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ABSTRACT
Due to the rapid spread of  COVID-19, virtual education was proposed globally. This study aimed to examine the 
views and experiences of  nursing students regarding quality, quantity, e-learning challenges, and solutions. This is a 
qualitative study using a purposive sampling method in which 42 nursing students were included. Data were collected 
through in-depth semi-structured face-to-face or telephone interviews and analyzed using content analysis. Concepts 
that were raised in the experience of  nursing students were: "Incompatibility of  educational processes", including 
ineffective teaching methods, limited interaction, limited feedback, low creativity, and educational injustice. "Loss of  
opportunities" including lack of  clinical competence, concern for job opportunities, and lack of  time management. 
"Imposed burnout", including forced labor and personal protection. "Personal helplessness", including lack of  ac-
cess to electronic facilities, struggles with the coronavirus, unemployment, and family conflicts. The enforcement 
of  e-learning imposed restrictions on students with different conditions. Older students, those living in rural areas, 
students with work and family responsibilities, and people with limited electronic resources experienced challenges 
that require educational management based on challenges. Because e-learning goes beyond COVID-19 and given the 
continuing trend in e-learning in the coming years, it is necessary to address these challenges.
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INTRODUCTION

Given the rapid spread of  COVID-19, which is highly conta-
gious and can be fatal in severe cases, and the fact that no specific 
drugs are available for its definitive treatment, this is a significant 
threat to the lives and health of  people in the community and has 
many effects on their emotional and coping responses [1]. On 
the other hand, there are still many doubts about the symptoms, 
transmission, and control of  this disease. Hence, the spread of  
fear among people exposed to the virus is a fairly common phe-
nomenon, and this leads to the greater focus of  public health of-
ficials and the media on breaking the transmission chain through 
individual isolation, social distancing, and widespread closure of  
administrative and educational centers aimed at providing phys-
ical and psychological support to the society [2]. According to 
previous studies on infectious diseases and the announcement of  
the World Health Organization, home quarantine and avoidance 
of  human gatherings can reduce the prevalence and pathoge-
nicity of  pathogenic microorganisms such as Covid-19 and thus, 
decrease the physical, psychological, social, and economic conse-
quences of  the widespread virus on infected people and people at 
risk [3]. In this regard, much attention was paid to virtual educa-

tion as an alternative to face-to-face training in private and public 
educational institutions, and planning in this direction began [4, 
5]. Today, e-learning is about to become one of  the most crucial 
educational environments, as it can be an appropriate alternative 
to face-to-face training during an outbreak of  infectious diseases 
[4] because the educator and the learner can communicate with 
each other through the tools and equipment provided by tech-
nology [6]. Research shows that virtual academic education is 
successful and efficient if  the content is appropriately compiled 
and evaluated [7, 8]. Due to the changes caused by the outbreak 
of  Covid-19, the importance of  technology has become increas-
ingly apparent, and almost every country in the world strength-
ened its online and virtual classroom learning platforms so that 
there is no interruption in education focusing on this issue. The 
most important tool in this platform is virtual class software. Also, 
another thought-provoking factor is the access and performance 
of  students due to the immaturity of  the method that needs to be 
studied and followed up [9].

The findings of  a descriptive study on 400 students participat-
ing in e-learning centers of  public universities in Tehran showed 
that these students, with full access to distance learning facilities in 
a given period, were satisfied with learning through this method 
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and applying the e-learning approach. However, they did not have 
a positive attitude towards e-learning courses [10]. A study also 
reported that 94% of  learners who completed distance learning 
courses believed that due to increased access and cost-effectiveness 
in e-learning, if  sufficient educational support could be provided 
and learners' ability to make effective use of  course-related tech-
nology would be considered, despite concerns about the distance 
learning approach, it can guarantee an increase in inclusive learn-
ing [11]. Of  course, computer-assisted education also has its lim-
itations, including that it cannot replace the teacher, the human 
and emotional interactions, and the face-to-face communication 
that takes place in a classroom [12]. Also, the supply and demand 
system of  higher education does not yet have a precise under-
standing of  virtual educational environments. Furthermore, it is 
not well acquainted with its capabilities and functions and does not 
yet know the basic information technology skills [13]. Although 
some educational institutions in recent years have offered com-
plete distance learning courses or e-learning, not much evidence is 
provided about the evaluation results of  these programs [14, 15].

