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Abstract

Due to Covid19 pandemic, the most part of countries have had restrictions on their social life
with confinement being one of the most significant public health measures. Higher education
institutions closed and all around the world, lecturers and students had to adapt to this new
situation. The confinement brought several consequences to higher education students. The
goal of this investigation was to understand the perceptions of higher education students about
the confinement effects on their learning. Qualitative methodology was privileged, and
interviews were developed using videocall resources. Participants were eight volunteer
Portuguese students of social sciences scientific area degrees from a university of the interior
of Portugal. Age varied between 19 and 21 years old. They responded to the question “Do you
think that Covid19 pandemic confinement affects the study and learning processes?”” Answers
were recorded and verbatim transcribed. Thematic content analysis was used. Results showed
two different positions: 1) Not to me but | believe that for some colleagues it is a Yes
(academic skills and interpersonal relationships); and 2) Yes, it affects a lot (not resist to
distractors at home; (de)motivation; the “loss of freedom”™; the lack of interaction; the
importance of spaces; inequalities in technological resources; and the future habit changing).
Although the small sample, these results bring new contributions to this new field of research
once they represent the students’ perspectives about the effects of the confinement in their
learning processes. This information can be useful for students but also for teachers and other
education stakeholders.

Keywords: Higher Education, students’ perceptions, Covid19 pandemic confinement, effects
on learning, qualitative methodology

1. Introduction

The confinement imposed by Covidl9 pandemic restrictions, was, probably, one of the
most difficult public health measures with which population had to deal. Beyond the
prohibitions of getting out of home, the closing of educative institutions, shops and all other
places brought several different and personal experiences. Several difficulties, psychological
suffering, pain, despair and subsequently, an imperative need to adapt to the new situation
were some conclusions from researchers that have been studying issues related with this
pandemic (Ismailli, 2021; Shahbaz, Ashraf, Zakar, Fischer & Zakar, 2021). According to
Ismaili (2021), during pandemic, students experimented mixed feelings of perplexity,
loneliness, uncertainty about what would happen with their classes, colleagues, academic
degrees and had to deal with personal health problems and with the accessibility to the e-
learning resources. Other researchers as Leal and Chaleta (2020) found that during the
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confinement, higher education students felt several kinds of difficulties and at different levels
when they had to adapt to the non-face-to-face classes system. Some of these difficulties were
related with cognition (attention, concentration, information storage); motivation (to perform
academic tasks); tiredness; organizational level (management of time and academic tasks);
social level (lacking interpersonal relationships with other people); and difficulties in dealing
with different roles at home (personal, familiar, and academic).

Gonzalez and collaborators (2020) analysed, through quantitative research, the effects of
COVID19 confinement on the autonomous learning performance of higher education
students. They studied the differences in assessments by dividing 458 students into two
groups: 1) control group (corresponding to academic years 2017/2018 and 2018/2019); and 2)
experimental group (corresponding to students from 2019/2020 - students who had their face-
to-face activities interrupted because of the confinement). In a complex and interesting
research work, the authors found a significant positive effect of the COVID19 confinement on
students’ performance (students scored better in all types of tests performed after the start of
confinement). They also concluded about a general change in the students’ autonomous
learning process. Comparing to analysis of students’ learning strategies made before
confinement (that have showed that students did not study on a continuous basis), they
concluded that COVID19 confinement led to changes in students’ learning strategies towards
more continuous habits and with better efficiency.

It is important to understand the perceptions of Portuguese higher education students about
the effects of the Covid19 pandemic confinement on their learning process.

2. Empirical study

Methods

The goal of this study was to understand the perceptions of higher education students about
the effects of the first pandemic confinement on the study and learning processes.

