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ABSTRACT
Objective The advent of the COVID- 19 pandemic has 
caused a drastic impact on students’ life, causing physical 
and emotional sufferings. Considering the relevance of 
unprecedented conditions, we explored perceptions and 
attitudes of students towards their academic life and well- 
being amid the COVID- 19 pandemic.
Setting We conducted an exploratory qualitative study 
using a purposive sampling approach conducted at 
a single- centre private nursing institution in Karachi, 
Pakistan.
Participants The current study used in- depth interviews 
with female university students. Study data were analysed 
manually using the thematic analysis approach.
Primary outcome The primary outcome is to explore 
perception of students on academic life and well- being 
amidst the COVID- 19 pandemic.
Results A total of 10 in- depth interviews were conducted 
between August and September 2020. Four overarching 
themes were identified: (1) impact of COVID- 19 on 
students’ well- being; (2) effect of COVID- 19 on students’ 
academic life; (3) current coping mechanisms adopted by 
students and (4) recommendations to address students’ 
concerns. The pandemic- related stressors served as a 
major impediment on students’ motivation, concentration 
span and socioeconomic conditions which negatively 
influenced their well- being and academic life. However, 
students have adopted diverse coping mechanisms to 
combat unstable circumstances that include connecting 
with family and relatives, indulging in diverse activities, 
and getting academic support from faculty, senior 
students, and university administration. Students also 
recommended the need for arranging online mental health 
services, integrating e- learning mediums in existing 
academia, and constant efforts by the government to 
address electricity and internet connectivity issues to 
promote virtual learning.
Conclusion University students have been struck hard 
due to rapid pandemic- related transitions in their life. The 
study finding served as the potential guide for educational 
institutions and government officials to employ appropriate 
psychological interventions and provide infrastructure 
and technical facilities to provide support with their 
academic journey and overcoming the ongoing pandemic 
repercussions.

BACKGROUND
The COVID- 19 pandemic presents a substan-
tial public health challenge across the world, 
affecting all national and international coun-
tries and territories. To combat this disease, 
government officials and public health experts 
have implemented lockdown and social 
distancing measures that have led to closures 
of all public activities.1 The pandemic has 
heavily hit the educational system, disturbing 
the lives of many students around the globe.2 
There is a paradigm shift in the learning 
medium from on- site to online learning, 
which has caused hurdles for both learners 
and educators/facilitators.2 Due to this rapid 
transition, students are facing major disrup-
tions in teaching–learning methods, assess-
ment pattern and communication channel 
that have enhanced students’ workload and 
inflicted detrimental consequences on their 
health.3

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY
 ⇒ This study provides in- depth exploration of stu-
dents’ perception of their academic situation and 
their well- being during the COVID- 19 pandemic.

 ⇒ A well- established qualitative thematic analysis ap-
proach is used to understand in depth students’ per-
ception towards their academic life and well- being.

 ⇒ A limitation of this study is that in- depth interviews 
were taken from 10 (n=10) participants, though a 
small sample size does not detract us from captur-
ing the important findings.

 ⇒ The researchers did not have the chance to build 
rapport with the students or obtain non- verbal cues 
during interviews as all the interviews were con-
ducted virtually given the risk of contracting the 
virus and maintaining adequate social distancing.

 ⇒ The results of the current study can be used as ex-
ploratory rather than definitive, as we have selected 
students from a single institution. Hence, it would be 
good to select participants from diverse institutes.
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A study also highlighted that students who were 
confined at home have undergone mental and 
emotional distress as there is lack of daily routine and 
physical activity, and limited social interaction to engage 
them productively, which may have resulted in a feeling 
of worthlessness, boredom and agitation.4 5 Adolescents, 
particularly university students, have been struck hard, as 
the pandemic has imposed a negative influence on their 
academic- related activities and professional develop-
ment.6 Many students faced a delay in their graduation 
process as their research work and final examinations 
were postponed along with the cancellation of all on- site 
campus activities.7 These transitions have been consid-
ered as key precipitators of mental distress among 
students during the lockdown.5–7

Further, the global recession triggered by the COVID- 19 
pandemic has a devastating impact on the financial condi-
tion of many families, leading to stressors among the 
students. Literature showed that many family members 
have faced deduction in their salaries, or their businesses 
were ceased or on hold in the time of this crisis.8 Some 
students have lost their part- time jobs that impede them 
to support their families or bear their academic expenses, 
which creates a hurdle for them to continue with their 
studies.9 Besides this, financial constraints can also hinder 
students’ access to online learning due to limited ability 
to buy gadgets or digital tools,10 which certainly is an 
added burden. Studies also highlighted that ineffective-
ness of infrastructures such as power breakdown, tele-
communication issues, along with the lack of exposure 
to an online medium, and unfavourable household envi-
ronment were found to be major obstacles in students’ 
e- learning medium.2 11

The advent of the COVID- 19 pandemic has caused a 
drastic impact on students’ life, causing physical and 
emotional sufferings. These pandemic- related stressors 
served as a major impediment on students’ motivation, 
concentration span and social connection which are funda-
mental in the success of their academic journey. Indeed, 
even before the COVID- 19 pandemic, students around 
the globe suffered from mental distress.12 However, the 
COVID- 19 pandemic appeared as the most devastating 
turmoil as it prompts a sense of insecurity about the 
current academic journey and future career goals among 
students that triggered appalling consequences on their 
well- being. This may call for timely support services to 
deal with the physical and emotional repercussions of 
COVID- 19 infection. Thus, considering the significance 
of all the above aspects, we explored perceptions and 
attitudes of students towards their academic life and 
well- being during the COVID- 19 pandemic. This study is 
also aimed at informing policymakers of the education 
and health needs of students, so they can plan strategies 
and interventions to lessen the devastating effects of the 
pandemic.