The success of  e-learning is not possible without considering 
people's views regarding this matter. However, students' attitudes 
and experiences at the end of  a virtual course is a category that 
has received less attention in published studies. On the other 
hand, meaningful education is of  great importance to nursing 
students due to the importance of  acquiring special skills to pro-
vide care and acquire clinical competencies. Also, to ensure the 
acquisition of  clinical skills in these students, there is a need for 
teaching and assessment objective methods, so in teaching skills, 
the traditional method still retains its special place and is used by 
teachers in colleges and educational institutions. Thus, the ques-
tion in this research is which method is more effective in teaching 
sustainable skills. Also, can virtual education in medical scienc-
es be considered a suitable alternative to traditional education? 
Accordingly, it is necessary to pay special attention to virtual 
education in medical sciences. Therefore, this qualitative study 
has comprehensively examined the attitudes and experiences of  
nursing students from participating in theoretical and practical 
training virtually during the Covid-19 pandemic crisis.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The present study comprehensively examines nursing stu-
dents' experiences and the challenges of  e-learning during the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Participants in this study, according to its 
nature and main purpose, were nursing students of  the School 
of  Nursing and Midwifery of  Shahid Beheshti University of  
Medical Sciences who had been trained for at least one semester 
through e-learning and were included in the study by purposive 
sampling. Also, to achieve the greatest diversity, the researcher 
selected different participants in terms of  gender, age, admis-
sion year, degree type, marital status, and employment status 
through theoretical sampling. Data collection was done through 
semi-structured and in-depth personal interviews in person or 
by telephone during the six months from November 2020 to 
April 2021. The time and manner of  the interviews were deter-
mined according to the participants' conditions and desires, and 
the interviews were recorded with their consent. The duration 
of  the interviews was 30–60 minutes, and each student was in-
terviewed once or twice. The interviewer was one of  the faculty 
teachers and was familiar with the students.

In the present study, after data collection, the convention-
al content analysis method was used [16]. The interviews were 

transcribed verbatim immediately or up to a maximum of  
24 hours later and were reviewed several times to find a correct 
understanding of  the whole case. Then, the semantic units were 
separated and identified in the text, and the text was coded by 
labeling each semantic unit. By comparing codes in terms of  sim-
ilarities and differences, similar codes were merged, and codes 
that represented a similar meaning and concept were placed in 
the same category. The classification and development of  catego-
ries continued. With careful, deep reflection and comparison of  
the classes with one another, the themes were identified. 

To ensure the scientific accuracy and validity of  the data, 
the quality control method of  the participants was used. The 
researcher also discussed, exchanged views, and reached con-
sensus with expert professors in different stages of  the study and 
also used the opinions of  a colleague familiar with qualitative 
research to confirm the logical procedure of  the findings.

RESULTS

The current alert situation due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
led to an immediate change in the education of  nursing students, 
as in other educational institutions, from face-to-face to distance 
education. This study aimed to explore the challenges and ob-
stacles to this change, learning experiences, and expectations 
of  students studying for undergraduate, graduate, and doctor-
al degrees in the School of  Nursing and Midwifery of  Shahid 
Beheshti University of  Medical Sciences. This qualitative study 
was conducted in the second semester of  virtual education in this 
school. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 42 male 
and female students aged 18 to 49 years. Maximum variability in 
sampling was observed, and conventional content analysis was 
performed. Finally, four main themes were extracted:

1. Incompatibility of  educational processes, including sub-
classes: ineffective teaching methods, limited interaction, 
limited feedback, low creativity, and educational injustice;

2. Loss of  opportunities, including subclasses: clinical 
incompetence, job opportunities concern, and lack of  
time management;

3. Imposed burnout, including subclasses: forced labor 
and personal protection;

4. Personal helplessness, including subclasses: lack of  ac-
cess to electronic facilities, struggling with the coronavi-
rus, unemployment, and family conflicts.

The incompatibility of educational processes 

This theme was mentioned in various aspects related to 
training by all interviewees. This uncertainty and indetermina-
tion were practically associated with ineffective teaching and as-
sessment methods that cannot be resolved relatively quickly. The 
main challenges extracted in this category were: ineffective teach-
ing methods, limited interaction, limited feedback, low creativity, 
and educational injustice.

Participants stated that various teaching methods are being 
used by different professors. In some of  these methods, the quality 
and effectiveness are low, and even inconsistencies are observed. 

Only 2 out of  5 professors hold online classes; the rest upload files we 
have to understand (Participant 14).

