Journal of

Study and Innovation in Education and Development Volume 4, Issue 4 (2024): 298-317

Analysis of Challenges and Solutions in Virtual Education at Islamic Azad
Universities in Sistan and Baluchestan Province

Aghil Naseripour'®, Fereshteh Kordestani?*®, Mehdi Shariatmadari?®, Fatemeh Hamidifar3

1. PhD Student of Educational Management, Central Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran

2. Assistant Professor, Department of Educational Management and Higher Education, Central Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad
University, Tehran, Iran

3. Associate Professor, Department of Educational Management and Higher Education, Central Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad
University, Tehran, Iran

ABSTRACT

Received: 17 Nov 2024 The aim of the present research is to identify the challenges and solutions of virtual education in
Accepted: 22 Dec 2024

Available Online: 31 Dec 2024

Islamic Azad Universities in Sistan and Baluchestan province. This study was conducted to explore
the issues related to the implementation and execution of virtual education and to offer solutions for
improving its quality and effectiveness. The research utilized a mixed-methods approach (qualitative-
quantitative) with an exploratory sequential design. In the qualitative section, the grounded theory
approach was employed, and in the quantitative section, a survey method was used. The qualitative
sample consisted of 20 experts in the field of education management, selected through purposive and
snowball sampling methods. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with these individuals. In the
quantitative section, the statistical population included students of Islamic Azad Universities in Sistan
and Baluchestan province (28,811 students), from which a sample size of 379 students was selected
randomly. The research tool in the quantitative section was a researcher-made questionnaire, based
on the theoretical model derived from expert opinions in the qualitative section. Data analysis in the
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qualitative section was performed using MAXQDA software and grounded theory methodology based
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on Strauss and Corbin’s model. In the quantitative section, the data were analyzed using structural
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equation modeling. The findings revealed that the challenges of virtual education include familial,
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psychological-personality, cultural-social, educational, financial-legal, infrastructural, technical, and
managerial issues. Additionally, organizational solutions for the success of this type of education
include improving educational quality, effective interactions, trust-building, cultural development,
and enhancing technical infrastructure. Given the multiple challenges of virtual education,
implementing appropriate organizational solutions can help improve the performance of educational
systems and reduce existing problems. Improving processes and optimizing infrastructure are key

factors in the success and long-term sustainability of virtual education.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

The rapid advancement of digital technologies has fundamentally transformed
educational methodologies, revolutionizing the way teaching and learning occur. The
emergence of virtual education has provided students with unparalleled access to a diverse
array of educational materials, making learning more accessible and convenient than ever
before. These technologies are increasingly adopted by students, educators, and
universities worldwide, facilitating online and remote education through various platforms,
educational videos, interactive resources, and digital communications between students
and instructors (1, 2). Virtual education offers significant advantages, including flexibility
in learning schedules, cost reductions by minimizing the need for physical classrooms, and
enhanced access to diverse content, which collectively contribute to improved learning
outcomes and greater educational equity (3-5).

Despite its numerous benefits, virtual education faces a multitude of challenges that
can impede its effectiveness and sustainability. Previous research has identified issues such
as inadequate technological infrastructure, unstable internet access, lack of technical
support, and insufficient training for instructors as critical barriers to successful
implementation (9-11). Additionally, psychological and social challenges, including
feelings of isolation and decreased motivation among students, further complicate the
virtual learning experience (17). In the context of Iran, similar challenges have been
reported, highlighting familial problems, psychological-personality issues, and technical
barriers as significant obstacles to effective virtual education (18-20, 23). Given these
multifaceted challenges, it is imperative to explore and identify specific obstacles and
develop targeted solutions to enhance the quality and effectiveness of virtual education.
Therefore, the aim of this study is to identify the challenges and propose organizational
solutions for virtual education in Islamic Azad Universities in Sistan and Baluchestan
province.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and
quantitative methodologies in an exploratory sequential design. The qualitative component
utilized grounded theory to explore the challenges and solutions related to virtual
education. The research population consisted of experts and knowledgeable individuals in
the fields of educational management and virtual education. A purposive sampling
technique was used, incorporating criterion-based and snowball sampling methods to select
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participants who met specific criteria, such as being faculty members with experience in
online teaching or researchers with published work in virtual education. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews conducted in person, lasting between 30 to 70
minutes each, and were subsequently recorded for analysis. The qualitative data were
analyzed using Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory methodology, involving open, axial,
and selective coding with the assistance of MAXQDA software. To ensure reliability,
Lincoln and Guba’s criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
were applied. An inter-coder reliability check was performed, achieving an 85% agreement
rate, indicating high reliability.

