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Psychological Well-being of First-year Psychology 
Students amid the COVID-19 Pandemic 

Getrude C. AH GANG1  

Abstract 

University life is always colorful, filled with a plethora of memorable moments, both academic and non-
academic. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, however, first-year university students’ academic experiences 
might be slightly different from their expectations due to learning being fully conducted online. The 
COVID-19 pandemic denied first-year students the opportunity to join face-to-face classes and become 
involved in university activities in a real-life setting. All activities were conducted in a virtual setting, and 
they could only contact their course mates and lecturers via social media platforms. This derailment of their 
expectation to experience university in real-life settings may dampen their enthusiasm and impact their 
motivation and happiness levels. To explore this phenomenon, a study was conducted with 143 first-year 
psychology students to examine their self-reported motivation and happiness levels before and after seven 
weeks of online classes. This study included 113 females (79%) and 30 males (21%) with a mean age of 
20.68 (SD = 1.88). Data collected revealed that students’ motivation and happiness levels declined 
significantly after their online classes. According to their extent of agreement with the single statement 
“Overall, I am happy with my university life”, 48 (33.60%) students agreed, 76 (53.10%) were neutral, 
and 19 (13.30%) disagreed. This study may assist universities and relevant authorities in understanding 
students’ perceptions of dealing with academic life through online classes and related challenges amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Psychological strategies should be considered to enhance first-year students’ 
motivation and happiness levels when faced with online classes in their first semester. 
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1. Introduction 

Various academic and non-academic activities conducted by universities are 
designed to encourage university students to take charge of their own education and 
seek out experiential learning opportunities in and beyond the classroom (George & 
Thomas, 2020). Some of these activities create significant memories that will be 
treasured by students long after graduation. These significant memories might be 
quite different for first-year university students in Malaysia in September 2020 
following the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education’s instruction to all higher 
learning institutions to defer students' on-campus registration due to the increasing 
number of COVID-19 cases. Hence, all universities in Malaysia conducted online 
registrations for first-year and returning students. University students who 
experienced shutdowns and quarantines instead of the anticipated adventures of an 
in-person campus learning environment may find their expectations further 
thwarted by the realities of online learning, such as unstable internet connections, a 
noisy home environment, and the academic workload. For university students in the 
rural areas, internet connection is a major issue, particularly students in Sabah, 
where 52 percent of students have a problem accessing the internet because of a 
lack of infrastructure (Harian, 2020). This may cause insecurity and stress when 
students lose their connections for online learning. Students perceive that they miss 
out on the whole college experience by not being involved in campus life (Verena, 
2020). To elucidate these phenomena, a study was conducted focusing on students’ 
motivation and happiness levels before and after experiencing online classes for 
seven weeks of their first semester. 

2. Literature Review 

Past studies revealed that in the era of the COVID-19 pandemic, many 
students encountered challenges in engaging with online learning. For instance, 
Selvanathan et al. (2020). found that university students from 12 public and private 
universities in Malaysia indicated higher dissatisfaction with online teaching methods 
used during the COVID-19 pandemic. For students in East Malaysia, internet 
connectivity is one of the most prominent problems in engaging with online learning, 
besides other problems such as too many different online teaching methods used by 
various lecturers, a limited broadband data allowance, and a lack of technical skills in 
using online learning methods (Chung et al., 2020). Another study by Quirk and 
Quirk (2020) revealed other common difficulties faced by first-year students, such as 
connecting with new course material and their course mates, meeting academic 
challenges, and having a productive at-home learning environment. These challenges 
are faced by most university students globally, as revealed by Browning et al. (2021); 
from late February to mid-May 2020, students from seven universities in the United 
States experienced a lack of motivation, anxiety, stress, and isolation due to social 
distancing, educational changes, and going out less.  
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3. Methodology  

The study is based on a research survey in which first-year students were 
invited to participate and complete a survey using Google Forms. Data collection 
was performed seven weeks into the semester. The duration of seven weeks is 
considered a high-risk transition period for first-time learners, as stated by Krause et 
al. (2005). Participants were first-time students who had never experienced living on 
campus and engaging in face-to-face university classes.  

4. Instruments 

A questionnaire consisting of 14 items was used in this study to gather 
participants’ demographic data. Each section, both motivation and happiness, 
consisted of two items to measure students’ motivation and happiness levels before 
and after they engaged in online classes. Motivation and happiness levels referred to 
two points, before and after students experienced online classes. They were asked to 
rank the level of their motivation in relation to the question “How would you 
describe your motivation level before you were involved in any online classes in 
your university?” on a Likert scale of 1–10, where 1 = No motivation at all, 10 = 
Very highly motivated, and 5 = fifty-fifty. The happiness level was measured based 
on the question “How would you describe your level of happiness before you 
attended any online classes in your university?” and was also rated on a scale of 1–
10, where 1 = Not happy at all and 10 = Very happy. The same questions were used 
to ask students to rank their motivation and happiness levels after receiving their 
classes online. The test and retest reliabilities for motivation and happiness levels 
were assessed before and after engaging in online courses, and they showed high 
reliability values; for motivation, it was .90 and for happiness it was .80. 

5. Results 

Analysis of the demographic data showed that a majority of participants were 
female, 113 (79%), and 30 (21%) were male. Their mean age was 20.68 (SD = 1.88). 
It was found that there was a significant difference in students’ motivation before and 
after engaging in online classes in the new semester (t(142) = 4.81, p < .01), using the 
paired sample t-test analysis. The mean level of motivation before was 7.23 (SD = 
1.90) and after was 6.20 (SD = 1.86). Similarly, there was a significant difference in 
students’ level of happiness before and after engaging in online classes in the new 
semester (t(141) = 6.73, p < .01), using the paired sample t-test analysis. The mean 
level before was 7.71 (SD = 1.90) and after was 6.20 (SD = 1.86). 

6. Discussion 

The current study showed that first-year students’ motivation levels declined 
after engaging in online courses in the seven weeks of the first semester. An 
unstable internet connection that often interrupted their attention and 
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concentration may be one of the factors contributing to lowering their motivation; 
not every student has the same quality of technical facilities and internet connection. 
In addition, adapting to the new learning environment at home with distractions, 
such as noise, and competing with siblings and other family members for computer 
use can also affect motivation. Therefore, they must manage their time effectively 
between household chores, assignments, and online exams, and this may increase 
their workload. A study by Quirk and Quirk (2020) revealed that one third of 
students commented that their workload sharply increased, which may lead to 
frustration and decreased motivation. Besides happiness, the fundamental changes 
to the nature of university students’ educational experience amid the COVID-19 
pandemic have increased the load on students’ mental health (Browning et al., 
2021). Most students confirmed that they have had issues with anxiety, depression, 
fear of contagion, and ambivalence due to this pandemic.  

7. Conclusion 

This study revealed that first-year psychology students’ motivation and 
happiness levels declined significantly after engaging in online courses brought on 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Learning from home can be a struggle because 
students must also juggle their classes with housework. Studying at the university 
instead is beneficial because students can fully concentrate on their academic tasks 
and have more opportunity to utilize academic resources. For future research, it 
would be beneficial to explore students’ perceptions of their lecturers’ strategies in 
retaining their students’ motivation and happiness levels. This could enhance 
students’ motivation and happiness levels and keep students engaged actively and 
effectively in online learning. Online learning may well have to be faced in their 
second semester and potentially even after the COVID-19 pandemic, as suggested 
by Verena (2020). 
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