Psychic distress, remote education and the COVID-19 pandemic: experiences of undergraduate female students

Abstract
This study aimed to investigate how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the psychological distress of female university students at private institutions. Ten undergraduate students from four private universities in the state of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil, aged between 18 and 34 years, were interviewed. The interviews were analyzed using thematic content analysis. Based on the clustering of emerging themes, two categories were identified: psychological distress in university female students and pandemic-related challenges. The results indicated that the students' distress was associated with a loss of social and academic contact, leading to increased experiences of depression and anxiety. The abrupt change in academic routines and remote learning were the primary challenges described. This reinforces the importance of creating and maintaining spacer for mental health care in educational and training environments.
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Sofrimento psíquico, ensino remoto e pandemia por Covid-19: experiências de acadêmicas de graduação

Resumo
A presente pesquisa teve como objetivo investigar como a pandemia por COVID-19 repercutiu no sofrimento psíquico de mulheres estudantes de universidades privadas. Foram entrevistadas dez alunas de cursos de graduação de quatro universidades privadas no estado do Rio Grande do Sul/Brasil, com idades entre 18 e 34 anos. A análise das entrevistas foi submetida à análise de conteúdo temática. A partir do agrupamento dos temas emergentes, duas categorias foram elencadas, quais sejam: sofrimento psíquico em estudantes universitárias e desafios da pandemia. Os resultados apontaram que o sofrimento das estudantes estava relacionado à perda de contato social e acadêmico, gerando aumento das vivências relacionadas à depressão e ansiedade. A mudança abrupta na rotina acadêmica e o ensino remoto foram os principais desafios descritos. Diante disso, reforça-se a importância da criação e da permanência de espaços de acolhimento em saúde mental nos espaços formativos e de educação.
Palavras-chave: Saúde mental; estudante universitária; COVID-19.

Introduction 
On March 11, 2020, the new coronavirus pandemic called SARS-CoV-2 (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) has been officially declared. Since then, the population has lived by the rules enforced by international health organizations. For two years, the pandemic required new habits, social rules, and a variety of mobilizations. All efforts were made to contain the spread of the virus, reduce the peak of the epidemic, and reduce the strain on health systems (Brasil, 2020; Duarte et al., 2020).
Due to the emergency of the situation, quarantine was implemented as a precautionary measure, and with it, there was a drastic decrease in social circulation. The situation caused universities and other sectors of society to temporarily closed (Felippe et al., 2021). At first, it was estimated that the restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic would be temporary. However, they have extended over almost two years, and it is possible to conjecture that social isolation has had an impact on various social segments, especially academia (Pereira et al., 2020; Sunde, 2021).
Education had to quickly produce ways for students at all levels to continue their studies in this context. One of the alternatives was to utilize various technological tools to assist students in pursuing their studies (Salvagni, Wojcichoski, & Guerin, 2020). The Ministry of Education, through Ordinance No. 343/2020, which was later amended by Ordinances No. 345/2020 and No. 395/2020, along with Provisional Measure No. 934/2020, allowed the replacement of face-to-face teaching with digital methods. 
Especially in private educational institutions, online platforms have enabled synchronous classes - when teacher and student are online simultaneously, as face-to-face modality - and asynchronous - when classes are recorded, and available for students. In 2020, both teaching formats became legal and known as remote teaching (Salvagni, Wojcichoski, & Guerin, 2020). Despite this, curricular internships have been extended, graduations have been delayed, and teaching-learning processes have been drastically altered by screens. Social Isolation and these transformations have resulted in stress, exhaustion, fear, and anxiety among academics (Mheidly, Fares, & Fares, 2020).
The impact of mental suffering on society as a whole and on quality of life made it a public health problem (Dachew; Bisetegn; & Gebremarian, 2015). It is important to mention that different factors contribute to mental disorders, but the symptoms onset and the response to a stressful event differ from person to person (WHO, 2004). The psychological suffering that is evident in periods of crisis, such as those caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, highlights the need for mental health care. The pandemic has intensified population's mental health demands, as it has accentuated feelings such as fear, anxiety, sadness, frustration, boredom, and other stressors related to financial losses and uncertainties about the future (Scorsoloni-Comin, Rossato, & Santos, 2020). 
Concerning academic mental health should be highlighted that studies developed before the pandemic began have already identified the presence of levels of anxiety, stress and, depression among this public. These findings indicate the necessity of investing in public policies for mental health care in the university context (Andrade et al., 2016; Castro, 2017; Chau & Vilela, 2017). COVID-19 is now the focus of new studies, which have revealed that this audience has been negatively impacted by the pandemic, with higher levels of anxiety, depression, and stress compared to the previous period (Brooks et al., 2020; Maia & Dias, 2020; Wang et al., 2020).
In this context, it was investigated, through a systematic review of the literature, the pandemic impact on the mental health of university students, and in many national and international publications it was identified the prevalence of quantitative studies on the subject (Becker et al, 2021). This finding highlights the importance of surveys that provide spaces for students to speak and listen, enabling an understanding of the factors they have experienced that have contributed to the impact on their mental health. Considering this gap and the recognition that the changes caused by the pandemic have greatly influenced the pedagogical processes and, consequently, the mental health problems in the university environment, it is understood that studying the psychological suffering in students from a qualitative approach becomes essential for the construction of lines of care and intervention in health. Considering the above, the goal of this research was to examine how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the psychological distress of female students at private universities.
Method 
This is a qualitative study that was developed from larger research called “Psychic suffering in university students in the COVID-19 pandemic”, which included students from private universities in Brazil. This research involved ten undergraduate students from four private universities in the state of Rio Grande do Sul - Brazil. All participants were women between the ages of 18 and 34. Table 1 illustrates the sociodemographic characteristics of the academics who were interviewed.
Table 1 - Characteristics of the participants 
	Participants[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Nomes fictícios. ] 