Research question
What are the perceptions and attitudes of students 
towards their academic life and well- being amidst the 
COVID- 19 pandemic?

METHODS
Study design and setting
The current study employed an exploratory qualitative 
research design using in- depth interviews (IDIs) and a 
purposive sampling technique. Through IDIs, individ-
uals’ ideas, perceptions, attitude, emotions and feelings 
are elicited, providing us with distinctive and interesting 
insights about their lives.13 14 The exploratory approach 
was chosen because it enables the researcher to investi-
gate a broad range of diverse patterns of individual and 
group experiences.15 This study is being stated as per the 
reporting guidelines for qualitative research provided 
in the consolidated checklist (online supplemental file 
1). The study was conducted on Bachelor of Science in 
Nursing students during August and September 2020. 
The participants were enrolled from a single- centre 
private nursing institution in Karachi, Pakistan which 
is universally benchmarked, with around 150 students 
enrolled per year, representing diverse areas of Pakistan. 
This programme provides a fully integrated, patient- 
centred, and clinical- based curriculum that inculcates 
diverse pedagogical approaches including interactive 
theory lectures, tutorials, clinical skills sessions, practice- 
based simulation and field visits that prepare clinically 
competent professional nurses.

Patient and public involvement
There was no patient or public involvement in setting the 
research agenda.

Data collection methods and study participants
The data collection methods for this research included 
IDIs conducted with nursing students. The aim of the 
IDIs was to explore students’ perceptions and attitudes 
regarding the COVID- 19 pandemic and its impact on their 
academic life and well- being. Students currently enrolled 
in the bachelor’s nursing programme and having proper 
internet accessibility in their areas were included. We 
used the purposive sampling technique to ensure that the 
target population provides sufficient diversity of opinions 
by recruiting students from their first year through the 
final year, as mentioned in table 1. Students who refused 
to give consent to participate in this study were excluded. 
Moreover, students were excluded if they have contracted 
the disease or tested positive for COVID- 19 or have been 
isolated or quarantined due to exposure. This is because 
COVID- 19 survivors might have different experiences and 
perceptions,16 which will be explored in a different study.

Data collection procedure
We developed a semistructured interview guide for students 
to explore their views towards the COVID- 19 pandemic and 
understand its impact on their academic life and well- being, 
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as mentioned in online additional supplemental file 2. The 
students for IDIs were identified and contacted via email 
and a student’s WhatsApp group. We scheduled interviews 
based on participants’ convenient days and timings. The 
study investigators explained the study objectives, purpose 
and procedures before starting the interview. Permission 
was taken from all the eligible students in which they agreed 
that the interview can be audio- recorded and written notes 
can be taken. Online qualitative interviews were conducted 
by trained researchers and all the participants preferred the 
WhatsApp audio call function for the IDIs. The duration of 
each interview lasted approximately 30–35 min and it was 
conducted in either Urdu or English language. Students were 
ensured that their information and data will remain confi-
dential, and no identifying characteristics will be stated on 
the transcript. We anticipated conducting 10–15 interviews 
with students purposively. However, the interview procedure 
went through 10 study participants until no different themes 
emerged and data saturation was reached.17

Data analysis
A thematic analysis approach was used to manually 
analysed study participants’ data.18 Initially, the audio 

recordings from the students’ interviews were transcribed 
and then translated into English language. In the tran-
scriptions, no identifying features/characteristics were 
included. Research investigators read transcripts several 
times to develop an understanding of the students’ 
perceptions regarding the COVID- 19 pandemic and its 
impact on their life and well- being. This was done through 
an iterative process where participants’ data were coded, 
compared, contrasted and refined to develop emergent 
themes. The transcribed text was separated into ‘mean-
ingful units’ which were further shortened and labelled 
with a ‘code’. Codes were then analysed and assembled 
into similar categories. In the last step, comparable cate-
gories were grouped under subthemes and main themes. 
Two independent investigators finalised the coding and 
created the categories. Any inconsistencies were solved 
through discussion until a mutual agreement was reached.

RESULTS
In this qualitative study, we anticipated conducting 10–15 
interviews with students to explore their perceptions 
and attitudes towards their academic life and well- being 
amidst the COVID- 19 pandemic. However, the data satu-
ration was achieved after the 10th interview. All inter-
views were conducted between August and September 
2020 with female nursing students. Data collection was 
ceased once saturation was reached. Each interview lasted 
around 30–35 min in duration. The demographic infor-
mation for the participants is illustrated in table 1.

Based on the data collection and thematic analysis, 
four overarching themes were identified: (1) impact of 
COVID- 19 on students’ well- being; (2) effect of COVID- 19 
on students’ academic life; (3) current coping mecha-
nisms adopted by students and (4) recommendations to 
address students’ concerns. The themes and categories 
are presented in table 2.