Since the efficiency and effectiveness of  this type of  teaching 
and learning depend entirely on the teaching approach of  profes-
sors, empowering as many professors as possible in virtual teaching 
and evaluation methods is very important. Professors and students 
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have experience with an education system that has never been 
100% online and non-traditional, so they use different virtual edu-
cation and evaluation strategies and have different views on e-learn-
ing, combination, or clinical education that confuse students.

When there is no unity of  procedure, students usually do not take classes 
and education seriously... Teachers need to spend more energy in online classes, 
use more creative methods to keep students active and convince them that these 
virtual classes are just as valuable as face-to-face classes and should be taken 
seriously (Participant 6).

Participants noted that in most e-learning methods, a limit-
ed amount of  learning is achieved. Interaction is necessary for an 
explanation, and a certain amount of  pressure is required. 

The worst thing about e-learning is that when teachers only upload 
textbooks, no one forces you to read them... Later in the exam or homework, 
there are some hard-to-understand questions, and you cannot answer them 
(Participant 25).

In addition, participants noted that one of  the limitations of  
e-learning is that what relates to practical training is not learnable 
and requires more creative methods. The students identified this as 
a significant limitation and noted that practice is critical in nursing. 

Many things cannot be understood through a computer. Basic care skill 
labs are a good example. They can make videos and tell us how to do these 
procedures, or use simulation and advanced software... (Participant 5).

One of  the main problems of  e-learning is the relationship 
between teacher and student in the virtual and not real world. 
Therefore, since the students are not present in front of  the 
teacher, if  the teacher does not involve them in class, they might 
get out of  touch with the group, and it will not be possible for the 
teacher to return them to the class circle. Additionally, cheating 
on tests and exams will be inevitable. 

As a result of  virtual education and since our professors do not see us, 
everyone cheats easily… Usually, everyone achieves a high grade. When ev-
eryone gets a high grade effortlessly, it becomes tough for top students to have a 
high GPA; And it makes you feel your efforts are worthless (Participant 9).

In this situation, professors have to look for new methods as 
classical teaching methods are often not applicable in this field. It 
seems that everything has to be rebuilt in educational centers to 
meet the new educational needs.

 Participants believed that […] teachers' indifference to the quality of  
education could lead to apparent educational injustice, the effect of  which would re-
main on students' grades, scholarships, and other academic issues (Participant 10).

Loss of opportunities

The e-learning approach, according to many students, is a 
concern for the future because they will not be professionally pre-
pared to enter the workplace as they do not receive an adequate 
virtual education. Among the issues raised in their experiences in 
this field were: clinical incompetence, concern for job opportuni-
ties, and lack of  time management.

Clinical competence was a very significant practical com-
ponent in nursing education and the most important aspect for 
students. The experiences found varied according to the groups 
of  students. Depending on how close they were to the end of  
their training or whether they were in graduate school and need-
ed skill-based training as nurses or health care professionals, they 
might find e-learning ineffective.

Some final year students stated that they would prefer not 
to graduate at the end of  the semester, to complete all clinical 
education, and graduate later: 

Clinical education provides us with security in learning nursing care 
and health care services, which is why some of  us prefer not to graduate in 
February (Participant 22). 

In e-learning, clinical training was compulsorily limited. If  this trend 
continues, our education will not be good (Participant 35).

Some graduate students stated that the inability to receive 
specialized clinical education means losing job opportunities: 

If  you do not receive clinical training, you will not learn specialized 
clinical work, so you will miss the opportunity to work in a specialized depart-
ment from the beginning of  your statutory service (Participant 32).

Participants pondered time management and its impact on 
the future. This matter was crucial for final-year graduate stu-
dents, who reported a great deal of  wasted time. They could not 
go to clinical settings to do their dissertation and final projects 
and had only one option, to do them virtually with minimal 
facilities. 

Some participants said that […] even preparing for higher-level 
exams meant escaping their time-wasting condition and complete paralysis 
(Participant 3).

Imposed burnout

Students' entry into clinical settings was irregular and limit-
ed, and at the same time, despite the lack of  personal protection 
equipment, it caused new stress for students and their families. 

In this critical condition, traveling from remote areas of  the city or coun-
try to attend clinical settings specified by the university, due to transmission 
and infection risk on roads and in the hospital environment following all 
departments' involvement with the coronavirus, has worried students. As a re-
sult, our primary focus is on personal protection, and the emphasis on learning 
and performance is significantly reduced (Participant 27).

