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ABSTRACT

Conducted as a phenomenological qualitative research, the present study aims to
explore the lived experiences of university professors and students with online classes
during the Covid-19 pandemic. The statistical population consists of all the
professors and students of the University of Kurdistan who either had taught/taken
online classes before the coronavirus outbreak or experienced them for the first time
during the pandemic. The theoretical saturation was reached after interviewing 31
students and professors. The findings suggest that, as opposed to traditional
education, online classes led to the decline and loss of various academic
opportunities, functions, and roles. According to most of the students surveyed, in
the absence of physical classes, interaction and dialog among and between both sides
(student-student, student-professor, and professor-professor) diminished
dramatically. And, they were rather replaced by a form of mechanical, one-
dimensional transfer of knowledge from a “transmitter” to a “receiver,” negatively
affecting the learning, creativity, productivity, and skills of students. According to the
professors, the rise in online classes in Iran has changed their role from “keepers of
information” to, at best, “protectors of knowledge.” Most of the professors also
believed that another unwanted outcome of the spread of online education had been
the loss of interaction and dialog among the university’s faculty members.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent decades, Iranian universities, as a social community, have faced certain
challenges leading to the frustration of those institutions in fulfilling their obligations
as places of knowledge and wisdom. Apart from all fundamental and infrastructure
problems, the social status of university in Iran, and indeed all academic communities,
are facing with unprecedented and unforeseen obstacles due to the Coronavirus crisis.
The epidemic has made the traditional teaching approach impossible, at least for the
moment, with professors and students unable to have their physical presence in
classrooms, at least until the COVID-19 crisis is under control. Instead, classrooms
have now moved to the virtual world. At this particular period, due to the global crisis,
a university is not only struggling with the advancement of knowledge but also fails to
fulfill its other functions, including its role as a social hub for academic gatherings,
close student/student and student/professor relationships, etc. In actuality, this crisis
has spread and maimed all the opportunities that the university could offer in its
traditional form, opportunities that were at least sacred for ideological and evaluative
purposes, through which exemplary students could be identified and encouraged to
move on to higher levels of knowledge, also for the generation of an academically
competitive environment. It appears that the COVID-19 outbreak has caused the
university to shed all its false skin, leaving it bear with a mechanical/virtual
mechanism, in which, even the idea of the student as a self-subsisting individual in the
role of an active learner on online platforms has been put aside, shadowed by the
COVID-19 crisis.

It further appears that the country's current higher education system follows a
model based on a superordinate-subordinate relationship between the student and the
instructor. This superordinate-subordinate relationship between students and
professors and their online behavior toward each other has given birth to various
viewpoints on the matter. In this reciprocal system existing between a student and a
professor, the latter is standing superior, in balance with his/her economic, social,
symbolic, and cultural capital he/she supervises, administers, rules, lectures, orders,
distributes, and scores; in other words the entire class revolves around the professor,
while the student does not have much capital and is, therefore, given no other choice
but to follow orders. It appears that this matter has created various viewpoints
regarding the virtual learning, a method that is professor-oriented and gives rise to
contradictory viewpoints between learners and teachers. Based on this prospect, the
current research seeks to investigate the lived experiences of students and professors
in the virtual learning environment during COVID-19.

PURPOSE

This research aims to investigate the lived experiences of professors and students in
online classrooms during the COVID-19 crisis.



METHODOLOGY

The study uses a phenomenological method to understand the problem of lived
experiences of professors and students in virtual classes that were started in the
aftermath of the Coronavirus outbreak.

FINDINGS

The analysis of the research findings categorized them under various topics such as
"interaction eradication, inadaptable atmosphere, the experience of unpleasant and
non-optional presence in online classes, the failure to internalize shared
communications, showing up to classes for the sake of grades, changing the role of a
professor in online classes; from storing information to knowledge supporters, and
inefficient and ineffective online classrooms." Each category refers to a particular part
of the research findings. The "interaction eradication" refers to the eradication of all
physical interactions and dialogues among students as a result of moving them to an
online environment. These are, instead, replaced with a kind of mechanic and
banking transaction of teaching materials from one end (the sender) to another (the
receiver). The second category refers to the unwillingness and lack of motivation
among students for the exchange of educational materials due to the transitory nature
of the virtual world; in other words, neither the students are eager to the profound
learning of materials, nor are the professors serious enough to transfer their
knowledge and understanding to the students.

In addition, due to the students' widespread interaction with electronic texts,
almost all classes are taking up a form of PowerPoint-based learning and teaching
methods. Based on the findings, the third category points to the experience of many
students who show up to their online classes merely for the sake of getting an
acceptable grades and passing the units, so they do not have to face penalties; their
presence is merely superficial, not really interested in learning the material rather
passing mandatory presence requirements. The fourth category points to the fact that
the students and professors see the online learning space as an obligatory and
unmotivated environment. On the one hand, the professors, who play the role of
information resources, see these online classes as something unwanted and transitory,
who often bring up unrelated discussions, unannounced question-answer sessions,
and protracted roll calls for the sake of wasting away the class time, on the other hand,
the students, too, are mere witnesses to the events of the class, aloof from any
constructive participation, for the sake of passing their unit's requirements. Regarding
the fifth category, some students express their intention to pass as their only desire for
showing up to online classes.