Theme 1: Impact of COVID-19 on students’ well-being
Anxiety and fear
Students (n=6) mentioned that the perceived uncertainty 
related to COVID- 19 has heightened stress and anxiety 
within them and induced a feeling of unpredictability 
about the future as explained by a respondent:

The biggest fear was associated with unpredictability 
about the future … how long pandemic will last and 
how many people will survive?… how we get rid of 
this deadly virus to continue with our normal routine. 
(IDI- 3)

Some students (n=5) pointed out that initially they 
were less scared and worried about the pandemic because 
it was limited to China, and they considered this virus as 
a normal influenza virus. However, they described that 
when the virus has swiftly travelled to Pakistan and lock-
down was imposed within the country, there was a state 
of shock and confusion. This point was illustrated by a 
respondent who stated:

Table 1 Characteristics of in- depth interview (IDI) study 
participants (IDI=10)

Characteristics of participants 
(n=10) n (%) or mean±SD

Age 19.8±0.78*

Academic year

  First year 3 (30)

  Second year 3 (30)

  Third year 2 (20)

  Fourth year 2 (20)

Ethnicity

  Urdu speaking 2 (20)

  Sindhi 3 (30)

  Gujrati 3 (30)

  Gilgiti 2 (20)

Marital status

  Single 8 (80)

  Engaged 2 (20)

Current residency

  Owned house 7 (70)

  Rented house 3 (30)

Engaged in paid employment

  Yes 4 (40)

  No 6 (60)

Family system

  Nuclear 5 (50)

  Extended 5 (50)

*Mean+/- Standarad deviation (SD)

https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-055678
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Initially I was not worried because the virus was con-
fined to China. I considered it as a common flu- like 
disease but when the pandemic was announced and 
the lockdown was implemented within the country, 
I got worried and anxious about the severity of the 
disease. (IDI- 1)

The majority of students (n=8) expressed their fear and 
anxiety about the risk of contracting the virus and transmit-
ting it to their family members, particularly older people 
who are suffering from different chronic diseases and are 
immunocompromised. They shared their concern that 
older people are significantly at a greater risk of having 
severe disease complications and devastating outcomes 
following infection from COVID- 19. Highlighting these 
points, a respondent stated:

I am concerned about my family particularly elderly 
people that are already suffering from different ail-
ments and are at high risk of contracting the virus. 
There is a fear that if I will go out, they might get 
infected and something bad will happen to them. 
(IDI- 2)

Students (n=4) discussed that they were worried as 
there is no treatment against this contagious virus to 
control the spread of the disease. Few students (n=3) 
also stated that they were anxious as there was a lack of 
compliance in using precautionary measures which may 
lead to transmission of COVID- 19, resulting in a rapid 
increase in cases and mortality rates. A similar thought is 
verbalised by a respondent:

I think the number of cases and deaths will continue 
to rise because there are many people that are not 
following precautionary measures… This makes me 
anxious that even if I followed all the precautions, I 
would still have the risk of catching the virus. (IDI- 7)

Effect of financial adversity amidst COVID-19 pandemic
The majority of the participants (n=7) stated that the 
financial fallout from the COVID- 19 pandemic has 
resulted in unemployment and economic insecurity 
for many. Dialogue with the students notified that their 
parents faced layoffs or received pay cuts due to the 
COVID- 19 pandemic. Students (n=4) pointed out that in 
the wake of COVID- 19, their present and future employ-
ment prospects, that is, part- time jobs or internships have 
been badly affected, which has created a very difficult and 
distressing situation for them. Highlighting these points, 
a respondent stated:

My family is affiliated with the teaching profession, 
I used to give tuition to support my family expenses. 
But, during the pandemics, we were unable to carry 
on with our earning medium which has caused finan-
cial distress in my family. (IDI- 5)

Moreover, some students (n=4) highlighted that consid-
ering existing financial hardships, paying full tuition fees 
has increased their stress. They shared that they were 
expecting to have fee deduction or availability of any 
student loans from the university to pay their academic 
dues. A similar comment was raised by a participant:

Currently, I have no face- to- face classes however I am 
paying a complete tuition fee which is a big stressor 
for me in this stressful time… I think that consider-
ing the current unprecedented time university man-
agement should either waive or cut down our fees to 
minimize the financial burden. (IDI- 2)

Effects of media on emotional well-being
Students (n=4) raised their concerns about the accu-
racy and source of information presented in the media. 
Further, students (n=5) also shared that repetitive 

Table 2 Themes and categories

Themes Categories

Impact of COVID- 19 on students’ well- being  ► Anxiety and fear
 ► Effect of financial adversity amidst COVID- 19 pandemic
 ► Effects of media on emotional well- being
 ► Impact of social distancing on feelings and thoughts

Effect of COVID- 19 on students’ academic life  ► Academic concerns and anxiety
 ► Burden of assignments and examinations
 ► Struggle during self- study
 ► Lack of interaction and engagement
 ► Academic progress and future career
 ► Challenges of online classes

Current coping mechanisms adopted by students  ► Connecting with family and relatives
 ► Indulging in diverse activities
 ► Academic support from faculty and senior students
 ► Academic support from the university administration