Participants were eight Portuguese volunteer female students of the 2nd and 3rd Academic
years of attendance of Social Sciences scientific area degrees from a university of the interior
of Portugal. Ages varied between 19 and 21 years old. More specifically, 3 students
(Psychology; 2nd Academic year; 19, 20, 21 years old); 1 student (Psychology; 3rd academic
year; 21 years old); 2 students (Management; 2nd Academic year; 20 years old); 2 students
(Educational Sciences; 2nd Academic year; 20 years old). Qualitative methodology was used.
“Qualitative research is an inquiry process of understanding based on distinct methodological
traditions of inquiry that explore a social or human problem. The researcher builds a complex,
holistic picture, analyses words, reports detailed views of informants and conducts the study
in a natural setting” (Creswell, 1998, p.15). This kind of research tends to be descriptive,
holistic and focusing on the depth and details of the subject experiences (Denzin & Lincoln,
1998) looking for an understanding of the meaning that participant built about their
experiences (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In the present study, data collection included interviews
that were developed during the confinement (17" April and 1% May of 2020). This data
collection period was intentional once that non-face-to-face learning had started one month
before. Participants agreed with the propose of the investigation and signed the digital
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informed consent term. Interviews were developed online, through zoom platform and varied
between 25 and 50 minutes allowing the record and the verbatim transcription. This study is a
small part of a bigger investigation and here we will only focus on the responses for one
specific question “Do you think that the Covid19 pandemic confinement affects the study and
learning processes?”. Once our sample was so small and this was an exploratory study, we
constituted one only group. Thematic content analysis technique, according to Bardin (2008),
was used to analyse students’ perspectives.

Results

It was possible to find two main perspectives in the students’ answers. The first category
“Not for me but for some colleagues it is a Yes!” and the second one “Yes, it affects a lot!”

Category A - “Not for me, but for some colleagues it is a Yes!”

The category “Not for me, but for some colleagues it is a Yes!” includes the perspective that
the confinement imposed by Covidl9 pandemic situation does not affect their study and
learning processes, but, probably, it affects the study and learning processes of some other
students. This perspective is based on the perceptions about i)) the own academic skills and ii)
with the need (or not) for social relationships.

Relating to this perspective i) the own academic skills and when comparing with those of
other colleagues, the main ideas are that maintaining the routine study habits and being self-
disciplined are fundamental to continue the “normal” study and learning processes without
alterations; but for students who do not have these study habits and methods well stablished,
probably, there are more (and negative) effects of the confinement on their learning.

“Well... in my case [study and learning processes] I don’t think so...because I maintain my
routine (...) but later, in May [when we will have a lot of assessment moments], I think that
(...) with this system, it will be very frustrating for many people [within my class] ...
because... the fact that we are in this context... I think that it put a lot of pressure in students,
and they are more likely to be more worried and angrier, more nervous, more alarmed... [ am
almost sure about it (...)” (S1)

“(...) in my experience, I think that it does not affect because | have my “discipline”, but I
feel that it affects some other people because they don’t have that Method for study and 1
think the face-to-face classes are easier for them ... perhaps because teachers talk a little bit
more about ... it is nor pressuring but they [teachers] insist a little bit more in Academic work
and on the assessments and this helps some for being more involved...but how at this moment
we do not need to go to face-to-face classes or make the assessments in a presential mode, it
will be different for them [those students] ...” (S7)

Relating to the second perspective ii) the need (or not) for social relationships; the main idea
is that it does not affect the student (personally) because she considers that this is not an
important issue for herself but perhaps it is a need of other students, and, in those cases, the
confinement affects their learning.

“If T think in the confinement in that sense of not being physically with others and talk with
them and all of those things, in that point, | think that it does not affect me at all... because I
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am a very reserved person and I like very much being on my space (...) but I think that for
some people, it does” (S2)

Category B — “Yes, it affects a lot”

This category, “Yes, it affects a lot” represents the perspective that the confinement due to
covid19 affects the study and learning processes. This category has several nuances that show
us the students’ justifications about those effects on study and learning processes: i) not resist
to distractors at home; ii) (de)motivation; iii) the “loss of freedom”; iv) the lack of interaction;
v) the importance of spaces; vi) inequalities in technological resources; and vii) the future
habit changing.

i) Not resist to Distractors at home - Because confinement forces students to be almost all day
at home, students deal with several possibilities of activities (distractors to the process of
study) that they can do when they are at home (beyond studying);

“no doubt! I am at home and there are several stimuli... “is that so easy to go to the sofa!” and
it is so easy to start using the mobile phone ...” (S3)

i) (de)motivation - through online classes, students’ motivation it is not the same for non-
face-to-face classes (and this affects study and learning processes);

“I would say that yes...it affects (...) because teachers can not motivate students through a
webcam not even a child with 6 years old and much less for students with 20 or 30 years old
and of course... it affects” (S6)

iii) the “loss of freedom” - the impediment to go out and the feeling of “loss of freedom”
brings an idea of closure that does not allow to use the “outgoing home” as a way to “clear the
mind” as a study strategy (pause — to stop studying in difficult parts and then, continuing to
study and learning);