The quantitative component involved a survey method, with data analyzed using
structural equation modeling and confirmatory factor analysis conducted via SPSS and
LISREL software. The statistical population included 28,811 students from Islamic Azad
Universities in Sistan and Baluchestan province, from which a random sample of 379
students was selected. The research instrument was a researcher-developed questionnaire
based on the theoretical model derived from the qualitative phase. The questionnaire
underwent face validity assessment through a focus group of supervisors and advisors, and
content validity was confirmed by five experts in educational management and virtual
education, who provided feedback and suggested additional indicators. Construct validity
was assessed using factor analysis, and reliability was determined using Cronbach’s alpha,
with all dimensions exceeding an alpha of 0.7, indicating satisfactory reliability. The factor
structure of the questionnaire was examined, and model fit and measurement model testing
were conducted using confirmatory factor analysis to ensure the validity of the constructs.

FINDINGS

The qualitative analysis revealed seven primary categories of challenges associated
with virtual education: familial problems, psychological-personality issues, cultural-social
problems, educational problems, financial-legal challenges, infrastructural and technical
issues, and managerial problems. Familial problems included factors such as a lack of
suitable educational space at home, changes in family expectations, and psychological
pressure from family members. Psychological-personality issues encompassed resistance
to change, disbelief in the effectiveness of virtual education, fear of technology, lack of
motivation, low self-esteem, ethical concerns, decreased responsibility, and negative
attitudes of both students and instructors toward virtual education.
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Cultural-social problems were characterized by a lack of social interaction,
resistance to modern educational systems, unclear definitions of virtual education, weak
interactions between instructors and students, poor peer relationships, lack of teamwork,
and insufficient independence among students. Educational problems included inadequate
proficiency in English, low quality of virtual education content, poor implementation of
courses, ineffective assessment processes, limited opportunities for questions and answers,
loss of classroom intimacy, unequal technological literacy among students, distractions at
home, difficulties in note-taking for certain subjects, unsuitability for practical courses,
challenges in learning specific subjects, inadequate feedback, failure to employ diverse
teaching methods, neglect of holistic development alongside education, and insufficient
instructor skills.

Financial-legal challenges involved high costs, lack of clear guidelines and
regulations, and the absence of essential student facilities such as advanced phones and
laptops. Infrastructural and technical issues included a shortage of specialized and
experienced human resources, inadequate access to necessary hardware and software, lack
of technical support, unfamiliarity with required programs and software for virtual classes,
audio problems, excessive dependence on technology, intermittent internet connections,
insufficient bandwidth, low internet speeds, failure to install necessary software and
applications, inadequate mastery of technology and virtual education, unresponsive
systems, and mismatched educational content.

Managerial problems were identified as a lack of coherent planning, poor time
management, absence of strategic thinking, unfavorable policy-making, and reduced direct
supervision and control by instructors over students. These challenges collectively create
significant barriers to the successful implementation and sustainability of virtual education
in the region.