	Age
	Where is living
	Course
	Year that started 
	Live with how many people 

	Maria
	24
	Porto Alegre
	Architecture and Urbanism
	2017
	More than 4

	Paula
	25
	Porto Alegre
	Law
	2017
	More than 4

	Daniela
	20
	Porto Alegre
	Criative Write  
	2021
	3

	Nicole
	22
	Porto Alegre
	Social Sciences 
	2017
	2

	Eduarda
	34
	Porto Alegre
	Social Service 
	2017
	More than 4

	Fatima
	21
	Porto Alegre
	Journalism
	2021
	1

	Bruna
	24
	Caxias do Sul
	Psychology 
	2015
	3

	Ana
	24
	Gramado
	Psychology
	2016
	2

	Carla
	18
	São Leopoldo 
	Biological Sciences 
	2021
	3

	Julia
	31
	Gravataí
	Physical Education 
	2016
	More than 4


Source: Research data. 
The Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21) was used to select the participants in the first stage of the larger study. By adapting this scale for Brazil, the items assessed showed consistency (Vignola, 2013). The DASS-21 consists of twenty-one items distributed into three dimensions: Depression, Anxiety and Stress, with each dimension having seven items each. The answers are obtained by the individual evaluating the extent to which they had experienced each symptom during the last week, on a frequency scale: “it didn't apply to me at all”, “it applied to me a few times”, “it applied to me a lot”, “it applied to me most of the time”, corresponding to values from “0” to “3” (Martins et al., 2019). The participants who scored the highest on the scale were identified as potential participants for the qualitative phase of the research and were contacted by email.
Data was collected through a semi-structured interview, with a pre-defined script of questions with focus on the pandemic experience and the process of maintaining the remote study, as well as the emotions of that moment. The interviews were conducted on the Google Meet platform from August to September 2021, and audio recording were made with the participants' permission. Ethical precautions were taken to ensure the privacy and security of the recordings. The students were informed about the research objectives and consented to participate by reading the Informed Consent Form (ICF) that was read and consented to on video. The form was scanned and emailed to the participants.
The data was analyzed using Content Analysis (Bardin, 2011), which is a three-stages processes. The initial stage of pre-analysis involved reading each transcript individually (floating reading) to organize the ideas and material to be analyzed. During the second stage, the material was coded, and the main themes related to the pandemic's impact on the academic training process were identified. The themes with similar characteristics were grouped into categories that were defined as follows: psychological distress in female university students; and challenges of the pandemic with objectivity and consistency. Finally, the analysis ended with the processing and interpretation of the obtained data.
This research is supported by Resolution No. 016/2000 of the Federal Council of Psychology, and Resolution No. 510/2016 of the National Health Council, so the principle of beneficence was always advocated during the research, prioritizing the well-being of the participants, especially since they are still living during the pandemic. The research was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University to which the authors are affiliated, under CEP Report No. 4.687.210. The names used in this article are fictitious to maintain the identity of the participants.
Results analysis and discussions 
The interviewees' accounts were organized into two categories: one titled psychic suffering in university female students, which deals with the students' psychological suffering related to the pandemic period; and another one named challenges of the pandemic, that analyses the impacts, and the transformations caused by the pandemic in the academic context.
a) Psychic suffering among university students
This first category presents content related to the experiences of university students regarding the duration of the pandemic. The overload generated by the study routine, work and domestic activities, the use of psychotropic drugs, social isolation and returning to classes. 	
