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Abstract

Background: The purpose of this study was to investigate the knowledge and attitudes of students at
Gonabad University of Medical Sciences towards virtual teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic in
the second semester of the academic year 2020-21.

Methods: This cross-sectional analytical study involved 146 students from Gonabad University of
Medical Sciences. Data collection tools included a demographic information form, a knowledge
assessment questionnaire, and Mishra’s attitude towards virtual education scale. Data were analyzed
using SPSS software and descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) and analytical tests
(Mann-Whitney, Kruskal-Wallis and, Spearman's correlation coefficient).

Findings: The mean score of students' knowledge and attitudes towards virtual education was 8.96+3.3
and 31.45+11.52, respectively. There was a significant difference in attitude based on gender and field
of study, while no significant difference was found in these variables regarding knowledge.
Additionally, there was no significant difference in knowledge and attitude based on degree .
Conclusion: Given the low level of knowledge and positive attitudes of students towards virtual
education, it is suggested to design educational programs such as workshops to improve awareness and
the ability to use virtual education as an effective educational tool. Until the end of the pandemic and
return to normal conditions, the use of this educational method should continue.
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Investigating the Knowledge and attitude of the Students of Gonabad
University of Medical Sciences towards virtual teaching in COVID-19
conditions

Background and Purpose: The emergence of the COVID-19 disease has brought about a new
lifestyle for people worldwide, with widespread lockdowns imposed across the globe.
However, the transformation it has induced in the field of education has been particularly
notable. The changes and developments it has spurred have necessitated the widespread use of
virtual space and internet infrastructure for e-learning, aiming to achieve the expected
educational objectives. Unlike traditional face-to-face classroom instruction, e-learning offers
readily accessible resources, facilitating tasks such as content validation and accuracy checks.
While several advantages have been attributed to this educational method, such as enhanced
educational flexibility and student-centered learning, improved communication between
professors and students through daily interactions, and enhanced learning through social
interactions within online networks, such as group discussions and information dissemination,
other studies have highlighted challenges and drawbacks. These include the time-consuming
and costly nature of program preparation, reliance on internet connectivity, technical and
financial support issues for program preparation and implementation, lack of managerial and
supervisory skills, limitations in technology and communication infrastructure, mismatch
between provided content and existing needs, restrictions on social communication skills, and
lower quality of learning. Additionally, the underutilization of trained professors in the field of
virtual education has been noted.

The abrupt transition of teachers from traditional education to virtual education in the programs
of the second semester of the academic year 2019-2020 and subsequently in the first semester
of the academic year 2020-2021 brought forth numerous challenges and opportunities. These
challenges were predominantly evident in the insufficient preparation of professors and the
lack of suitable infrastructure for the e-learning program. Despite the benefits of virtual
education, the successful implementation of this educational method depends on factors such
as students' attitudes and their grasp of using this educational approach. Therefore, this study
was conducted with the aim of investigating the knowledge and attitudes of Gonabad
University of Medical Sciences students towards virtual teaching amidst the COVID-19
conditions in the second semester of the 2020-2021 academic year.

Materials and Methods: This cross-sectional analytical study was conducted on 146 students
of Gonabad University of Medical Sciences. The participants were selected through stratified
random sampling as follows: First, different faculties of the university (nursing, health,
medicine, and paramedicine) were considered as classes, and then, based on the number of
students enrolled in each faculty and with the assistance of their list of names (as a sampling
frame), a certain number of students from each faculty were selected using a simple random
method to achieve the desired sample size. Students were informed about the study and its
objectives. Any student who did not wish to participate in the study had the option to withdraw
without any restrictions. Electronically designed questionnaires were provided to the students,
and the required information was collected. The data collection tool included a personal profile
form, a knowledge assessment questionnaire, and a questionnaire to assess Mishra's attitude
towards virtual education. Data analysis was performed using SPSS software, along with
appropriate statistical tests.
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Results: The average age of the study subjects was 21.55 + 3.2 years, and their gender
composition included 37% boys and 63% girls. Health comprised 24.7%, nursing-midwifery
28.8%, and other fields accounted for 21.9%, respectively. Additionally, participants from
different semesters were included in this study, with 31.5% from the second semester, 30.1%
from the fourth semester, 23.3% from the sixth semester, and 15.1% from the eighth semester.
The mean scores of students' knowledge and attitudes towards virtual education were 8.96 +
3.3 and 31.45 + 11.52, respectively. There was a significant relationship between attitude,
gender, and academic field, while no significant relationship was found between these variables
and knowledge. Furthermore, there was no significant relationship between knowledge and
attitude with educational level.

Conclusion: The results of this study indicate a low level of students' knowledge about
teaching using the virtual education method, which may be attributed to the lack of suitable
infrastructures and professors' familiarity with virtual education technology. Consequently, its
presentation may be incomplete, leading to inadequate student knowledge, particularly among
students in lower semesters, regarding computers and the internet. Furthermore, although the
general attitude towards virtual education in this study was positive, negative opinions were
also expressed, highlighting both the negative and positive aspects of this method. While the
flexibility of virtual education allows teaching at any time and place, it eliminates the
opportunity for classroom discussions, potentially leading to isolation in the virtual
environment. Additionally, negative attitudes towards the internet, among other negative
aspects of this method, may contribute to these negative opinions. Considering the low level
of knowledge and the positive attitude of Gonabad University of Medical Sciences students
towards virtual education, it is recommended to design educational programs such as
workshops to increase awareness and enhance the ability to use virtual education as an effective
educational tool. Until the end of the pandemic and a return to normal conditions, this
educational method is likely to continue to be used.

Keywords: knowledge, attitude, covid-19, students, medical sciences
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