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Abstract
MoHFW India, WHO, NHS, and CDC suggested imposing lockdown and closing educational
institutions with the spread of covid 19 pandemic to reduce the risk of transmitting the disease.
Students faced negative mental health symptoms due to unexpected transition from physical to
virtual learning, increased screen time, physical distancing, altered habits, rumors through news,
print media, social media, and other means. This study focuses on the psychological impact of
covid 19 on school and higher education students due to psychosocial factors like physical
distancing. 2140 students, mixed gender, in age from 17 years to 25 years (M = 22.73, SD = 6.12)
are selected as sample population for the study. Mixed-method approach is used for data collection
that include face to face interactions in clinics, Health Questionnaires & Self-Reports, online
counseling to assess the stress & depression, Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7, rating scales for
Behavior analysis, Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale to assess perceived stress,
depression, anxiety, and mental health & well-being, respectively. Analysis of data shows that
42.7% of school and higher education students have either depression or anxiety. 71.7% of students
reported poor health and well-being. 36.7% of students reported fear of getting infected by virus,
many students were reported with cognitive dissonance in myths and truths about Covid-19. 37.9%
of students spend their time on media & social media, including watching TV or reading Covid-
19 related news and information on various platforms. About 56.2% students reported with
increased use of social media. There was a minor difference between depression and anxiety, as
reported by females and male students, however expression of separation fear was slightly higher

in male students than female students. Physical distancing and lack of social interaction caused
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stress, anxiety (GAD) and depression symptoms in students due to imbalances in hormones &

neurotransmitters.
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Introduction:

With emergence of Covid 19, Government of India imposed lockdown countrywide in first wave
to ensure social isolation and physical distancing but in the second wave state lockdowns as
precaution for containment measures at state level or city level was announced, in both situations,
people were not allowed to leave the home and staying at home made them stressful. Due to
pandemic, the psychological impact of pandemic was theme in various studies carried out during
and after the pandemic. Although the wider impacts of the covid 19 pandemic on the mental health
are yet to be studied and uncovered, however as short-term negative impacts, number of people
faced negative mental health symptoms like irritability, stress, insomnia or hypersomnia, and
anxiety. Various studies shows that the physical distancing as preventive measure during early
stage decreased the transmission as it decreased the contact rates between susceptible individuals
(Roy et al., 2020). On the recommendations of Home Minister, educational institutions were
completely closed and students need to stay at home, physical distancing and misinformation
spread by social media, media & other means caused negative mental health symptoms in students
and educators. This sudden transformation from the physical classroom to the digital classroom,
increased screen time, social isolation, discrimination, disrupted sleep & routines, and altered the
habits of students and educators that affected their brain biochemistry. According to World Health
Organization (WHO, 2004), mental health is ““a state of well-being in which the individual realizes
his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and
fruitfully, and can make a contribution to his or her community”. Young school and higher
education students experienced more mental health challenges, including academic pressure, and
family pressures. This study focuses on the psychological effects, inevitable challenges faced by
students and their responses due to psychosocial factors including social distancing that emerged

due to Covid-19 pandemic on school and higher education students.
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Depression, traumatic stress, and anxiety causes sleep related disorders. Number of students felt
sleep disturbance that is one of the diagnostic symptoms of depression. Sleep and mental health &
wellbeing are directly associated (Goldsmith et al., 2006; Horne, 2006; Vandekerckhove &
Cluydts, 2010). Albert Ellis (1993, 1999), who developed rational emotive behavior therapy,
believed that irrational thinking results emotional disturbance. Hopelessness and helplessness are
the prime characteristic of Depression.

