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ABSTRACT

The present study was designed to identify and rank the harms caused by the physical
absence of the teacher in the virtual education of elementary learners in Tehran. In
terms of its research approach, this study is mixed and exploratory. Consequently, the
research approach combines qualitative and quantitative (mixed) methods, utilizing
appropriate qualitative methods, including the grounded theory method, to extract the
components and research metrics, and quantitative methods to confirm the
measurement and conceptual models. The statistical population for the qualitative
section included all principals, assistants, elementary school teachers, and staff in
District 18 of Tehran. Using a purposive sampling method, 12 experts and specialists
in elementary virtual education were selected based on their specific knowledge of
the research subject. In the quantitative section, the statistical population consisted of
all principals, assistants, and teachers of elementary schools in District 18 of Tehran
during the 2021-2022 academic year, numbering approximately 700 people. Based on
Cochran's formula and a stratified-relative sampling method, the sample size was
determined to be 248 individuals. After going through the process of coding,
categorization, and developing the grounded theory model (i.e., the research model),
a questionnaire was designed based on the obtained model. To finalize the conceptual
research model and determine the components, conditions, and consequences of the
harms caused by the teacher's physical absence in virtual education for managers, and
to determine the coefficients of each, validation was performed using the Delphi
method. The results in the qualitative section showed that in the cognitive domain, the
dimensions were individual, social, and skill-based. In the skill competencies domain,
the dimensions were electronic, attitudinal, and skill-based. For the attitudinal
domain, the dimensions were attention/accuracy, ability, and interactive-emotional.
In the challenges domain, the dimensions were electronic, financial, measurement
(assessment), and behavioral. In the solutions domain, the dimensions were
innovative, educational, interactive, managerial, and organizational. The quantitative
section also showed that cognitive characteristics (knowledge, thinking skills, etc.)
were confirmed at a level higher than the average (mean of 3).
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The advent of information and communication technology has
significantly disrupted the education sector, paving the way for novel
forms of learning. In this new landscape, learning is not an individual
process but involves groups, communities, and networks. Knowledge
is not a static goal to be achieved but a dynamic entity that requires
continuous creation, acquisition, expansion, and refinement. The
effective integration of any technology into the educational system
necessitates a deep understanding of its characteristics, capabilities, and
underlying philosophical and pedagogical foundations, as technology
can profoundly influence methods of thinking and learning (Rezaei,
2016: 45). Siemens (2005, 2006) argues that global and social changes
have moved us from the industrial age into the digital era, demanding a
fundamental transformation in education.

While various studies have been conducted on virtual learning in
recent years, unresolved educational challenges such as instructional
quality, high academic failure rates, and effective assessment and
feedback persist. As Stanley (2015) notes, despite the rapid growth of
virtual learning offerings, our understanding of effective learning
experiences remains limited. Research indicates that multiple factors
influence the success of these educational programs, and a systemic
understanding of these factors can help identify the challenges facing
virtual learning. One of the most significant challenges is the interaction
between teacher and students. Virtual education must be designed to
allow individuals to fully immerse themselves in the experience, which
is not achieved through one-way transmission of information. Effective
interaction creates a unique learning world where meaning is co-
constructed bilaterally. This occurs when the teacher fosters, monitors,
and guides active two-way interaction, leading to remarkable learning
outcomes. Interaction has always been crucial in the teaching-learning
experience, holding particular value in distance education (Wang, 2013:
30).

A key issue in virtual education is the lack of effective interaction
between teachers and students. In this regard, Dagiene, Rutkauskiene,
& Gudoniene (2015) found that one of the most significant
disadvantages of virtual learning is the absence of direct contact with
the teacher. Learners reported having almost no direct interaction with
the teacher in virtual settings; sometimes, students had to spend
considerable time to get their questions answered, whereas in face-to-
face education, responses are received immediately. Another critical
issue is academic engagement—the effort learners invest in goal-
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oriented educational activities to directly contribute to achieving
favorable outcomes. Engagement refers to the degree of a learner's
participation or commitment to a learning activity or goal (Baker &
Frederick, 2014: 62), which is often compromised in virtual education.
Assessment of learners presents another major challenge. As teachers
become more familiar with the context and nature of virtual learning,
they realize that conventional assessment methods, such as tests
effective in physical classrooms, are not as effective in virtual learning
environments.

The COVID-19 pandemic thrust education into a new and
unprecedented phase, creating numerous upheavals. The forced closure
of educational institutions and the shift to non-attendance education
from the second half of the 2019-2020 academic year and its
continuation into the 2020-2021 academic year delivered a significant
shock to teachers, learners, and parents, confronting them with many
challenges. Virtual learning was a completely nascent experience in
Iranian elementary schools. Among the most critical problems of this
method were the lack of adequate technological infrastructure in the
country and teachers' unfamiliarity with virtual teaching methods.
These issues, alongside other challenges like the inability to establish
effective teacher-learner interaction, decreased academic engagement
and learner responsibility, and assessment-related problems,
exacerbated the harms stemming from the physical absence of the
teacher. All these issues stem from the teacher's pivotal role in schools,
a role even more critical at the elementary level due to the specific
characteristics and needs of learners in this stage.