On the solutions front, the study identified several organizational strategies to
enhance the effectiveness of virtual education. These solutions included targeted
enhancement of educational quality through the preparation of educational infrastructure,
training faculty members, and developing clear guidelines. Improving communications and
Interactions was another key solution, focusing on enhancing interactions within the virtual
education system, between instructors and students, and among peers. Building trust
involved creating a positive attitude toward virtual education, motivating its use, and
ensuring security during system usage.
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Cultural development was emphasized as a critical solution, involving the
establishment of appropriate cultural and social frameworks in universities, raising
awareness and cooperation among instructors and students, defining ethical and value
standards, designing special cultural programs for virtual students, replacing traditional
education methods, strengthening religious beliefs, aiding in the identity formation of
students and instructors, understanding virtual education laws, and designing suitable
content and curricula. Additionally, enhancing technical infrastructure was identified as
essential, with recommendations to increase internet speed, upgrade hardware and software
infrastructure, and simplify the virtual education process.

The confirmatory factor analysis demonstrated that the models for measuring both
challenges and solutions of virtual education exhibited good fit indices. For challenges, the
RMSEA was 0.44, and the chi-square value relative to degrees of freedom was below 3,
with GFI, AGFI, and NFI values of 0.96, 0.97, and 0.93, respectively. The factor loadings
ranged from 0.59 to 0.95, indicating robust reliability across all identified components,
with familial problems having the highest factor loading. Similarly, the solutions model
showed an RMSEA of 0.47, a chi-square to degrees of freedom ratio below 3, and GFl,
AGFI, and NFI values of 0.92, 0.93, and 0.96, respectively. Factor loadings for solutions
ranged from 0.59 to 0.91, with targeted enhancement of educational quality having the
highest loading.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study aimed to identify the challenges and propose organizational solutions for
virtual education in Islamic Azad Universities in Sistan and Baluchestan province using a
mixed-methods approach. The findings revealed that virtual education faces multifaceted
challenges, encompassing familial problems, psychological-personality issues, cultural-
social problems, educational difficulties, financial-legal challenges, infrastructural and
technical issues, and managerial problems. Familial problems emerged as the most
significant challenge, indicating their profound impact on students' focus, motivation, and
learning capabilities in virtual environments. These issues indirectly affect students' daily
lives and can create substantial barriers to success in virtual education. In contrast,
managerial problems, while still impactful, had the lowest factor loading, suggesting that
their influence is more systemic and less directly felt by individual students.

The organizational solutions identified in this study provide a comprehensive
framework for addressing these challenges. Enhancing educational quality through
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targeted infrastructure preparation, faculty training, and clear guidelines is essential for
improving the overall virtual education experience. Improving communications and
interactions within the virtual education system, between instructors and students, and
among peers is crucial for fostering a more engaging and supportive learning environment.
Building trust by creating positive attitudes toward virtual education, motivating its use,
and ensuring system security is fundamental for increasing student and instructor buy-in
and participation.

Cultural development stands out as a particularly impactful solution, highlighting
the need for establishing appropriate cultural and social frameworks within universities.
This involves raising awareness, fostering cooperation among instructors and students,
defining ethical and value standards, and designing specialized cultural programs for
virtual students. Additionally, enhancing technical infrastructure by increasing internet
speed, upgrading hardware and software, and simplifying the virtual education process is
critical for overcoming technical barriers and ensuring smooth and effective online learning
experiences.

The confirmatory factor analysis results support the validity and reliability of the
identified challenges and solutions, demonstrating that the measurement models fit the data
well. The high factor loadings across all components indicate that the latent variables
accurately represent the observed indicators, reinforcing the robustness of the study's
findings.

In conclusion, virtual education, despite its numerous advantages, encounters
significant challenges at individual, social, and technical levels. Addressing these
challenges requires comprehensive and multi-dimensional strategies that encompass
improvements in infrastructure, instructor training, student support systems, and cultural
frameworks. By implementing the identified organizational solutions, universities can
mitigate the challenges associated with virtual education, thereby enhancing its
effectiveness and sustainability. Ultimately, these efforts can transform virtual education
into a reliable and impactful learning option, contributing to the overall enhancement of
educational quality and research within university education systems.
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