Personal helplessness

Not all students have access to electronic facilities. Lack of  
access to electronic facilities or high-speed internet at home and 
limited use of  mobile internet in suburban or rural areas, net-
work problems due to limited frequency bandwidth leading to 
connection problems, such as prolonged upload time and even 
data loss, microphone or camera failure, and even complete dis-
connection as a result of  high data traffic and increased network 
users, may generate difficulties for many students. 

Some students refuse to attend online classes as they do not have adequate 
space and facilities at work or home, or they might be in a crowded and an-
noying environment. Some students can also not attend virtual or online classes 
due to a lack of  smartphones or internet access at home (Participant 18).

Some students, themselves, or their family members were 
infected, and some who were heads of  households lost their jobs, 
and domestic violence has increased. Therefore, the students' 
mental state was very bad, so there was a need for more flexibil-
ity in education. 

Given the very different circumstances of  different students, we need var-
ious ways of  teaching, not a fixed way for everyone. Also, the use of  different 
digital learning platforms and creating diversity and creativity in this field by 
the university for the benefit of  all students with any facilities is an inevitable 
necessity (Participant 31).

DISCUSSION

Our findings showed that using new information and com-
munication technologies in distance education could be one of  
the options for filling educational gaps in the absence of  access 
to face-to-face education. However, how and to what extent this 
information and communication technology is used is an essen-
tial factor in the quality of  education in various aspects of  virtual 
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education. The rapid shift to e-learning, while e-learning is not 
planned and people are not adapted, creates many problems, 
and our results present different ideas related to this topic. Firstly, 
empowering professors in virtual education and developing com-
petencies in clinical education in different situations was essential 
from the point of  view of  all students. Ghaznavi (2018) also be-
lieves that the quantitative and qualitative expansion of  teacher 
training should be commensurate with the growth and expansion 
of  education. This means that the increase of  faculty members 
and the expansion of  specialized disciplines on the one hand and 
the specialization of  faculty members in the required specialties 
on the other, as well as changes in educational programs, should 
be used for greater adaptation [17]. Studies show that in using 
new educational technologies such as e-learning, professors who 
have the knowledge and skills needed to achieve academic goals 
in these conditions are considered efficient [18, 19]. Secondly, in-
creasing the use of  digital learning platforms and creating diver-
sity and creativity in this field using simulators and games leads to 
more learning in online education. Also, the simultaneous use of  
online education and feedback maintains the teacher-student in-
teraction, which was identified in the findings of  this study. Other 
studies found strategies such as appropriate exercises based on 
the scenario or immediate feedback, the integration of  tutorial 
and participatory learning methods, and dynamic interaction in 
virtual education beneficial to facilitating e-learning [20, 21].

In order to maintain the learners' and teachers' robustness, 
in a situation where many options are not available to help those 
who become ill due to COVID-19, the education system has 
moved towards virtualization, and many activities have been 
done in this field. In the early stages, there was insufficient infra-
structure for e-learning, and these limitations also seemed to af-
fect student participation and motivation. Students missed some 
classes due to technical problems or had disappointing experi-
ences attending classes. Initially, there was a challenge to previ-
ous experiences and knowledge about e-learning and the use of  
educational technologies. However, participants noted that the 
university is expected to ensure that online tools work flawless-
ly in later stages and train their instructors on how to proceed 
with their teaching duties to correct inconsistencies. Students 
are expected to easily acquire new routines, participate in on-
line classes and seminars, simulation and advanced tools become 
more commonly used, and online training is facilitated because 
losing opportunities in any field can be detrimental to the stake-
holders [22]. Other studies showed that since the beginning of  
the Covid-19 pandemic, universities worldwide have been tak-
ing rapid steps to ensure that students continue to learn through 
e-learning and secure student well-being, and the activities of  
each university in this field are unique [23, 24].

In the experiences of  all participants, one of  the most crit-
ical problems in online training was network problems, which 
happen due to limited frequency bandwidth and poor internet 
speed, constant disconnection, microphone or camera failure, 
and taking a long time to upload information. Even if  the volume 
of  data traffic is high and network users increase, complete dis-
connection occurs. Also, due to the impossibility or difficulty of  
accessing the internet, smartphone, or computer in the residence 
of  different students, it is not possible to use e-learning equal-
ly for everyone. However, in other studies outside of  Iran, these 
problems have been addressed only for students in remote and 
disadvantaged areas who have faced challenges such as access 
to technology equipment, poor internet connection, and chal-
lenging study environments, and universities are trying to provide 
solutions to these problems [25, 26].