“in a certain way, yes (...) I used to like very much to be alone [when I go out] and now I can
not go [out]... so, this aspects has made studying and learning processes much more difficult
because | can not go out from here of my desk and go out to the garden for a walk and after
came back with my mind clear” (S2)

“I need a lot of my space...I am an independent person and all this... it is difficult (...)” (S3)

“Yes... in what aspects?...so... we can not go out ... we can not go out to relax not even a
little bit... we are always stuck here ... I am basically always stuck here in my bedroom... I
can not see other things...it is always here (...) like this I think that is much more complicated
and it is not very positive ...for us... for learning...we are much more tired” (S5)

“I think yes... before [the pandemic situation] you could go here and there and now you can’t,
can you?” (S6)

iv) the lack of interaction - the impediment to going out, ensures the idea that it is not possible
to be with friends or colleagues in a personal way and then it is not possible to study in
groups.

“honestly, I think that it affects because were are isolated, and everybody and it is like
this...online... of course we communicate...we are with friends and that...but it is through
computer, through phone... I think that because we are so alone...in my case, for example...I
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am a person that likes to study with others and that, here at home, it does not happen...I am
studying alone...and I lose my willpower...there is, when I have other people doing the same
near to me, | do it and I don’t blame it...but if I am alone I always start thinking ...
“hum...perhaps now I should rest a little bit and after that I will be back in a quiet moment”
but then I do not came back in one hour but only after 3 or 4 hours ... I think that it is really
like it...because there is no mutual help or interaction between colleagues... or because we
are not together, and we are not face-to-face with them... that’s why it is Yes! | think this
confinement affects a lot” (S4)

v) the Importance of spaces — reflects the idea that it is really important to have spaces with
quality when is necessary to study and learning. In normal situation, when students do not
have this quality at home, they look for them outside (universities, libraries, gardens, café
terraces or other) but, in an obligatory confinement situation, that is not possible and these
restrictions affects their study and learning processes.

“when houses have no space...apartments are small... being in confinement affects a lot the
study and learning processes” (S6)

“before [pandemic situation] I used to say “look... let’s go to the library” ...and the context of
a library it is completely different (...)” (S3)

“(...) I don’t really like studying in my bedroom because | think the bedroom is for
relaxing... and then | am going to study in the living room... but in the living room, my
parents are also there - once we all are in confinement at home -, and they are watching
television (...) there, also, it is not possible to study (...) so..it is complicated ... After that,
being at home... 24 hours over 24 hours always here at home...” (S3)

vi) Inequality in technological resources — this perspective represents a global awareness of
the situation and that without Technology resources the teaching-learning system not even
could happen. The comparison with others, especially the poorest countries, show us the
consciousness about the privilege of having this Alternative to continue the Academic year
attendance.

“it affects because this is a general problem and it is not only in here... and here we are lucky
once we have all these technological devices that permit us to deal with the situation... but
imagine those countries where internet networks are precarious... or there is no internet at
all... imagine what is to be one year without classes...because we know that this is what
usually happens in poor countries...and there ...they don’t have all these pc’s, mobile phones,
tablets... and this really affects the teaching and the learning process” (S8).

vii) the future habit change — represents the perspective that the confinement forced the non-
face-to-face classes system and this brought the discovery of new possibilities, new ways of
studying, learning and working recurring to technological resources, and, perhaps for some
people (students and workers) the adaptation was so good that they may come to prefer this
situation of being at home in a permanently way, in the future.
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(...) it also can affect but in the contrary ... perhaps for some students who like so much this
experience that after, even they can be back to the face-to-face system, they prefer not to do it
anymore... who knows? They can stay so much positively impressed with these new
technologies ... and this can be true not only for students but also for teacher and other
professionals” (S6)

3. Conclusion

With the pandemic situation, the implementation of public health measures like
confinement brought several consequences at personal and social levels. In terms of
Academic life, specially to higher education, many things have changed: a great part of
students had to leave their universities places to back home to their official living place; the
face-to-face class system was suddenly replaced by the non-face-to-face regime; students and
teachers had to deal with the “university inside their screens”; they also had to deal with the
need to conciliate the familiar and the Academic/professional roles. Beyond all these aspects,
the adaptation to the new situation had to happen (in a better or worst way) and the study and
learning processes should “must go one”. The goal of this study was to understand the
students’ perceptions about the effects of the confinement imposed by Covid19 pandemic on
their study and learning processes.