As already mentioned, the psychological distress of university students is a topic that has aroused the interest of many researchers in recent years. Maltoni, Palma, and Neufeld (2019) investigated to examine the prevalence of depressive and anxious symptoms among 558 students studying at university. The data showed that 10.75% of the participants had moderate to severe results for anxiety, while 5.38% had moderate to severe results for depression.
Indicators of anxiety and depression were higher among undergraduate students in the first semester of 2020, as shown by another research conducted during the period. It is estimated that a sedentary lifestyle, the lack of social contact and the use of electronics are among the causes of these indicators (Dominski, Brandt, 2020; Huckins et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020). Recent researches have stressed other emotional reactions such as anger, panic, stress, and excessive worry, as well as anxiety, reinforcing that the pandemic has greatly affected the academics mental health (Gundim et al., 2021; Messiano et al., 2021).
In this same context, the interviewees in this research, when asked about how they were feeling, gave similar stories of the studies cited, talking about their experiences associated with anxiety, insomnia, loneliness, and fear. These aspects can be seen in the following statements: “I was already anxious before, but I had every peak of anxiety, of not being able to sleep, not being able to eat” (ANA); ”It’s a whirlwind of emotions that keep happening and this generates fear, panic, a lack [...] lack, like [...] what am I going to do? What’s going to happen? What’s it going to be like from now on?” (EDUARDA). 
Analyzing the above accounts, it is noted that, for the participants, psychological suffering took precedence over trying to follow a new routine. These feelings may come out at different times throughout the day, leading to disruptions in their activities. The pandemic, according to Morales & Lopez (2020), has brought new concerns to university students that have been added to existing mental health issues. Ariño & Bardagi (2018) conducted a study with 640 Brazilian undergraduates and found that anxiety, stress, and depression were negatively correlated to self-efficacy and academic experiences. The findings suggest that the difficulty of establishing social interactions within the university and building a support network in the academic context can cause suffering for students.
Still considering mental health issues, other participants emphasized that the time of the pandemic had worsened the signs and symptoms that already existed, as the following statements indicate: “I already had psychological problems, for example, anxiety, and I had many anxiety attacks too, but I managed to control it, and nowadays the medicine alone doesn't help me anymore” (MARIA).
Maria, one of the interviewees, went through several situations during the pandemic, such as the loss of loved ones due to COVID and the change of university due to the extinction of the course she was attending, which may have increased her suffering. She explains how she reacted to this process full of changes: “[...] I started having symptoms of depression again. Because of all those courses I had to cancel, which I left behind, and I feel inadequate towards myself for having cancelled them” (MARIA).
Romanini (2021) states that there is a psychological suffering naturalization process, in which university students blame themselves for their failure. This feeling of individual blame for failure has become normal for university students. They must adjust their academic difficulties, such as organize their studies with time to accomplish them, their work and family, which become almost impossible to manage and sometimes culminated in failure. It can be inferred that the pandemic period had multiple overlaps in personal and academic life, leading to increased suffering and frustration. 
Academic issues seem to have a distinct value and thus increase psychological suffering. Other feelings brought up emphasize the lack of motivation, the need to cope with domestic obligations and academic demands versus being at home and manage time. The following statements are illustrative in this sense: “I know I need to do it, and I push myself to do it, but then I don't want to do it. I'm lazy, I don't feel like it” (CARLA); “Tired, sad, a feeling of helplessness, like, I can't do everything I'm supposed to do, and I can't. I think all of this, like this, is what I feel. I think all of this was as if there was a brake holding me back, something holding me back” (EDUARDA).