Absolutely, in the e-learning approach, classical teaching 
methods are often not applicable. In this situation, educational 
centers and teachers are forced to look for new ways, making 
their workload even heavier. In this situation, preventing cheating 
on tests and exams is also one of  the professors' concerns, which 
requires finding new and effective methods. Hence, following the 
lack of  face-to-face communication in the real world and the im-
possibility of  controlling students' participation, the possibility of  
cheating on tests and exams, unfair and superficial evaluations 
mentioned in the participants' experiences, the feeling of  edu-
cational injustice, especially in the top students, are very bold. 
Other studies also suggest that special attention should be paid to 
student learning and assessment in online education. Adequate 
access to educational materials, articles, and e-books, as well as 
considering alternative assessment methods with the least risk of  
accumulation and the least error for students involved in online 
education, helps students to guide their learning efforts better. 
Professors can meet these needs by sharing valuable learning re-
sources in the learning management system or in social media 
groups. Consequently, students are interested in emerging intel-
ligent learning systems, which can provide a series of  intelligent 
assessments for students [27].

Acquiring the component of  clinical competency to main-
tain the labor market is a determining factor for people studying 
nursing, and the principal goal of  these students is to have the 
opportunity of  specialized clinical care. Academics have already 
discussed students' concerns about their future degrees and ca-
reer advancement [28].

Our results support this idea in two ways: 1. The students 
showed that this attitude towards professional life is still valid in 
the new generations, with the remarkable fact that these students 
were very committed and eager to learn as much as possible. 2. 
The pandemic and its difficulties have reinforced their demands 
as nurses. Providing adequate personal protective equipment, 
retrieving planned and regular clinical training courses in the 
post-crisis period, utilizing clinical simulation to replace real en-
vironments, reducing pressure and stress, and increasing flexibil-
ity of  the education system were among the students' expected 
essentials during this period. The results of  other studies also dis-
cuss the return of  nursing students to clinical settings and provide 
some recommendations [29]. Because these students are future 
nursing professionals, they must learn how to act in critical sit-
uations, so a balance between potential risk for students and the 
importance of  clinical education must be considered [30].

Students prefer face-to-face learning to e-learning. In 
e-learning, their expectations of  education are clearly shattered. 
With the possibility of  some online courses being offered in con-
junction with their traditional counterparts in the coming aca-
demic years, theoretical classes are preferred by students with 
family or professional responsibilities to be held exclusively online 
and recorded to be accessed at any time. Another aspect em-
phasized was that the traditional education system is a system 
they know and are accustomed to, and a complete change is not 
a profitable option for anyone. Face-to-face training is associat-
ed with communication, controls, and the assurance of  proper 
evaluation, which can go beyond on-screen presentation. Other 
studies also suggest that the epidemic has forced a change of  ap-
proach that academics still do not feel comfortable with, resulting 
in uncertainty and little security. This worries a large number 
of  health academics [28, 30]. Therefore, it is necessary to work 
on compatibility with e-learning that considers the aspects men-
tioned above to reduce students' uncertainty, especially about 
assessments.
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Nursing students considered the low quality of  education and 
the importance of  underlying factors as critical threats that must 
be addressed in online education. Use of  various teaching-learning 
methods in theoretical and practical dimensions, accurate educa-
tional management, and quick executive measures to solve elec-
tronic problems, such as lending laptops with the internet for free 
to students in some universities, are urgent adaptations to this type 
of  training method [24]. In the long run, providing sustainable 
solutions and calculated technology infrastructure is essential to 
the possibility of  a continuing pandemic and distance education.

CONCLUSION

The outbreak of  coronavirus varies from one country to anoth-
er. However, from an educational point of  view, it is vital to identify 
emerging needs and priorities to continue educational activities in 
an appropriate environment to protect students' health. Implicitly 
providing non-discriminatory and equal conditions and education 
for all students, educational opportunities, supporting students with 
various vulnerabilities and using the facilities to reorganize educa-
tional processes by creating teams consisting of  students, teaching 
staff, and experts outside of  education is essential. Clinical educa-
tion is essential for educating nursing students, and online educa-
tion goes beyond continuing online theory classes. Therefore, learn-
ers should be able to use both offline and online platforms. In some 
cases, web-based training cannot meet users' needs. In addition to 
e-learning, it is necessary to organize face-to-face classes, which are 
mostly used in skill courses. Using blended learning, learners can 
interact with each other in the real world while interacting with 
tools on the web, and given the uncertain future of  COVID-19, 
officials need to work on this for the next school year.
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