: challenges, opportunities, and adaptive
strategies. The findings indicated that the main challenges included the lack of
technological infrastructure (80%), reduced social interactions (70%), and
psychological stress (60%). On the other hand, opportunities such as strengthening
self-directed learning skills (60%), increased use of educational technologies
(50%), and flexibility in learning (40%) were also observed. Teachers also managed
to mitigate some of the negative effects of this period by employing adaptive
strategies, such as diverse assessments (45%), psychological and social support
(40%), and the formation of virtual groups (50%). This study shows that despite
significant challenges, critical conditions can be seen as an opportunity to redesign
educational methods and enhance independent learning skills. Based on the
findings, recommendations are provided for improving educational infrastructure,
enhancing social interactions during crises, and training teachers to use new
technologies. These results could assist educational policymakers in developing
more resilient programs to face similar crises.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented challenges to educational systems
worldwide, with sudden transitions to online learning. The higher education sector,
particularly vocational education and training (VET), faced unique obstacles due to the
practical and hands-on nature of its curriculum. Online learning, which was rapidly adopted
during the pandemic, posed significant challenges for VET programs that traditionally rely
on face-to-face and hands-on methods of teaching. Researchers have highlighted the strain
placed on both educators and students, who had to adapt quickly to new educational
modalities (4, 7). The primary aim of this study was to investigate the challenges and
opportunities faced by VET educators in Iran during the pandemic and to identify strategies
for enhancing the online education experience in vocational programs.

Prior studies have documented the rapid shift from offline to online education and
its impact on both the quality of learning and teaching (8, 9). In Iran, the pandemic-induced
shift to online education highlighted significant infrastructural issues, such as inadequate
access to digital tools and unreliable internet services, especially in rural and less developed
areas (9). However, the transition also created opportunities for improving digital literacy
and the use of technology in education (9). This study, therefore, sought to explore both the
challenges and opportunities faced by VET educators in Iran, focusing on their experiences
with online teaching, the strategies they employed, and the long-term implications for the
future of vocational education in the country.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This research employed a qualitative approach, using semi-structured interviews to
gather data from vocational education and training instructors across various technical
schools in Iran. A purposive sampling method was used to select 30 participants with
varying years of teaching experience and expertise in different vocational fields, ensuring
a comprehensive representation of the challenges and opportunities across disciplines. The
interviews were conducted between June and August 2023, with each interview lasting
between 45 and 60 minutes. The interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring themes, patterns, and insights
regarding the challenges and opportunities of online education during the pandemic.

The data collection process was guided by an interview protocol that included
questions about the educators' experiences with online teaching, the challenges they faced,
their use of digital tools and platforms, their strategies for maintaining student engagement,
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and their perceptions of the effectiveness of online learning in vocational education. The
analysis of the interview data was carried out manually, with the researchers coding the
data and organizing it into categories related to key themes such as technological barriers,
student engagement, pedagogical strategies, and perceptions of the future of online
vocational education.

FINDINGS

The analysis of the interview data revealed several significant challenges faced by
VET educators during the pandemic, along with a number of opportunities that arose as a
result of the rapid shift to online education.

1. Technological Challenges: A major challenge highlighted by educators was the
lack of adequate infrastructure for online learning. Many instructors reported
difficulties in accessing reliable internet services, particularly in rural and remote
areas. Additionally, the lack of proper training in using online teaching tools and
platforms hindered the effectiveness of virtual classes. A significant number of
educators also expressed frustration with the limitations of online platforms in
delivering hands-on, practical training essential in vocational education.

2. Student Engagement and Motivation: Another challenge identified was
maintaining student engagement and motivation in an online learning environment.
Educators noted that students, particularly those in vocational programs, struggled
to stay engaged without the in-person, hands-on experiences that are integral to their
learning. Many students also lacked the necessary self-discipline for online learning,
leading to higher rates of absenteeism and incomplete assignments. Several
educators noted the difficulty of fostering collaboration and peer learning in an
online environment, which is crucial for vocational students.

3. Pedagogical Strategies: Despite these challenges, many educators adapted their
teaching strategies to enhance the learning experience. A number of instructors
employed blended learning models, combining asynchronous online modules with
synchronous video lessons. This approach allowed students to engage with
theoretical content at their own pace while still benefiting from live discussions and
demonstrations. Instructors also utilized multimedia tools, such as videos and
interactive software, to simulate hands-on experiences and reinforce learning. These
strategies were generally perceived as effective in maintaining some level of
practical engagement despite the limitations of online teaching.
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4. Opportunities for Digital Literacy and Innovation: The transition to online
education created an opportunity to enhance digital literacy among both educators
and students. Many instructors noted that the pandemic accelerated their own
learning of digital tools and platforms, which they believed would be beneficial in
the long term. Additionally, students were required to develop new skills in using
online platforms and accessing digital resources. Some educators viewed this as a
positive outcome of the pandemic, as it improved students’ technological
competencies and prepared them for the future workforce.

5. Future of Online Vocational Education: Despite the challenges, there was a strong
sense of optimism among educators regarding the future of online vocational
education. Many expressed the belief that online learning would play an increasingly
important role in vocational education in the post-pandemic world. Some educators
proposed a hybrid model of education, where practical training could be conducted
face-to-face while theoretical instruction could be delivered online. This hybrid
model was seen as a way to combine the benefits of online learning, such as
flexibility and accessibility, with the hands-on experience essential to vocational
education.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study are consistent with existing literature on the challenges of
online education in vocational settings. Several studies have highlighted the difficulties of
transitioning hands-on, practical training to online formats, especially in disciplines such
as vocational education (9, 17). Additionally, the technological challenges faced by
educators, such as inadequate internet access and limited digital skills, have been well-
documented (Fahim et al., 2022; Banisi et al., 2022). However, the opportunities identified
in this study, particularly with regard to the development of digital literacy and the potential
for blended learning models, align with findings from other research that suggests online
education can lead to long-term improvements in educational quality and accessibility (s,
9).

In terms of pedagogical strategies, the use of blended learning models and
multimedia tools is consistent with best practices in online education. Studies have shown
that combining synchronous and asynchronous learning can enhance student engagement
and improve learning outcomes. Furthermore, the incorporation of multimedia and
interactive tools has been found to be effective in simulating practical experiences in
vocational education (7). These findings suggest that while the challenges of online
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education in vocational settings are significant, they can be mitigated through thoughtful
integration of technology and pedagogical innovation.

In conclusion, this study underscores the importance of addressing the technological and
pedagogical challenges of online vocational education while also recognizing the
opportunities for innovation and improvement. The shift to online learning during the
COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted both the limitations and the potential of digital
education in vocational training. As education systems continue to evolve in response to
technological advancements and global challenges, it is crucial that vocational education
remains adaptable and open to the integration of new teaching methods and technologies.
By leveraging the lessons learned during the pandemic, educators and policymakers can
work together to create more resilient, accessible, and effective vocational education
systems for the future.
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