The students’ narratives are filled with regret and an expectation that their activities will develop at the same pace as when they were in the classroom. The suffering is expressed in the words and falls on the body, in the form of tiredness, laziness, impotence and frustration. In the same vein, Nunes (2021) highlighted that the household chores overload, the lack of a study routine and the work have the potential to generate negative feelings in university students. The use of psychotropic drugs to overcome suffering also appeared in the interviewees’ accounts, as Paula says: “When I tell my friends, when they say ‘oh, I’m going to be sad about this news’ I say, ‘I’m not going to be sad because I’m on medication’ (laughs)” (PAULA). Paula's outburst demonstrates how tough it is for her to cope with the sadness of everyday life without the aid of psychiatric medication.	
During their speeches, female academics mentioned their fear of loneliness, feelings generated during isolation, and unnamed feelings. Academics have been reported to experience loneliness, social isolation, and discouragement in various studies (Morales & Lopez, 2020; Nunes, 2021; Lyons et al., 2020; Conrad et al., 2021). Interviewee Maria said: “[...] I could no longer run away from the things I was afraid to face about myself because I had to, it was just me and me [...]”. For her part, Julia realizes that "nowadays I see that my body used to give me a lot of warnings about when my mental health wasn't good".
The loneliness brought on by social isolation may have, in some situations, enabled reflections that, in the long term, could make a positive contribution to these students’ lives, even if at the moment they are a source of apprehension. It is evident that a support network is necessary to ensure that this psychological process is protected. 
After returning to work and classes in a hybrid format, students developed new feelings about interacting face-to-face while still adhering to all necessary precautions. Eduarda said: “[...] since I hadn’t seen anyone for a long time when I started seeing crowds of people in the street [...] it felt like I was in another world, on another planet”.
Social interaction was a subject addressed by more interviewees. For them, it had become easier to interact through virtual means, even though this form of interaction is more solitary. The longing for colleagues and the desire to return to face-to-face interaction, something mentioned by the participants in this research, has also appeared in other recent studies (Morales, Lopez, 2020; Nunes, 2021; Lyons et al., 2020; Conrad et al., 2021). However, returning to `normal` life comes up against the fear of no longer knowing how to act, how to make friends, coupled with the fear of exposing oneself, of talking without being judged or criticized. In this sense, it can be thought that expanding the repertoire of social skills can help students with the university context adversities and the return to face-to-face activities (Santos & Soares, 2020).
The psychological suffering of university students has been enhanced by the pandemic, as confirmed by the data collected in this category. Symptoms of depression and anxiety, fear and uncertainty about the future, questions about the new experiences and feelings that the pandemic has brought with it appear more clearly in the academics` lives, providing a reassessment of life, already so fragile.
b) Challenges of the pandemic 
This category is based on excerpts from the interviews that showed impacts and transformations caused by the pandemic in the academic context, including difficulty to connect internet and access classes; homework[footnoteRef:2]/ homeschool[footnoteRef:3]; lack of adequate physical space and family life; weakening of academic experiences, lack of social contact and financial issues. [2:  Com o advento da pandemia, as escolas fecharam e passaram a utilizar o sistema remoto para dar continuidade às aulas, ou seja, as aulas passaram a ser realizadas através de plataformas virtuais mediados pelo computador ou celular.]  [3:  A pandemia fez com que muitos postos de trabalho fechassem ou reduzissem o fluxo de funcionários presenciais. Visando a prevenção, o trabalho passou a ser desempenhado em casa, através das mídias sociais e demais recursos tecnológicos.] 