Future recommendations to address students’ concerns  ► Arranging online mental health services for students
 ► Integrating an online medium in existing academia
 ► Role of government to support students
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exposure to media about COVID- 19 has increased their 
mental stress. They expressed that this overwhelming 
misinformation creates negativity in their minds, which 
has impaired their focus and concentration levels. 
However, some students (n=5) also pointed out that the 
media can emphasise awareness messages to promote 
behavioural change among common masses. A similar 
point was illustrated by a participant who mentioned:

Continuous listening to news related to COVID- 19 
cases and death rates has affected my mental health 
and impaired my productivity… I think media should 
motivate people by showing positive messages for 
COVID- 19 prevention that will raise awareness among 
people. (IDI- 7)

Students (n=3) have been notified that the media is 
not providing any direction rather it has enhanced fear 
among them. Therefore, they avoid using the media in 
order to maintain their psychological well- being. High-
lighting this view, a participant expressed:

Media has induced fear and anxiety within us and 
impede adaptive coping mechanisms. We must min-
imize our media exposure to avoid adverse mental 
health consequences. (IDI- 8)

Impact of social distancing on feelings and thoughts
Many students (n=8) also verbalised that the imposition of 
lockdown has hindered their daily routine that has nega-
tively impacted their social life. Students expressed (n=3) 
that this restricted environment has made them lazy and 
irritable that has triggered mental health problems within 
them. Similar feelings revealed by the participant:

I am a very socialized person, being confined to four 
walls has affected my daily routine and elevated my 
stress and anxiety level… Further, my phone usage 
has increased which has altered my sleep pattern and 
made me futile. (IDI- 5)

Some students (n=5) also discussed that social isola-
tion has hindered their social connections with their 
colleagues and relatives, which was an important source 
in venting out their life stressors. This alteration in social 
connection caused emotional distress. Expressing these 
thoughts, a participant verbalised:

The COVID- 19 pandemic has brought a big change 
in our life… I am very sad and depressed because all 
educational and religious activities are halted, and I 
am unable to meet with friends and share my con-
cerns. Many of my friends also verbalized that sitting 
at home during pandemic makes them irritable and 
annoyed. (IDI- 9)

Theme 2: Effect of COVID-19 on students’ academic life
Academic concerns and anxiety
Students (n=8) voiced their concern that there has been 
an extensive delay in their studies due to pandemic- related 

changes in teaching methods. Most of the students (n=9) 
pointed out that during the lockdown, internet connec-
tivity was the main hurdle to connect with students who 
are residing in remote areas of the city, which has widened 
the learning gap for all students including Karachiites. 
However, students (n=5) shared that these dispropor-
tionate academic losses have created a detrimental effect 
on their mental health, which was evident in a participant 
response:

We have long gap and hindrance in academics due to 
which I feel that I am going under mental distress…I 
am unable to express my feelings and emotions due 
to a lot of anxiety regarding academics. (IDI- 4)

Students (n=6) explained that they were confused 
about their semester as they were halfway through their 
courses before the COVID- 19 pandemic. They shared 
that they were worried about their coursework comple-
tion as they do not want to hang back with their semester. 
Similar feelings were mentioned by a respondent:

I am unsure whether my semester course will be com-
pleted by the year- end as there is a lot to study. I am 
hoping that things will get normal so that we can 
timely achieve our academic targets. (IDI- 3)

Burden of assignments and examinations
Many students (n=8) complained that they were burdened 
with all course materials and assignments to finish their 
semester after a long study break during the pandemic. 
They stated (n=6) that there have been no clear instruc-
tions regarding the open book examination which was 
due within a few weeks after receiving their online course 
content. Students (n=8) also expressed that they were 
unable to cover the entire course content in a short time, 
which has added to their stress and anxiety level. A similar 
thought is discussed by a respondent:

After a long gap in our studies we were provided with 
all modules and assignments. Surprisingly, within few 
weeks we have an open book exam which was a big 
stressor for me… I have given my full attention to 
open book exams to pass it out though I was unable 
to cover all lecture presentations. (IDI- 2)

The unexpected condition due to the COVID- 19 
pandemic has resulted in disruption in various academic 
operations including transition in the grading system 
that led to reduced motivation among students. Students 
(n=4) verbalised that the pass or fail grading system has 
upset them because it has impeded them to attain their 
desired academic outcomes. Highlighting this point, a 
respondent verbalised:

There were certain courses in this semester that can 
certainly help me to gain a good GPA (Grade Point 
Average) and improved my scores. However, grad-
ing criteria has been changed into pass and fail that 
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hindered me to achieve my academic targets and it 
was the source of disappointment for me. (IDI- 10)

Struggle during self-study
During interviews, all students (n=10) gave insights about 
their learning practices that have been modified due to 
COVID- 19. Many students (n=7) shared their concerns 
that self- study was very challenging for them because they 
must cover multiple module contents, which has intensi-
fied their distress. This point was illustrated by a respon-
dent who stated:

There are seven modules on VLE (virtual learning 
environment) and in self- study, I can manage only 
one module at a time not seven modules concurrent-
ly… therefore, self- study is one of the biggest stressors 
for me. (IDI- 1)

Students (n=6) mentioned that managing time and 
staying productive in self- learning were also one of 
the significant problems in their learning process. 
Some students (n=4) added that their screen time has 
increased to comprehend the intensive module material 
as expressed by a participant:

I appreciate online learning to an extent… I found it 
very difficult and stressful to sit in front of the laptop 
for 5 to 6 hours to understand a single presentation 
whereas, at the same time I can cover maximum con-
tent in the university… This academic transition has 
drastically affected my learning. (IDI- 4)

Lack of interaction and engagement
Many students (n=5) have raised their concerns regarding 
the need for implementing effective online teaching 
strategies. Adding to this point, they shared that using the 
synchronous mode of learning, along with user- friendly 
tools, would enable smooth learning as compared with 
an asynchronous learning medium. Similar feelings have 
been illustrated by a student:

Instead of asynchronous learning mode in which ma-
terial is uploaded on Moodle, I preferred interactive 
online classes (synchronous mode) with the applica-
tion of an innovative and creative tool that generates 
strong learning environment. (IDI- 2)

Students verbalised (n=8) that before the pandemic in 
their first half of the semester, interactive classes, group 
work and query sessions were conducted face- to- face. 
However, during the pandemic, there was no interac-
tion with faculty and classmates that creates a barrier 
and distress for them to understand important concepts 
and broadened their knowledge gap, as verbalised by a 
participant:

The COVID- 19 pandemic has inflicted a huge impact 
on my academic journey. I am uncertain or unclear 
about the basic concepts that lay the foundation for 

the upcoming year. This will surely create trouble for 
me in my professional career. (IDI- 6)

Academic progress and future career
Students (n=6) also stated that in online learning 
modality, they were unable to perform practical and clin-
ical work which is a core component of their professional 
and academic journey. They further added that they were 
not allowed to go for clinical rotations and perform case- 
based scenarios which impeded their exposure to work in 
a hospital care setting. This has resulted in increased fear 
and anxiety among students:

In the future, I will be a nurse, and learning clinical 
skills is very significant for this profession. However, 
during a pandemic, our clinical practice has been 
halted… The main fear is that lack of clinical ex-
perience will not allow me to integrate theory into 
practice which will create problems in upcoming aca-
demic years. (IDI- 9)

Challenges of online classes
A significant number of students (n=9) have pointed 
out that the unavailability of electricity and internet 
connection is a major hurdle and stress in their virtual 
learning. Besides, some students (n=4) verbalised that 
a non- conductive learning environment at home has 
adversely influenced their studies, leading to frustration 
and distress among them. This is also evident in a partic-
ipant’s view:

We have encountered multiple challenges during the 
online medium. Electricity shutdown and internet 
connectivity were the foremost issues during online 
classes. Besides unavailability of gadgets, improper 
space at home, and ongoing distraction at home, fur-
ther adds to the student’s stress level. (IDI- 3)

Students (n=4) also shared their opinions regarding 
their struggle with the digital medium. They added that 
due to lack of competency in using online modality, 
they suffer from multiple technical challenges, and it is 
a major obstacle in distance learning as mentioned by a 
participant:

…I am very uncomfortable in using online mode of 
learning. I have faced many technical issues and my 
overall experience was not good. (IDI- 8)

Theme 3: Current coping mechanisms adopted by students
Connecting with family and relatives
The social distancing related to the pandemic has 
impacted students by disrupting routines, academics 
and recreational activities. However, a supportive family 
environment is significant to overcome the stressors 
of the pandemic. Students (n=5) verbalised that social 
distancing provides a way to connect with their family and 
loved ones. They added that immediate family support 
helped them to stay positive during this challenging 
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time that promotes their well- being. Expressing similar 
thoughts, a participant verbalised:

The positive aspect of this pandemic is that I have 
spent quality time with my family…This has helped 
me to think about life in a positive manner by hoping 
that this temporary situation will end soon… (IDI- 6)

Indulging in diverse activities
Students (n=3) shared that the lockdown has given them 
a chance to engage in healthy activities such as reading 
and exercising that kept them active and motivated in this 
stressful time. Some students (n=4) highlighted that they 
spend their long semester breaks by indulging themselves 
in something innovative or exploring new ideas. Students 
(n=5) also enrolled in an online course to enhance their 
knowledge and learn different skills. Similar thoughts 
were expressed by a respondent:

I have utilized my semester break constructively by 
learning different things in this pandemic that has 
given me a chance to explore myself. I have enrolled 
myself in different courses that has upgraded my 
knowledge level… (IDI- 1)

Academic support from faculty and senior students
Students (n=4) shared strategies to combat the current 
pandemic situation as they have made their own schedule 
to achieve academic targets. They (n=4) further added 
that an online group study with their classmates was effec-
tive in covering the challenging module content timely. 
Further, students (n=5) expressed that assistance from 
faculty and senior students also provided them direction 
that kept them motivated and productive. Highlighting 
similar perception, a student shared:

I found studying within a group was a great way to 
learn course content concretely… at times we also 
approached our faculty to rectify our concepts and 
resolve our queries …this has encouraged us to con-
tinue learning during this uncertain time. (IDI- 3)

Academic support from the university administration
Students (n=8) pointed out that despite the physical lock-
down, university management has taken urgent measures 
to move towards online education. They added that 
university administration has made tireless efforts to make 
the course content accessible for remote students having 
connectivity issues. Students (n=5) also highlighted that 
their university was collaborating with different schools in 
remote areas to arrange an internet facility for students 
residing in those areas. Given the COVID- 19 pandemic 
crisis, the university management remains committed 
to their responsibilities and came up with possible solu-
tions to offer an equitable opportunity for all students, as 
verbalised by a participant:

This was a unique experience for student, faculty, and 
university management … we have many students 

from remote areas with poor internet connectivity. 
To facilitate remote students’ university, sent entire 
course material in pan drive to their respective area. 
They also built a university- school partnership to 
accommodate our remote students. This was a very 
challenging and big initiative; therefore, it took quite 
a long… I think we are blessed that all the course ma-
terial is available to us which has moved us forward 
and prevent our academic loss. (IDI- 8)

Theme 4: Future recommendations to address students’ 
concerns
Arranging online mental health services for students
The COVID- 19 pandemic has imposed a detrimental 
impact on students’ health and academic life, which calls 
for urgent measures. In this regard, all students (n=10) 
pointed out that there is a strong need for an online 
mental well- being programme for students that can help 
them in coping with their studies in the current unprec-
edented time. Some students (n=5) mentioned that the 
university should also arrange psychological support 
services and counselling sessions for students to identify 
and treat high- risk students. Highlighting these points, a 
respondent stated:

Yes, there is a high need of arranging mental health 
programs or sessions for students because we are anx-
ious and worried in terms of managing our studies… 
(IDI- 9)

Integrating an online medium in existing academia
Most of the students expressed that the COVID- 19 
pandemic has allowed us to pave the condition by intro-
ducing digital mediums in our learning. Students (n=6) 
shared that not only in a pandemic but there is a pressing 
need to implement this medium in the existing educa-
tional system to enhance technology acceptance among 
students. But an online platform should be made creative 
and interactive with the application of innovative strate-
gies and tools as verbalised by a student:

Eventually, this pandemic has changed our entire aca-
demic journey however, this experience has prepared 
us for the future… I think there is a high need of 
implementing the online medium in our curriculum 
that enables students to become technology- friendly 
and improve their skills to become independent 
learners… (IDI- 5)

Role of government to support students
During the interview, most of the students (n=8) notified 
that government support is crucial in considering elec-
tricity and internet connectivity issue that has drastically 
affected their studies. Students (n=6) shared that the 
government should take immediate actions for strong 
education system and allocate funds to telecommuni-
cation companies to expand data connection services 
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in distant areas for smooth learning. Expressing similar 
views, a participant mentioned:

COVID- 19 has made us realize the significance of the 
internet. However, internet connectivity was a major 
issue and stressor … I think the government should 
invest money to build 3G and 4G towers in remote 
areas to minimize students’ learning loss. (IDI- 10)

DISCUSSION
To our best knowledge, this is one of the few studies to 
explore perceptions and attitudes of students towards 
their academic life and well- being amidst the COVID- 19 
pandemic. The study investigated the impact of COVID- 19 
on students’ well- being, effect of COVID- 19 on students’ 
academic life, current coping mechanisms adopted 
by students and future recommendations to address 
students’ concerns.

The study findings showed that the unexpected 
COVID- 19 situation instigates fear and anxiety among 
university students. Worries regarding personal infection, 
as well as family members contracting the virus, emerged 
as a sense of danger for students in current research. 
Participants expressed that the implementation of lock-
down and social distancing measures in the country is 
perceived as a sense of shock and chaos for them. Further, 
an unexpected surge in COVID- 19 cases and death rates, 
improper compliance along with uncertainty surrounding 
the virus to settle their current and future goals were the 
challenging factors that can potentiate distress in their 
well- being. Similar thoughts and emotions have been 
evident in various studies, where students perceived 
COVID- 19 as an imperilling disease.6 7 19

Our study participants also notified that the rapid 
change in daily routine, quarantine, and social isolation 
have compelled the feelings of relinquishment and help-
lessness among them that affected their well- being, which 
is also evident in literature.3 20 Participants expressed that 
a restricted social environment has hindered students’ 
communication channel with their family and friends 
that led to negative emotions, though students’ social 
network is found as a significant determinant in coping 
with stressors of life that helped them to be productive 
in their daily routine.3 21 However, lack of social interac-
tions and support in the current COVID- 19 pandemic 
could impair students’ well- being. Thus, there is a need 
for proper intervention to be implemented for students 
to combat a sense of helplessness and social isolation asso-
ciated with the pandemic.

When we inquired participants about the effect of 
media consumption about COVID- 19 on their health, 
they shared that the media has created artificial hype or 
exaggerated the information about the virus that ampli-
fied pandemic- related emotions. This is an interesting 
finding as it highlights the student’s awareness regarding 
the detrimental effects of using social media as a reliable 
source. Previous outbreak of the swine influenza virus 

was also associated with the media hype.22 Literature also 
reported that COVID- 19 has given rise to fake news and 
misinformation that has created unwarranted anxiety 
and stress.19 23 Therefore, differentiating between scien-
tific knowledge and facts from unauthentic sources has 
become difficult.24 In addition, hearing routine news 
about COVID- 19 cases and the death toll also contrib-
utes to the development of distress and therefore many 
students verbalised that they avoid using social media. 
A similar finding is also evident in several studies that 
suggested an inverse association between media exposure 
and the mental health of an individual.6 25 26