Research Question(s)

This research was guided by the following primary questions:

1.What are the harms caused by the physical absence of the teacher in
the virtual education of elementary school students in Tehran?

2. What is the priority ranking of the harms resulting from the physical
absence of the teacher in the virtual education of elementary school
students?

Literature Review

The literature highlights several critical areas affected by the shift to
virtual learning. Student engagement, defined as the quality of effort
students devote to educationally purposeful activities (Baker &
Frederick, 2014), is often lower in virtual settings. The absence of
direct, face-to-face interaction is frequently cited as a significant
drawback, leading to delays in feedback and a sense of isolation
(Dagiene et al.,, 2015). Furthermore, assessing student learning
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authentically poses a considerable challenge, as traditional methods are
less effective online, and academic dishonesty may increase.

The teacher's role is paramount. Wang (2013) emphasizes that
effective interaction, which is essential for creating a meaningful
learning environment, must be actively fostered and guided by the
teacher. The physical presence of a teacher provides unique emotional
support and facilitates immediate, non-verbal feedback through body
language, which is largely absent in virtual spaces. In Iran, the sudden
transition to virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic exposed
systemic issues, including inadequate infrastructure (e.g., the "SHAD"
application platform) and a lack of teacher preparedness (Ahmadi,
2022; Javid, 2021; Ghadiri & Shokri, 2021). Studies like those by
PourEsmaeil & Ardalan (2021) and Varese (2021) have begun to
explore the specific pathologies and necessary support structures for
virtual education, particularly highlighting the need for professional
development for teachers to effectively navigate online teaching
environments. International research, such as that by Keefe (2021) and
Song et al. (2020), corroborates these findings, stressing the importance
of digital competence and structured support for both teachers and
students, especially those with special needs (Stenhoff et al., 2020).

Methodology

This study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design. The
qualitative phase utilized a grounded theory approach to extract the core
components and constructs of the research. The statistical population
for the qualitative section included all principals, assistants, elementary
school teachers, and staff in Tehran's District 18. Using purposive
sampling, 15 experts and specialists in elementary virtual education
were selected based on their specific knowledge of the research topic.
The quantitative phase aimed to confirm the measurement models and
test the conceptual model. The statistical population consisted of all
principals, assistants, and teachers of elementary schools in District 18
of Tehran during the 2021-2022 academic year (N = 700). Using
Cochran's formula and stratified relative sampling, a sample size of 248
was determined.

Data collection in the qualitative phase involved participatory
observation and structured interviews. Following the analysis of
qualitative data, a questionnaire with 171 items was developed based
on the categories derived from the qualitative phase. The questionnaire
used a 5-point Likert scale (from 5="Very High" to 1="Very Low") and
was divided into demographic variables and items related to the
research topic. Content validity was confirmed by experts, and
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reliability was assessed using Cronbach's Alpha, which yielded a value
above 0.7, indicating acceptable reliability.

Results

The qualitative findings identified harms across several core domains:
*Cognitive Domain: Comprising individual, social, and skill
dimensions.
Skill Competencies Domain: Comprising electronic, attitudinal,
and skill dimensions.
«Attitudinal Skills Domain: Comprising attention/accuracy, ability,
and interactive-emotional dimensions.
*Challenges  Domain:  Comprising  electronic,  financial,
measurement (assessment), and behavioral dimensions.
Solutions Domain: Comprising innovative, educational, interactive,
managerial, and organizational dimensions.
Quantitative analysis using one-sample t-tests confirmed that all
identified domains (cognitive characteristics, skill competencies,
attitudinal skills, challenges) were significantly above the average
level (mean=3) (p < 0.05). Friedman test results provided a priority
ranking for the sub-dimensions within each domain:
*Cognitive Domain: Individual dimension was the highest priority,
followed by skill and social dimensions.
«Skill Competencies Domain: Electronic dimension was the highest
priority, followed by skill and attitudinal dimensions.
Attitudinal Skills Domain: Interactive-Emotional dimension was
the highest priority, followed by Attention/Accuracy and Ability
dimensions.
«Challenges Domain: Behavioral dimension was the highest priority,
followed by Measurement, Electronic, and Financial dimensions.
*Solutions Domain: Organizational solutions were the highest
priority, followed by Managerial, Educational, Innovative, and
finally Interactive solutions.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the physical absence of the teacher in virtual
education poses multi-faceted harms to elementary students, spanning
cognitive, skill-based, attitudinal, and behavioral domains. The most
pressing challenges are behavioral, related to classroom management,
motivation, and the lack of face-to-face connection. The findings
underscore the irreplaceable role of the teacher's physical presence in
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fostering a supportive, interactive, and engaging learning environment,
particularly for young learners.

To mitigate these harms, a systemic approach is recommended.
Prioritized solutions include implementing organizational and
managerial strategies, such as providing better infrastructure and
structured support systems. At the teacher level, comprehensive
professional development is crucial, focusing on digital literacy,
content creation, innovative online teaching methods, and fostering a
positive and empathetic attitude towards students in the virtual space.
Engaging students through challenging activities and providing simple,
conceptual feedback can help address cognitive and skill-related harms.
Future research should explore these issues in other educational
contexts and further investigate strategies to enhance teacher-student
interaction in virtual environments.
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