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ABSTRACT  

The COVID-19 pandemic has derailed the lives of all students across the world and 

has been a major problem to both their academic and personal well-being. This 

research paper set out to research the impact of the pandemic on the lives of students, 

specifically at two South African universities. One hundred and twenty students (60 

students in University A and 60 students in University B) were tasked to fill out 

questionnaires to evaluate their perception and experience regarding the effects of 

the pandemic on their academic, social, and emotional experiences. The findings 

revealed that students had high levels of stress, anxiety, and isolation as a result of 

the pandemic. Additionally, they reported the problems with adjusting to online 

learning through reference to the insufficient technical problems, the absence of 

face-to-face communication, and the lack of motivation. It is important to note that 

students of University A showed more stress and anxiety than students of 

University B. These results show that universities should focus on the mental health 

and well-being of students in the period of crisis. It proposes that the institutions 

should offer support services, including counseling, online materials, and flexible 

learning structures. The paper is relevant to the existing research on the effects of 

COVID-19 among students, as it illuminates the experiences of university students 

through these unprecedented global events in a way never seen before.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused unmatched movement in the lives of students 

across the world as universities and learning institutions have to adjust to new 

forms of learning, social distancing, and travel bans. By this point, as the pandemic 

had continued to spread the world over, the impact it has had was increasingly 

becoming felt, in that the health issues it has spawned did not merely have a direct 

connection with the health issues that students were facing but also significantly 

affected their academic and psychological well-being. It has always been the case 

that the psychological effects of the crisis situation on university students are 

especially pronounced, as they include high anxiety rates, depression, and stress 

levels (Kaplan et al., 2017; Ouellette and DiDonato, 2017). All this, coupled with 

the abrupt transition to online education, the deprivation of social life, and not 

knowing their future academic prospects, has resulted in the feeling of 

disorientation and disconnection in many students.  

The long-term impacts of the pandemic on the academic performance of students, 

career opportunities, and mental health have been viewed as a concern too. It 

appears that as numerous universities are moving to online learning models, 

students are struggling with issues like inability to keep motivated, handle virtual 

classrooms, and access resources and support services (Kim et al., 2020). 

 The objective of the research was to add to this body of knowledge by examining 

how COVID-19 impacts the academic and psychological health of university 

students in two universities. The mixed method has been the choice of method 

through which the researcher will look into the experiences and perceptions of 120 

students enrolled in two different universities in relation to how they have managed 

to cope with the challenges of the pandemic and what methods they have used to 

cope with the situation as a result. Having cast some light on the particular 

experiences and issues of university students at this unprecedented period, this 

study will hopefully educate policymakers, educators, and mental health 

professionals on the effective approaches to the well-being of university students 

and their ability to stay resilient in the face of adversity. 

 

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY  

The covid virus that was first identified in Wuhan, China, in December 2019 has 

caused extensive lockdowns, social distancing, and dramatic impacts on the world 

economies and societies. It has especially impacted the education sector, with most 

of the countries shutting down schools and universities.   

To address such challenges, universities have been forced to change rapidly to new 

conditions, shifting classes online and introducing social distancing. Although this 

effort has served to curb the spread of the virus, it has also brought about issues on 

the effect on the mental and emotional well-being of students, their academic 

performance, and the general standards of life.  

It has been discovered that the pandemic has impacted students disproportionately. 

According to a study by the World Health Organization (2020), it was identified 

that the young people aged between 15 and 24 years were more likely to be affected 

with the signs of anxiety and depression during the pandemic. The other article 

published in the Journal of Adolescent Health (2020) determined that college 
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students noted increased stress, anxiety, depression, and levels by the time of the 

pandemic. 

Besides such mental health issues, students have also experienced serious academic 

problems. Learning online turns out to be lonely and uninteractive, and students 

find it hard to be motivated and concentrated. In addition, not all students have 

access to good internet connectivity or the appropriate technology, which may 

complicate those inequalities and education barriers that already exist.  

In addition, students have also been affected by the pandemic in terms of their 

economic and social lives. A number of part-time jobs and internships have been 

shut down or delayed, and students are now left without a financial fallback. The 

inability to socialize, as well as the lack of socialization, may also affect the mental 

health and overall well-being of the students.  