Our findings undoubtedly show that the COVID- 19 
pandemic has imposed financial constraints on the 
well- being of the students. Participants shared that the 
pandemic has brought extreme financial pressure on 
them: some of the students have lost part- time jobs that 
has hindered them to manage their academic expenses. 
This finding is parallel with the results of a multicentre 
study conducted on 30 383 students from developed and 
developing countries, which showed around 61.7% of 
students had lost their paid job due to the pandemic.3 
Therefore, students were expecting from university 
management to waive or cut down their tuition fees in this 
unstable condition. Our study participants also expressed 
that their family members also suffered from financial 
constraints in terms of a job loss or reduction in income 
that acts as substantial stressors for them, resulting in 
increased distress and negative consequences on their 
well- being. Emerging evidence also suggested that 
pandemic- associated unemployment and financial uncer-
tainty are putting university students in an unfriendly 
state that has a devastating impact on their psychological 
health.9 However, future research is required to assess 
dose–response relationship between the financial hard-
ship and its effect on students’ health.

The spread of the virus has forced universities across 
the world to close their physical doors. Students shared 
that to salvage the academic year, university officials have 
opted for a digital platform to continue the learning 
process; however, the unavailability of internet facil-
ities in remote areas delays the timely implementa-
tion of online learning. This finding is consistent with 
a study from Punjab, Pakistan, which also pointed that 
the foremost challenge which delays academic learning 
in the pandemic era is the internet connectivity among 
students representing rural areas.27 Concurrently, 
students expressed that transition from traditional to 
an online medium has created a gap in their learning 
that has elevated academic stress and increased ambi-
guity about their current academic and future career 
goals. The ineffectiveness of an online medium was also 
apparent in many other studies conducted during the 
pandemic representing low/middle- income countries, 
where students voiced their concern that they are unable 
to meet their academic requirements through an online 
platform.9 11 28 Therefore, it is imperative to consider the 
technical hurdles that imposed challenges in teaching 
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and learning of students. Students also pointed out that 
along with technological hurdles, infrastructure issues 
(electricity issues, improper space and distraction at 
home), and unavailability of gadgets, also act as major 
stressors for them in their academic journey. Besides, the 
study finding revealed that technical incompetency was 
also a hurdle for students. These challenges can be more 
witnessed in developing countries as compared with tech-
nologically advanced nations that create implementation 
of online learning much more difficult.2 11 29–31

Another interesting finding is that participants experi-
enced increased academic workload, as they are compelled 
to self- study, which is also a source of distress for them. 
Evidence also emphasised that a self- controlled learning 
environment was culturally less common among the 
Asian students as compared with those in Western coun-
tries,32–35 as they are more comfortable in a traditional 
supervised teaching environment rather than self- study.5 
Keeping this in mind, most participants discouraged an 
asynchronous learning mode since it offers no interac-
tion with instructors and peers, and limits their under-
standing of core concepts. This finding is interesting 
as it reflects that students prefer synchronous learning 
and highlights the drawbacks of using an asynchronous 
medium in current teaching practice. Existing literature 
also notified that synchronous classes keep students moti-
vated and accountable.36

Other academic changes, such as the implementation 
of a pass/fail grading system and adaptation of open book 
examination, had also created distress among study partic-
ipants. Alternatively, a study conducted on US students 
shared different opinions, where university professors 
implemented vital steps, such as decreased course work, 
introduced open book examinations and permitted flex-
ibility on grading criteria (pass or fail) to alleviate or 
reduce students’ stress that help them in coping with the 
sudden transition in academic learning. Interestingly, 
study participants also highlighted that lack of clinical 
placement has undoubtedly created a detrimental impact 
on learning and developing important skills such as 
patient communication, head- to- toe examinations and 
other patient care skills. The study participants also high-
lighted that discontinuation of hands- on training would 
not prepare them properly to enter in their professional 
journey, which increased their stress level. The finding is 
also consistent with the literature.37–40 Therefore, there is 
a need to adopt distance learning technical- based peda-
gogy, such as simulation models, to ensure continuity in 
health education during the pandemic era.41 42

Despite the fact that the nationwide lockdown was 
aimed to save students from this lethal virus, this notion 
has probably increased psychological issues and its 
impact is expected to last much longer than the phys-
ical health impact. Therefore, students have adopted a 
diverse coping mechanism to combat unstable circum-
stances. Students highlighted that spending quality 
time with family members is a fundamental element in 
coping with the pandemic stressors and staying positive 

also helped them to maintain their mental well- being. 
Literature also supports that a positive family environ-
ment often promotes the psychological well- being of 
vulnerable adolescents suffering from mental distress.9 
Many students pointed out that indulging in adaptive 
coping mechanisms, such as proactive behaviours and 
healthy practices, has a good effect on their well- being. 
Similar findings are noted in literature that using positive 
self- managing approaches by students assisted them in 
coping with stress and anxiety inflicted by the COVID- 19 
pandemic.8

One encouraging finding of the present study was that 
students recognised online group learning with peers and 
guidance from faculties as beneficial in achieving effec-
tive learning outcomes and minimising their distress. 
Literature also supports that engagement with classmates 
and ongoing interaction with faculty enhance students’ 
motivation and provide support to cope with distance 
learning during the pandemic.36 Another unique yet 
encouraging finding highlighted by our study was that to 
achieve academic milestones, the university management 
team put in their tremendous effort and provide semester 
content in pan- drives to all remote students in their respec-
tive areas. Besides, they also widened their collaboration 
with different partners to avail stable internet connec-
tions for remote students. Thus, the institutional staff 
and management create a favourable learning environ-
ment that stimulates and promotes student involvement 
to continue their studies even in these unpredictable 
circumstances. Our findings verified with a multicentre 
study, showing students were satisfied with the role played 
by their universities during the pandemic.3 This finding 
showed the prevailing battle against the lethal virus has 
influenced university management to take necessary steps 
to sustain academic progress.