Lockdown imposed due to due to covid-19, impacted most of the population and around 40% of
the population suffered from the common mental health symptoms (Grover S et al., 2020). Mental
health disorders including symptoms like sense of loneliness, stress, anxiety, sleep disturbances,
fear, anger, etc., are the symptoms of significant mental health problems including depression
caused by isolation & social distancing due to covid-19. Due to closure of schools, school teachers
were engaged in online teaching, that was a new way of teaching for most of the teachers as they
were not provided any training on virtual teaching. New ways of teaching, salary deductions, lack
of digital resources and other psychosocial factors caused negative mental health symptoms in
school teachers (Kumar S., 2021). Different individuals were impacted differently by the pandemic
due to variation in their cognitive competencies, i.e. knowledge, skills and attitudes (Srivastava &
Reddy, 2020). Although lockdown made students to stay at home but it was not easy for students
to engage in domestic activities, chores, and studies throughout the day. In educational institutions,
students have diversity and social relations including intimate friendship relations. It was hard not
only for students but for parents also it was a harassing experience to channelize children energy
into productivity at home and all this altered daily routine of parents and children (Verma. S.P,
2020). A survey by Mohit Varshney et al. (May, 2020) in India, reported that 33% of participants
faced a higher degree of psycho-social impact of covid-19 lockdown in the first wave, and it was
more in children and females.

Self-regulation, mindfulness, and compassion is exercised by people for controlling one's own
behavior. Cognitive competence helps a person to control the event or his/ her behavior on events
that make things uncontrollable. Some studies reported that pandemic changed most loving
relationships, there was increased rate of domestic violence (Campbell A.M., 2020). Continuously
staying at home changed the behavior pattern most of the population, students in adolescence and
early adulthood impacted more due to in the age of growth & hormonal changes. For the impacts
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of Covid-19 on education, environment, society, and children various researches and literatures
are available (Kumari & Shukla, 2020) more researches need to be done long term psychosocial
impacts. Studie on university students (Chinna K et al., 2021) showed that more anxiety was
experienced by female than male, and most of students out of these used social support and
acceptance as a coping strategy. Cognitive competencies of the individual and the life skills play
significant role in managing & coping with adversities and its impact on the body. Stress,
depression and anxiety symptoms were continued even after reopening of education institutions,
the severity of the symptoms was varied in students’ due readjustment problems, domestic &
financial issues, and academic losses (Ren Z et al., 2021). Students were engaged in online classes
and virtual learning. Some students having digital resources at their home were able to engage in
learning but other were lacking it. However, Al might have impacted the learning and creativity
of students, excess dependency on Al can impact learning and creativity negatively (Kumar, S.,
2023). There was some difference in the impact as female students were reported more prone to
negative mental health symptoms, there was a difference in the impact on urban & rural students,
although there was increase in the awareness level of students (Moghe K et al., 2020). The efforts
by educational institutions to ensure the social distancing to mitigate the spread of the virus
resulted altered habits & behavior patterns, and this impacted mental health negatively. People
who are able to change their cognition can cope the adversity and take it as opportunity, people
with high cognitive competence and patience have the ability to transform themselves in the
adversities (Kumar, S., 2024).

Objective of the Study:

Association between covid 19 and its impact on mental health is studied by many researchers. A
substantial increase in domestic violence, stress, depression, loneliness, anxiety and other mental
issues is reported in various researches. Students were physically isolated from their peer groups,
the peer learning transformed to digital learning with lack of resources, that impacted student
mental health & well-being. These inevitable challenges faced by student community, and role of
cognitive competence i.e. knowledge, skills and abilities in managing & coping with depression,
stress, and other mental health issues needed to be studied further. The current study is carried out
with the objective to assess the psychological impact of covid-19 on the mental health of school
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and higher education students. It aimed to assess the psychological impact of social distancing in
lockdown due to Covid-19, in both waves with an objective to assess the prevalence of mental
health challenges perceived and its responses due to physical distancing in school and higher
education students. Increased screen time due to digital learning, lack of peer support in learning,
poor internet connectivity, social distancing, and misinformation by social media & other medias
played a positive role in developing psychotic symptoms. The study has correlational & descriptive
design to assess the negative effects of the pandemic on the mental health of school and higher

education students that impacted their emotional, social, and cognitive growth.