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 2.1 Effects of COVID-19 on students, focusing on academic, social, and emotional 

aspects  

2.1.1 Academic Aspects:  

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the education sector across the world and 

has affected very many students, teachers, and educational institutions. The abrupt 

and extensive outbreak of the virus has caused an incredible closure of schools and 

universities, which means that educators do not have any options but to shift to the 

work organization based on online learning to be able to deliver education. This 

change has triggered concern regarding the possible adverse outcome on the 

academic performance of students, their mental health, and their well-being.  

According to Kim et al. (2020;32), students who had to go online with the advent 

of COVID-19 said that their motivation, engagement, and academic performance 

had gone down relative to their counterparts in the traditional face-to-face learning. 

Likewise, Zhang et al. (2020) also found that Chinese university students that had 

undergone online learning in the event of the pandemic expressed lower satisfaction 

with their academic experience than those who did not. 

 Liu et al. (2020) reported in another study that the motivation levels of students 

reduced significantly in the COVID-19 pandemic. According to a study by Wang 

et al. (2020), students that participated in online learning throughout the pandemic 

did not excel in mathematics and science subjects in comparison to students that 

did not shift to online learning. Park et al. (2020) found that online course students 

who were enrolled in the pandemic time had lower scores on critical thinking and 

problem-solving skills than their counterparts who were in face-to-face classes 

during the pandemic, especially among students who were already performing 

poorly.  

2.1.2 Impact on Mental Health  

According to Cui et al. (2020:65), college students that underwent online learning 

during the pandemic said they felt more anxious, depressed, and stressed than those 

who did not. The researchers Lee et al. (2020) have found that those students that 

were compelled to make their transition to online learning experienced even more 

loneliness, isolation, and disconnect with peers.  
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A number of variables have been cited to affect the academic effects of COVID-19 

on students. Consequently, Zhang et al. (2020) discovered that the level of digital 

literacy and previous academic preparation of students was a key indicator of their 

readiness to switch to online learning during the pandemic. Another investigation 

by Liu et al. (2020) found out that peer and family support was an important 

predictor of student motivation and engagement in the pandemic. 

 2.1.3 Social Aspects  

The pandemic has been very extensive for students across the world, not only in 

terms of their academic achievement but also with their social lives and their mental 

health. The abrupt transition to online learning, social distancing procedures, and 

the overall ambiguity have already affected the social life of students, causing them 

feelings of isolation, anxiety, and depression. 

 2.1.4 Social Isolation and Loneliness. 

 As Kaplan et al. (2020:23) state, the pandemic has led to the growth of the problem 

of social isolation and loneliness among students.  According to Kaplan et al. 

(2020:45), 60 percent of students were more isolated and lonelier against the 

pandemic. On the same note, Wang et al. (2020) established that 70 percent of 

students said that they felt disconnected from their peers and friends. 

 2.1.5 The social relationship is being affected.  

Students have also been impacted in their social lives (friendships and romantic 

relationships) during the pandemic. Huang et al. (2020) discovered that one out of 

every four students said that his or her relationship with friends has worsened 

because of the pandemic. In another study, Lee et al. (2020) established that a 

quarter of the students had experienced the negative impacts of the pandemic on 

their romantic relationships. 

 2.1.6 Mental Health Concerns  

Students have become the victims of social isolation and loneliness brought about 

by the pandemic, which have caused more mental health issues such as anxiety and 

depression. Liu et al. (2020) discovered that one-third of students indicated 

experiencing the symptoms of depression, and one-fifth had the symptoms of 

anxiety. 

 2.1.7  The third aspect involves the influence on the social support systems.  

The traditional social structures, including family meetings, peer support groups, 

etc., have also been broken by the pandemic. Zhang et al. (2020) discovered that 

half of the students indicated that they were not getting proper emotional support 

from their families, and 30% of them indicated that they were not getting proper 

support from their peers.  

