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Opinion

The Impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have been far
reaching, with countries worldwide introducing measures
to restrict social congregation. The public were advised to
work from home where possible and to limit travel [1]. Social
restrictions included the closure of schools and universities,
as well as many physical premsis of employment. As well
as closing their physical locations, universities moved to
remote teaching to continue providing education to students.
However, much of the body of research within the area
provides evidence of detrimental impacts upon this vital
and necessary strategy upon the psychological well-being of
students.

Among the commonly reported psychological responses
to the pandemic are increased levels of anxiety, stress,
and depression [2]. The number of people reported to
experience anxiety disorder in the UK during the pandemic
has doubled [3]. These findings are not mutually exclusive
to the UK, similar trends have been reported worldwide [4],
for example, Germany [5], France [6], Bangladesh [7], China
[8], Poland [9], and Spain [10] amongst other countries.
Across all reports, it has been widely acknowledged that
social restrictions have been causal of psychological impacts
[11,12].

The focus of this opinion article is upon the psychological
responses of university students, as a consequence of
mitigation strategies undertaken by academic institutions
due to the pandemic. Studies in the area have reported
that although some students have responded to changes
in educational strategies with resilience [13], many have
reported detrimental impacts to their mental health [14]. It
is likely that the closure of university campuses has led to
feelings of uncertainty and anxiety for many students [15].
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Specifically, research has widely reported that students have
struggled to maintain motivation and engagement following
the transition to remote learning [16]. Another commonly
reported consequence is a decline in academic performance
[17]. Across the globe, worldwide trends have consistently
reported the increasein psychological responses of; increased
stress levels, anxiety, and depression amongst university
students [18,19]. Interestingly, the correlation between
increased anxiety, and declining academic performance is
noted [20].

These reported trends are not specific to the UK, a
number of worldwide studies have also reported similar
trends at international institutions [21-23]. All the studies
mentioned here report a significant increase in depression
and anxiety levels experienced by undergraduate students
as the has pandemic progressed. The study undertaken by
Debowska, et al. correlates these increases in anxiety and
depression with social isolation and lack of integration
due to remote learning and campus closures. Research
further purports that these aspects have also exacerbated
pre-existing mental health conditions amongst university
students [24]. Additionally, levels of anxiety have been
reported to have increased for students who have had little
to no prior experience with distance learning [25], and for
those experiencing equipment problems such as reliable
internet access, availability of webcams and/or computers
[26]. Added to these challenges is the case of international
students who have faced increasedlevels of stress inreturning
to their home countries and continue their university studies
online [27].

Across the board, students have reported feeling socially
isolated from peers and lecturers [28]. The impact of the
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pandemic has been greatly felt by first year students, many
whom feel that they have missed out on the experience of
being able to form bonds and establish new friendships with
classmates as well as the overall ‘university experience’. It is
these reductions in social interaction coupled with feelings
of loneliness which are associated with declines in student
mental health [29,30]. These reports are not surprising given
that critical social dimensions for student’s psychological
wellbeing include interaction, friendship, social support, and
co-studying. Social isolation can lead to elevated anxiety and
symptoms of depression [31,32]. which also has a knock-on
effect on academic performance. This is as when students
are socially engaged with peers, they are more likely to be
motivated with their studies [33].

Theresearchreported on within this article highlights the
urgent need for strategies to support students’ psychological
well-being, considering this several recommendations are
made:

e Establish methods of social contact amongst students
such; as chatbots, virtual check ins etc.

e Reduce the disruption to learning as far as possible by
providing programme details, likely return dates etc.

e Provision of mental health and support services.

e Outreach to students who require extra support in their
studies.

e Implementing online programmes to promote the
mental wellbeing of students.

e Provide opportunities for students to connect with their
peers.

In the forthcoming edited collection “The Impact of
Covid-19 on Teaching and Learning in Higher Education”,
available via Nova Science Publishers, international scholars
offer numerous strategies in supporting students during
these challenging times: https://novapublishers.com/
shop/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-teaching-and-learning-in-
higher-education/
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