Limitations of the Study:

The sample of the study includes students in adolescence and early adulthood, studying in schools
and higher educational institutes. Participants were from different schools in India. Data was
collected for one year during the pandemic period through offline/ online modes, so may have time
and resource constraints. Self-rater bias may affect the data, as the rating scales are self-rated.
Longitudinal data is taken from the clinical records and also procured from the participants, lacking

of longitudinal data may be due to lack of systemic assessment.

Participants & Design

A mixed-methods approach is used for data collection having four methods employed. Interviews
in clinics and counseling data to assess the stress, minor and major depression as qualitative
methods is used. With this GAD-7, PHQ-9 scale, self-reports questionaries, rating scales for
behavior analysis, WEMWABS to assess perceived depression, stress, anxiety and mental well-
being are also used. The study population sample consisted 2140 male and female students in the
age from 17 to 25 years (M =22.73, SD = 6.12).

Summary:
Regression analysis and descriptive statistics are shown in tables. Isolation, separation distress,
academic impairment, sleep disturbances, behavior aspects, nightmares, muscle tension, fatigue,

irritability, and inattention are taken as predictors’ variables (IV) and anxiety is taken as criterion
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variable (DV). In the regression analysis, p-value indicates a significant correlation of criterion

variables to predictor variables.

Graph 1: Socio-demographic profile of Participants

Out of the total population of the sample, 47% were female students and 53% were male students.
Students studying in school and undergraduate classes were 60% of the sample size and students
studying in post-graduate classes were 40%. In marriage status, 10% were married candidates,

89% students were unmarried, and only 1% of the population was separated.

Sociodemographic

Male
Female
uG
PG
Unmarried
Married
Separated
0 25 50 75 100

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics Based on DSM-5, for Predictor Variables and Correlations to

Criterion Variable Anxiety

Predictor Variable M SD SE [0} p

Distress due to separation 4.20 0.91 0.19 0.67 .047
Reluctance of being alone 4.12 0.87 0.17 0.71 .048
Impairment in academics 6.13 1.17 0.26 0.97 .037
Nightmares of separation 4.79 0.94 0.20 0.60 .032
Clinging behavior 512 1.09 0.24 0.94 .042
Fatigues & Restlessness 3.97 0.81 0.13 0.67 .049
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Muscle tension 3.88 0.79 0.12 0.59 .073
Sleep disturbances 5.98 1.13 0.24 0.96 .039
Inattention & Irritability 4.93 1.06 0.16 0.97 .037

Data collected from the participants is analyzed on 7-point rating scale. Predictor variable-wise
average score and p-value is given in the table above. Diagnostic criteria are adopted from DSM-
5, diagnostic features as predictor variables specify the degree of anxiety faced by the students.
The data analysis shows a marginalized difference between anxiety faced by male and female
students; however, fear of separation is faced more by male students than female students. GAD-
7 scores, clinical record, and reports reflect that 18.9% of male students reported anxiety issues,
whereas 20.3% of female students reported extreme to mild anxiety prevalence 2 to 5 months. Out
of the total participants, 15.8 % of students faced severe anxiety related issues, whereas 23.3% of
students faced mild anxiety. 39.3 % students faced anxiety and stress varying from mild to severe.
P-value and phi coefficient values of the data show a positive correlation between CV (Criterion
Variable) and PV (Predictor Variable).

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics, Based on DSM-5, for Predictor Variables and Correlations to

Criterion Variable Depression

Predictor Variable M SD SE [0) p

Frequent temper outbursts 5.42 0.94 0.21 0.94 .052
Depressed mood 5.18 0.93 0.20 0.96 .057
Diminished Interest 5.17 0.92 0.20 0.95 .038
Weight loss 4.09 1.17 0.23 0.93 .053
Weight gain 4.77 1.18 0.23 0.94 .049
Feelings of worthlessness 5.78 0.95 0.19 0.98 .039
Insomnia 5.05 0.91 0.21 0.94 .051
Hypersomnia 4.93 1.04 0.22 0.91 .048