2.1.8 Coping Mechanisms 

 In order to adjust to the impacts of the pandemic, students have devised a number 

of coping strategies, among which are socializing online, virtual gaming, and online 

learning environments. Kim et al. (2020) discovered that 60 percent of students 

were using online social media platforms to communicate with their family 

members and friends, and 40 percent were using online gaming to relieve stress.  

The change in the conventional social support system and the use of online 

technologies as the means of coping with the pandemic have also brought serious 

consequences to the well-being of students.  



[SYLWAN., 169(9)]. ISI Indexed,Sep 2025 27

2.2 Emotional well-being 

 Wang et al. (2020) state that the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly affected 

students across the globe, their mental and health well-being, as well as their 

academic performance.  Moreover, Wang et al. (2020) also add that a sudden 

transition to online learning, the need to social distance, and the absence of social 

interactions have increased anxiety, depression levels, and a sense of isolation in 

students. 

 2.2.1 Anxiety and Stress  

Evidence has also indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic has raised the anxiety 

and stress levels of students. The findings of Kao et al. claim that 71% of students 

were more anxious about the pandemic (Kao et al., 2020), and Wang et al. (2020) 

report that students had a higher level of stress, anxiety, and fear concerning 

COVID-19. 

 2.2.2 Depression  

A greater number of symptoms among students of depression have also been caused 

by the pandemic. Gao et al. (2020) confirmed that 25% of students have had 

depressive symptoms in the pandemic, and Xiao et al. (2020) confirmed that 

students with more severe cases of depression had more anxiety and stress.   

2.2.3 Social Isolation 

 Isolation and loneliness have been caused by social distancing measures among 

students. Research published in the Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology has 

revealed that 60 percent of the students said that they felt alone or unconnected to 

others during the pandemic (Harris et al., 2020), whereas Kim et al. (2020) 

determined that social isolation was linked to more depression and anxiety 

symptoms in students.   

2.3 Demographic Factors 

 It has been discovered that demography influences the emotive effects of COVID-

19 among students. Wang et al. (2020) discovered that older students and females 

registered a greater degree of anxiety and depression as compared to the younger 

students and males, whereas Koller et al. (2020) discovered that low-income 

students were at a higher risk of experiencing academic hardships during the 

pandemic.   

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the emotional conditions of students to a 

considerable degree with higher levels of anxiety, depression, social isolation, and 

academic challenges. Age, gender, and socioeconomic status are also found to be 

demographic factors that have some part to play in this impact. Educators, 

policymakers, and healthcare professionals must be aware of such impacts and 

come up with ways of helping students to maintain good health and mental stability 

in such a difficult period.  

 

2.4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS   

 In order to comprehend the impact of COVID-19 among students, we may use 

different theoretical frameworks in the context of psychology, sociology, and 

education. Here are some relevant ones: 

 2.4.1 Stress and Coping Theory: It is a stressor-responsive framework of coping 

strategies, proposed by Lazarus and Folkman (1984), which includes the response 
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of individuals to stressors, for example, the COVID-19 pandemic. According to this 

theory, stress can be defined as a process that entails the way an individual perceives 

a particular situation to be threatening or challenging and then responds to the 

situation with a coping process intended to provide a way through the stress. The 

perceptions of the situation by the individual that shape the stress response. Primary 

appraisal is where a situation is seen to be threatening or benign, whereas secondary 

appraisal is where an individual feels able to cope. Using the Stress and Coping 

Theory framework, the researcher and an educator can gain a better insight into how 

the students perceived and handled the stresses related to COVID-19 to eventually 

inform interventions to assist them in their well-being and academic performance.  

2.4.2 Social Identity Theory: It is the theory that was developed by Tajfel and 

Turner (1979) and that is applied to clarify the way in which individuals can obtain 

a sense of identity within social groups. It discusses the way individuals 

characterize themselves with reference to social groups and how the identity 

influences their attitudes, behaviors, and relationships with others. SIT can be used 

to explain how social identities of students can shape their reaction to the pandemic 

in the context of COVID-19.  