According to testimonies of these students, their only intention in showing up to
online classes is to "pass the mark and move on to higher levels of education.” In such
an environment, the goal is not to understand the material and wisdom offered but to
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give in to grading mechanisms. Regarding the next category, "changing the role of the
professor in online classrooms; from storing information to knowledge supporters,
and inefficient and ineffective online classes," the findings revealed a considerable
change in the student/professor interactions as a result of the globalization of online
classes, making room for new role models. One such transformation is the concerned
role of professors in such classrooms. In this new environment, the professors are now
the supporters and stimulators of students than the source of information; in other
words, their role has changed from transmitting masses and masses of information to
providing cooperative support for their students. In this new model, the professors are
no longer in the center of classrooms rather they are merely assistants to the students.
In a nutshell, the findings revealed that most students and professors have an
unpleasant online learning experience and believed that these sorts of classes were far
from a desirable learning environment.

CONCLUSION

The findings show that online classrooms are at a great disadvantage compared to the
traditional forms of teaching. As a result, with a change from physical to virtual, many
opportunities, functions, and roles the university previously executed are now lost or
are in decadence. According to most students, the move abolishes the physical
interaction and dialogues between the parties (student/student, student/professor,
professor/professor), replacing it with a mechanical process of transferring teaching
materials from one end (the sender) to another (the receiver); an issue that will
eventually lead to negative impacts on the students' learning process, creativity,
activity, and empowerment. The professors and instructors, too, believe that the
globalization of this form of teaching in Iran has changed its role in online classrooms,
changing from information resources to knowledge supporters. In addition, another
considerable negative impact of such classes has been the loss of interactions and
discussions among academic community (scientific activists) of the university.

Students and professors also expressed contradictory viewpoints regarding virtual
learning. Some emphasized the importance of attending such classes, while others put
more weight on carrying out assigned research projects. Some believed that the new
learning method had abolished the traditional holy and respectful aroma around
professors, while others described online classrooms as perfectly favorable for lazy
students. Students, too, expressed varying viewpoints. Some believed that the
professors had taken the new learning environment too seriously and that their strict
teaching had annoyed them; others described the online classroom environment as
dull, lifeless, and such. In the light of these contradictory viewpoints, the professors, as
superior and with great capital, who enjoyed considerable respect and a sacred status
in the traditional teaching approach, are now faced with a fall from grace, their place
and superiority declining in virtual classrooms. Such an environment limits the
professors' accessibility to their instruments of control, which they could use in



traditional forms of schooling such as (supervising exams, monitoring research
progress, and complete view of the physical class), a reality that eventually leads to the
fall from their sacred role. Although even in this education system, a professor follows
the banking model of education and, therefore, keeps his/her status to a great extent.
Still, the students express their annoyance and anger toward online classes and the
atmosphere they create. In conclusion, the students who could voice their opinions
more easily, and keep traditional classrooms from becoming dull and lifeless,
expressed their viewpoints alongside the professor's dominion over the class and
advance toward the betterment of their education. However, limitation on the
learning method is an issue that has probably failed to flourish virtual learning.

In addition, another part of the research findings was concerned with the quality
of education, both learning and teaching, in online classes compared to traditional
forms of classrooms (in-person classes). The students and instructors both were of the
opinion that neither of the two took the material and the nature of the classes
seriously. According to the findings, neither party showed any serious interest or
intention in exchanging educational material in the classroom (compared to
traditional forms of classrooms), the reason for such unwillingness is the perceived
transitory and superficiality of the virtual learning environment. In other words,
neither the students show any interest in the profound learning of the material nor the
professors are serious enough to transfer their knowledge and understanding to the
students. In addition, due to the students' widespread interaction with electronic
texts, almost all classes are taking up a form of PowerPoint-based learning and
teaching method, an issue which could eventually turn students indifferent to wisdom
and active life.

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that participating in virtual learning,
due to the country's educational system's structural defects as well as the lack of real
communication and explicit experience of class participation, has given rise to the
formation of a mechanical, behavioral, and mental model of communication between
the student and professor. This has made the students fed up with learning and also
abolished the graceful and respected status of the professor; in a way that the
professors who used to be in close contact with the students in the pre-COVID-19 era,
enjoyed a more physical form of communication with them that was more humane
than what is being offered today in virtual learning environments. In general, the
findings suggest that the use of technology in education defiles professors' holy and
respected status. Most students believe that the online classes are not a suitable
environment for learning but a place where one is obliged to attend for the sake of
passing the mark; in other words, these students sole desire for participating in these
classes was to pass the requirements for moving to a higher level.
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NOVELTY

In Iran, in order to combat the human and financial consequences of COVID-19,
universities were closed in line with global health policies, and virtual classes replaced
the traditional form of education. In Iran, the formation of virtual classes led to some
debates and criticisms from social / educational policy perspectives. The formation of
these classes has been associated with special social consequences for the main actors
of education (professors and students), so that recognizing these consequences can, to
some extent, help education policy makers in removing educational barriers and
facing to this crisis. Based on such a perspective, the present study can be the
beginning of extensive research in this field.
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