The above table reflects the data collected from participants, and score from HDRS (HDS-SIV,
Ham-D) on the 7-point scale is used for mean & standard deviation. Diagnostic criterion is adopted

from the DSM-5. Diagnostic features are taken as PV (predictor variables), and reflects the
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depression faced by participants. PV and CV correlation is represented by Phi coefficient value
and p-value, higher values for PV are positively correlated with the extremeness of CV. Clinical
data, and PHQ-9 data reflects 11.8% students faced depression. 9.7 % students faced anger,
frustration and chronic irritability in behavior more frequently within a week. 12.7 % students
reported hopelessness, depressed mood with subjective feelings like emptiness, sadness, etc., with
loss of pleasure almost in all day-to-day activities or pleasant activities as per hobbies. 7.7%
students reported weight loss, 24.6% students reported weight gain, 4.6 % students reported
feelings of worthlessness occasionally during the pandemic. A number of students felt sleep
disorders, 8.3% students reported insomnia and 33.8% students reported hypersomnia.

Graph 2: Psychological, Physiological, and Social, Symptoms of Stress

Physical, emotional and behavioral symptoms of stress

B males [l females

80
60
40

20

Physical symptoms Emotional symptoms Behavioural symptoms

Participants are categorized in three groups, emotional, physical, and behavioral symptoms to find
the average number of students who felt stress and poor mental health & well-being, WEMWBS
and other behavior rating scales data is represented in the form of score. 42.8 % male students and
28.7 % female students, and 76.6% total students felt moderate to higher levels of stress.
Discussion & Findings:

The study is carried out with the purpose to analyze the impact of pandemic due to covid 19, on
the mental health of school and higher education students. The data analysis of this research
support and evidences that school and higher education students adversely impacted by the
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physical distancing due to pandemic lockdown imposed by the government. The key findings of
the study are:

1. Out of the total number of participants, 42.8% students reported either depression or
anxiety; however, a greater number of students reported anxiety rather than depressive symptoms.
Male and female students reported a marginalized difference between depressive symptoms and
anxiety; however, fear of separation was more in male students than female students.

2. 24.8% students reported with weight gain, 7.6% students reported with weight loss, and
4.8 % students reported the feelings of worthlessness periodically during the lockdown period.

3. 71.8% students reported poor mental health and well-being, mostly students reported
altered sleep habits, 8.3% students felt insomnia and 33.8% students felt hypersomnia.

4. 36.8% students felt fear of getting infected by virus, a major number of students felt
cognitive dissonance regarding the myths and truths of pandemic due to covid-19.

5. 37.8% students spent their time on media including watching TV or reading pandemic due
to covid-19 news and related information on social media and other platforms.

6. 56.3% students reported increased used of social media from slight to a marked increase.
Conclusions:

Human brain is wired to connect and likes social interactions, lack of social interaction
significantly impact brain health by causing depression, stress, anxiety (GAD) and related mental
health symptoms in students and having intimate partner relations at institutional level, academic
worries, self-expectations and family expectations somewhere boosted negative mental health
issues. A major number of students faced imbalances in hormones and neurotransmitters i.e. brain
biochemistry. This study provides support to the theoretical and practical findings of various
psychosocial theories; however, the generality of the research results must be established by future
researches. This study reveals that the mental health of school and higher education students is
negatively impacted by the lockdown due to covid-19 pandemic, and a majority of students faced

inevitable psychological challenges and responses to deal with such adversity.

Suggestions:
> Mental health education, counseling and guidance services at educational institutions must

be strengthened.
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> Adolescence period is the most critical stage in the life, so there is a need to nurture

resilience and cognitive flexibility from childhood. The co-curricular in schools and higher
educational institutes should be designed to enhance resilience, cognitive competence and develop
the life skills.

> Students from childhood to early adulthood should be trained to cope with feelings of self-

burnout and self-helplessness.

> Parents and educators must be sensitized on nurturing a higher level of managing behavior

that is must for high self-esteem.

> Student empowerment at the ground level must be studied further.
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