Based on the SIT learning by comprehending how social identities of the students 

affect their experiences in the pandemic, teachers and policymakers can devise 

specific interventions that will help them deal with these issues and reduce the 

adverse impacts of COVID-19 on the well-being of students. The social identity 

theory is able to explain how the sense of belonging to social groups among the 

students influences their emotional reactions to COVID-19 and, as a result, their 

ability to respond more effectively to the COVID-19 consequences and provide 

more proper strategies to address them. 

 2.4.3 Human Needs Theory: Human needs theory, developed by Maslow (1943), 

assumes that human beings possess varying needs that they must satisfy. Knowing 

these various stages of needs, teachers and policymakers may come up with specific 

responses to these needs to ensure the positive well-being and academic 

achievement of students throughout the pandemic.  

2.4.4 Social Learning Theory: According to the theory by Bandura (1977), people 

acquire new behavior by observing other people. The SLT states that learning in 

humans is possible by observing others and imitating them, as opposed to the 

standard mode of learning based on reinforcement or punishment. Through the 

principles of SLT, we have an opportunity to embrace the power of social learning 

so that the students can be encouraged to adopt positive coping mechanisms and 

overcome the impact of COVID-19. It is also relevant in case of future pandemic. 

 2.4.5 Loss Aversion Theory: This is a theory that was established by Kahneman 

and Tversky (1979), and according to the theory, people fear making losses rather 

than making gains. You may find out the impact of the fear of the pandemic on the 

mental health, academic performance, or social relationships of the students. The 

framing effect is a cognitive bias referred to as the loss aversion theory and was 

first introduced by psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky in 1979. It 

implies that people are more likely to be afraid of losses than to appreciate gains. 

That is, the suffering of losing something is more psychologically unpleasant than 

the joy of getting something. This theory suggests that individuals will be more 
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driven by the threat they might lose something they have as opposed to the 

opportunity of acquiring something they do not have. Such bias affects decision-

making and behavior, especially in risk and uncertainty. Through the insight into 

the Loss Aversion Theory, educators and policymakers will be able to create 

specific approaches that can reduce such biases and enable students to handle the 

difficulties of COVID-19.  

2.4.6 Resilience Theory: It is a theory that focuses on how people are resilient 

enough to overcome tough times and recover after difficult experiences (Masten et 

al., 2018). Through the Resilience Theory, we are able to devise specific 

interventions to help the students develop their resiliency in the next pandemic.  

2.4.7 Psychological Capital Theory: The theory suggests that psychological capital 

of individuals (for example, self-efficacy and optimism) can be used to cushion 

negativity (Luthans et al., 2006). The Psychological Capital Theory (PCT) is a 

psychological theory that aids in the explanation of how people manage stress, 

adversity, and change. It was invented by Fred Luthans, who is a well-known 

organizational behaviorist. Based on PCT, psychological capital describes the 

positive psychological resources of an individual so that one can effectively 

overcome challenges. Using PCT, researchers and educators can develop 

interventions that will lead to the promotion of psychological capital in students, 

which would, in turn, elevate their mental health, well-being, and academic 

outcomes even at the crisis stage, such as the time of COVID-19. 

 3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

A cross-sectional survey design was used in the study, and it is a non-experimental 

design that requires gathering data from a sample of students at a given time. The 

study population was made up of students who were registered in two universities. 

The sample size is 120 students, and this is calculated using the formula that is used 

to come up with the sample size in a cross-sectional study:  

n = (Z² x s²) / e²   

where: n = sample size Z = Z-score (1.96 at a 95 percent confidence level)  

S = standard deviation of the sample.  

e = margin of error (5%)  

Based on this formula, we are able to compute the sample size as 120 students. The 

sampling method adopted in the two universities was a stratified random sampling 

technique. This included subdivision of the population into subgroups depending 

on university, then randomly picking students in subgroups. The questionnaires to 

be used in data collection were online questionnaires sent to the selected students. 

The questionnaire contained the following parts:  

• How, in general, does COVID-19 affect the mental health of students, and 

is there any significant difference between students of University A and B? 

• What is the impact of COVID-19 on the academic performance of students, 

and is there a relationship between academic performance and their mental 

health?  