In the contemporary world, the COVID- 19 pandemic 
appeared as the most devastating turmoil among students 
belonging to socially disadvantaged countries since they 
have more stressors and are more vulnerable to stress 
due to a lack of mental health facilities.43 44 Further, 
sudden academic transition prompts a sense of insecu-
rity about their learning journey that triggers appalling 
consequences on their well- being and calls for pandemic 
preparedness measures.19 45 In that regard, students 
recommended that there is a strong need to introduce 
online mental well- being services to cope with height-
ened distress levels. Such sessions will have the poten-
tial for students to overcome the repercussion of the 
pandemic as well as academic challenges. Moreover, 
students also emphasised that universities should provide 
mental well- being services by delivering virtual lectures, 
guidance, training and one- to- one counselling sessions to 
manage sudden transition in their life. Studies conducted 
during the COVID- 19 pandemic also identified the role 
of universities in organising mental health services for 
the students.8 37 It is the need of the hour that govern-
ments, non- governmental organisations and voluntary 
organisations should work together with academic bodies 
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to launch telemental health services to promote appro-
priate actions that encourage students to anonymously 
convey their fears and anxieties in a free environment, 
which will enhance their well- being.23 46

Our finding recommended the need for developing 
innovative online teaching methods in the existing 
academic system that will motivate students to adapt to 
technology- learning environment. Students suggested 
that the implementation of modern communication 
technology, along with advanced, creative and interac-
tive online learning tools, will make an effective learning 
environment. In this regard, educational authorities 
across the globe urgently design and implement effec-
tive e- learning pedagogy and train students and teachers 
to orient with this new learning mode and prepare the 
education system for any unpredictability in upcoming 
COVID- 19 waves.2 Our study also reported some recom-
mendation at the governmental level that includes the 
provision of proper electricity and internet connectivity 
to address the students’ academic challenges. These 
suggestions corroborate with several studies conducted 
in low/middle- income countries to manage unavoidable 
consequences of this pandemic.9 11 39

Strength and limitations
This is one of the few studies that have explored students’ 
perceptions regarding COVID- 19 and its impact on 
their academic life and well- being in Karachi, Pakistan. 
The current study also has some limitations. One of the 
limitations is that all IDIs were done virtually through 
WhatsApp audio call, therefore the researcher was unable 
to note the non- verbal cues of students. Second, this is 
short- term research and does not capture long- term 
perceptions of the students. Therefore, future research 
is necessary to comprehend the impact of the COVID- 19 
pandemic on the students’ academic life and well- being 
across time. Third, the results of the current study should 
be used as exploratory rather than definitive, as we have 
selected students from a single institution. Hence, it 
would be good to select participants from diverse insti-
tutions. Fourth, we have included 10 (n=10) participants 
for the qualitative interviews though a small sample size 
did not detract us from capturing important findings in 
the current research. Evidence also suggests that in a 
qualitative study, the number and count are not that rele-
vant and views and perspectives of even a single partic-
ipant might be much more important and logical than 
responses from multiple participants.47 In lieu of this, a 
low sample size is acceptable in qualitative research48–50 
and is also consistent with ceasing criteria for IDIs in 
terms of data saturation.51

The findings from this study will be beneficial to tailor 
current public health measures to address academic 
hardships and well- being of students related to the 
COVID- 19 pandemic. The insights gained from this study 
can directly be used to improve academic infrastructure 
and mental health facilities to prepare them for future 
COVID- 19 waves or another outbreak. Future research 

studies should be focused on designing and executing 
interventions to improve students’ academic life and well- 
being in response to the pandemic. In addition, research 
studies can be carried out to assess longitudinal variation 
in assessing student perceptions and attitudes particularly 
with the emergence of different COVID- 19 vaccines.

CONCLUSION
This study provides a holistic view of students’ percep-
tions of various pandemic- related academic and well- 
being challenges. This sudden leap in students’ life has 
impeded their learning and caused academic and profes-
sional uncertainty, and financial insecurity, which give rise 
to distress among university students. The finding suggests 
that in the evolving and ever- changing COVID- 19 period, 
universities, educational authorities and private bodies 
should implement online mental health services such 
as counselling sessions to address the needs of students 
that will avert and manage any emerging issues related 
to their well- being. Additionally, the present disruptive 
conditions give an insight regarding the execution of 
e- learning tools in the current academia that assist them 
to move with their counterparts from different parts of 
the world. However, this calls for extensive efforts from 
the government to build strong infrastructure with appro-
priate provision of electricity and internet facility that 
will support graduates to accept this innovative learning 
medium to prevent academic loss. Lessons taken from this 
study are immensely invaluable and can be transferred to 
other university students in Pakistan having similar infra-
structure. However, findings of the present study cannot 
be generalised to other settings because of the variation 
in participants’ sociodemographic characteristics, health 
and academic infrastructure.
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