Two main positions emerged from students’ speech: the first one that the confinement did
not affect the own study and learning processes but, when comparing with other colleagues,
for sure it would affect; the second position was deliberately that the confinement really affect
the students’ study and learning processes.

Although our sample was very small - and that was one of the limitations of this study -,
this partition was interesting once it did not appear the restrict position of a “no...it does not
affect at all”. Rather, it appeared one undoubted position of a “yes, it affects” and another one
- the first one - that represents something “beyond myself”, there is, “not for me, but I can
imagine what is this for my colleagues, because | know them, and | know how they work”.
This fact it is curious, and it can be an indicator of the consciousness that students have about
the gravity of the situation and of a social empathic feeling that seems to naturally emerge in
public calamity situations.

Still related to this first position - in which the perspective is that the confinement imposed
by Covid19 pandemic does not affect their own learning, but perhaps it affects the learning of
some colleagues -, it would be interesting to understand why this happens and why there are
some students who have this kind of perceptions. Some justifications are related with the idea
that when having study habits and methods well stablished, the study and learning processes
still go one (anyway). Based on verbalizations, it seems that for students that have this
perception, it does not matter about the external situation once they maintain their focus on
their goals and on the procedures that are necessary to achieve those goals. In this discussion
it would be interesting to ask what other characteristics, in addition to academic ones, will
have these individuals who take this perspective (e.g., personal characteristics as related with
attention and concentration abilities; self-regulation; social and interpersonal relationship
needs; or even motivational orientations).
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A very recent quantitative study developed by Flores et al (2021), in Portugal, looked for
differences in students’ adaptation to and experience of online teaching and learning. The
authors found significant differences on the perceptions about how students experienced
online teaching, specifically, between those students who had previous experience with this
kind of experience and those who had not. So, students with prior experiences in online
teaching and learning situations also had higher means in all items related to a positive
adaptation to this new system (e.g., dealing well with online teaching and learning, being
motivated and satisfied, feeling comfortable with online teaching and learning and claiming
that they learned well through online teaching). On the other hand, students without previous
experience in online teaching and learning situations, showed more negative sensations (e.g.,
fear, anxiety, tiredness and stress) and higher means in items related to difficulties (e.g.,
concentrating and in resisting to the external difficulties). Through the results of this
investigation, it was possible to suppose that students without any experience in online
teaching and learning system found more difficulties whereas those students with some or
more experience found the online system more dynamic and effective than the face-to-face
teaching regime.

Although our study did not asked to students about their previous experience in other non-
face-to-face learning system situations, the findings of Flores® research team can bring us
another possible justification for the differences between our students different positions.

Relating to the second position, in which the perspective is that the confinement imposed
by Covid19 pandemic affects the students’ study and learning processes, it is possible to find
several justifications to explain how and through what, this can happen: not resist to
distractors at home; (de)motivation; the feeling of “loss of freedom”; the lack of interaction;
the importance of spaces; inequalities in technological resources; and the future habit
changing. While the four first reasons (e.g., not resist to distractors at home; (de)motivation;
the feeling of “loss of freedom”; the lack of interaction) seem more intrinsically positioned
factors; the two reasons (the importance of spaces and inequalities in technological resources)
transmit us an idea of factors more external positioned by which the confinement can interfere
on the study and learning processes. The last aspect that was found (the future habit changing)
it seems more a predictive consequence of the experience of this confinement period.

Blankenberger and Williams (2020) written about the impact of COVID19 in higher
education institutions. According to these authors, the opinions, and perspectives of students
about this system are diverse. For some, this can be a negative experience but for some others,
it can be a positive one. On the other hand, students have gained experience with this kind of
learning system and perhaps this can be a factor that can lead to the wish to repeat and to
continue in the online regime. Universities must prepare and anticipate this possibility
adapting, on one hand, their courses offer in with more diversification teaching and learning
systems; and on the other hand, investing in infrastructures and equipment.

Although these findings refer to the students’ perceptions about the first confinement, we
believe that these results bring us more contributions to the understanding of educational
issues related to the effects of the Covid 19 pandemic confinement on learning. We should not
forget that, in this moment, the pandemic it is not considered extinct at all. For these reasons,
these findings can be useful for the several intervenient in higher education system (students,
teachers and the own educational institutional as a whole).
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