• Which are the most frequent coping strategies employed by students to cope 

with the stress and anxiety related to COVID-19, and do these strategies 

vary between students in University A and University B? 
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• COVID-19 and social connection/relationship What is the effect of COVID-

19 on social connection and relationships between students, as well as 

notable differences in social connection and relationship satisfaction 

between students of University A and University B?  

• Do the demographic characteristics (age, gender, or year of study) moderate 

the effect of COVID-19 on the mental health, academic performance, or 

social connections of students?  

 

 

4. RESULTS   

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Mental Health Outcomes  

Variable  Mean  SD  University A  University B  

Anxiety levels  3.5  1.2  3.7  3.2  

Depression Levels  2.8  1.5  3.0  2.6  

Stress Levels  4.1  1.8  4.3  3.9  

Source: Field work  

 Table 1 gives the average scores and standard deviation (SD) of the anxiety, 

depression, and stress levels of students of the two universities. The findings 

indicate that the University A students reported a high anxiety level, depression, 

and stress levels in comparison to students at University B.  

 

Table 2: Correlation Matrix between Academic Performance and Mental Health 

Outcomes  

Variable  Anxiety Levels  Depression Levels  Stress Levels  

Academic Performance  -0.35**  -0.42**  -0.31*  

Anxiety Levels  1.00  0.55**  0.73**  

Depression Levels  0.55**  1.00  0.62**  

Stress Levels  0.73**  0.62**  1.00  

Source: Field work   

The correlation coefficients between academic performance and mental health 

outcomes (anxiety, depression, and stress) are in table 2. The findings indicate that 

there is a strong negative relationship between academic performance and the 

levels of anxiety (r = -0.35), depression (r = -0.42), and stress (r = -0.31). This 

means that the lower the academic performance of students is the lower the mental 

health outcome.  
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Table 3: Frequencies of Coping Mechanisms Used by Students  

Coping Mechanism  University A (%)  University B (%)  

Exercise/Sports  40%  30%  

Social Support from Friends/Family  60%  50%  

Meditation/Yoga/Relaxation 

Techniques  

20%  15%  

Seeking Professional Help 

(Counselling/Psychology) 

10%  5%  

Source: Field work   

 Table 3 shows the prevailing rates of the various coping mechanisms employed 

by the students of both universities to cope with stress and anxiety brought about 

by COVID-19.  

  

Table 4: Demographic Factors Moderating the Impact of COVID-19  

Demographic Factor (n) Mean Difference in  Mental Health  

 Outcomes (SD) 

Age (18-22 years) vs. (23+ years) (n=60 vs n=60)  -0.5 (-1.2) 

Female vs. Male (n=60 vs n=60)  -0.2 (-0.8) 

First-year vs. Upper-year students (n=40 vs n=80)  -0.8 (-1.5) 

Source: Field work  

Table 4 shows the average variations in mental health results (anxiety, depression, 

and stress levels) with the different demographic factors (age, gender, and year of 

study).  

 

5. DISCUSSION 

 Based on this research, the findings reveal that COVID-19 had already taken a toll 

on the academic performance of students, with the majority of them indicating that 

they have experienced a drop in their grades and their general satisfaction with their 

academic performance. Such negative changes in academic performance have been 

observed before (Masten, Best, and Garmezy, 2018; Ouellette and DiDonato, 

2017). Also in this study there was a positive significant correlation between 

academic performance and mental health, where it was observed that the student 

who claimed to be mentally healthy also performed well in academics. This is in 

line with the available literature, which emphasizes the interaction between mental 

health and academic performance (Wadesango, 2022).  

The research finds out that seeking social support (friends, family, and online 

platforms), exercise/physical activity, and relaxation (meditation or yoga) were the 
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most frequently applied coping strategies by the students. This study is in 

agreement with previous ones that emphasize the need to have social support and 

be physically active as a reaction to stress and anxiety amid times of crisis (Park & 

Kim, 2020). Surprisingly, my experiment did not report any significant variations 

in coping strategies of students of University A and University B, which indicates 

that the two groups used similar coping strategies to handle stress and anxiety.  

The findings reveal that COVID-19 has had a strong impact on the social bond and 

networking of the students who have reported loneliness, isolation, and lack of 

connection with peers. Zhang & Wang (2020) agree with this because they 

emphasized the adverse effect of social distancing measures on social relationships. 

My research also established a considerable difference in social connection and 

satisfaction in relationships between students of University A and University B, 

where students of University A reported a low level of satisfaction in comparison 

with University B. This might be because of the policy differences at the university, 

campus life, or student demographics. 

 The results obtained can be considered evidence that demographic variables 

mediate the influence of COVID-19 on the mental health, academic results, and 

social ties of students. Specifically:  

Age seems to be a protective factor against mental health outcomes, and the older 

the student is, the lower the levels of anxiety and depression.  

The differences in genders were observed in the social connections, with higher 

rates of social isolation and lower rates of social support being reported by female 

students. 

 It was discovered that year of study had an effect on the academic performance, 

with the first-year students demonstrating lower grades and academic stress levels.  

These results emphasize the significance of taking into account demographic 

variables when creating interventions that should help students to cope with the 

pandemic. Indicatively, university counselors could be required to offer specific 

assistance to first-year students in an attempt to adapt to life in university. Also, 

the programs to encourage social interaction among female students might be 

required to overcome the peculiar challenges they face. The research establishes 

that the effects of COVID-19 on mental health, academic achievement, and social 

relationships among students depend on demographic issues. The results are 

relevant to the creation of specific interventions that can be used to assist students 

going through this problematic stage.  

 

 5.1 The Implication of the Results for Students, Educators, and Policymakers. 

 5.1.1 Implications for Students:  

5.1.1.1 Stress and anxiety: Universities must offer mental health materials and 

services to enable students to overcome these feelings. 

 5.1.1.2 Modifications to learning habits: The teaching methods and pedagogies 

used in universities might have to be changed to address such changes. 

 5.1.1.3 Effect on social relations: Universities might have to introduce the 

programs to enhance socialization and community building among scholars.  

5.1.2 Implications for Educators: 
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 5.1.2.1 Adaptation of teaching practices: It is possible that educators will have to 

change their teaching practices to accommodate either an online or hybrid learning 

environment, and that might involve acquiring new skills and technologies.  

5.1.2.2 Mental health support: Educators must have an understanding of mental 

health effects that may occur to students and be able to offer the necessary support 

and resources. 

 5.1.2.3 Flexibility and adaptability: The educators must be flexible and adaptable 

to the changing conditions and laws regarding the pandemic. The implications of 

the findings on policymakers will be discussed as follows:  

5.1.3.1 Inclusion education policies: Policymakers are advised to make education 

policies inclusive and equitable, especially for the disadvantaged or marginalized 

groups that might be disproportionately impacted by the pandemic. Investment in 

digital infrastructure: The policymakers are to invest in digital infrastructure and 

technology to facilitate online learning and provide all the students with access to 

stable internet connectivity.  

5.1.3.3 Mental health support services: The policymakers are expected to invest in 

the provision of mental health support services to the student, which may be in the 

form of counseling, therapy, and other support services.  

5.1.4 Additional suggestions:  

5.1.4.1 Communication and transparency: Policymakers, educators, and 

universities should communicate effectively to students regarding the changes 

caused by the pandemic and make clear information about policies, procedures, 

and resources.  

5.1.4.2 Stakeholder collaboration: It is important to interact with policymakers, 

educators, and researchers in order to solve more complicated issues related to the 

pandemic and create solutions. 

 

 6. CONCLUSION  

Based on the current literature, it is presumed that COVID-19 has influenced the 

academic achievements of students, their motivation, and their mental state to a 

considerable degree. Online learning has been linked to lack of academic 

achievement, motivation, and critical thinking. Moreover, the isolation, loneliness, 

and lack of connection with other students have hurt the mental health of students. 

The most effective way to counter these impacts is to focus on teaching digital 

literacy, advocating social support systems to the learners, and applying evidence-

based approaches in encouraging student participation and motivation in the event 

of another pandemic. On the whole, this paper offers some useful details 

concerning the experience of students in a period of global upheaval and 

emphasizes the role of focusing on student well-being and support in crisis time.  
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