As already mentioned, faced with the conditions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, the Ministry of Education issued documents guiding the classes continuation in digital media at all educational levels. Higher education has used this learning format before, but the maximum workload allowed was 40% of the total for face-to-face courses. However, the pandemic imposed the total migration of classes to digital learning platforms - synchronous and asynchronous - as a way of guaranteeing the academic semester (Alves, 2020; Gusso et al., 2020). Higher education students now require the internet to access classes through different platforms used by their universities.
The interviewees cited the internet connection as a complicating factor in adapting to remote teaching when asked about the challenges. The slowness and lack of connection made it difficult to access classes, as Ana reported: 'There were many days when I couldn't access it. "My internet was very slow” (ANA). Other studies have also shown that over 50% of university students (55.6% and 52.4%) had trouble connecting to the internet (Borba et al., 2020; Fávero & Parreira, 2020). Dias (2016) suggests that the arrival of digital technology has a significant impact on historical and social relations, how the subject is constituted, and how they work, relate, and meet. 
Thus, another situation that has impacted students during the pandemic refers to the use of house space for homework and homeschooling. The (re)organization of this environment and the fact that this place is often also the bedroom or living room shared by other family members, has caused discomfort and a feeling of disorganization. Nicole recounted this situation in her interview: “My bed is a sofa in an office room. I use my work desk as both my study desk and leisure desk, and I have a collection of books that include college books".
Meo et al. (2020) corroborates the interviewees’ reports, stating that there was a decrease in study time and a drop in the performance of university students during the pandemic, with this drop being more prevalent among women. In addition, the fact that the place of study is shared with the family or is the environment intended for rest, is also reported, in other research, as detrimental to academic performance (Borba et al., 2020; Fávero & Parreira, 2020).
The demands of university require students to adopt different study strategies from those they learned in high school. Teixeira et al. (2021), for example, showed in their study with medical students that they had poor concentration (66.8%) and difficulty in studying and learning (39.2%), since studying at university was different from what was usually done in person. Remote learning has exacerbated some of the difficulties in the university world, such as procrastination and difficulty paying attention, as reported by other participants in the survey. One account below explains the academic’s efforts to maintain the quality of her studies: “I can’t concentrate. I’m a procrastinator, there’s this little detail, you know. Despite the distance and things, I still believe that I require this commitment, you know. I need to get out of the house [...]” (PAULA).
The difficulty in concentration indicated in the interviewees' speeches could be harmful to their assessment activities since their study habits have also changed and may not be as productive. In this context, it can be inferred that, at times, the physical disorganization caused by the accumulation of assignments in the same space may have contributed to feelings of anxiety and procrastination with academic activities, increasing the lack of motivation for remote classes.
Still about organization, other interviewees reported that they used university spaces to study before the pandemic, because in addition to optimizing time, these spaces helped them to concentrate and organize their time. In this sense, the lack of experience in the academic setting was also addressed, with a focus on studying, cultural activities, and social engagement. Being or becoming an academic involves life in the concrete space of the university: the library, the cafeterias, the benches, the conversations, and the innumerous academic activities that take place outside the classroom. Many of the students in this study did not fully know the university they were studying at, as they started in 2020, the same year that the pandemic began, and others only attended about fifteen days of classes before the quarantine and the consequent remote teaching.
As a possible consequence, the students considered the feeling of loneliness and isolation as a negative factor that had an impact on adapting to the new teaching method. Some of the interviewees reported: “[…] we often feel alone, isolated” (BRUNA); “This issue of the virtual world and the cameras being turned off makes human contact a little more distant and that makes me more withdrawn […]” (EDUARDA).
The university's social relationships allow for the expansion of experiences and cultures. Even though the virtual classes made it possible for the students to get in touch, they were still unable to create deeper bonds between them, showing that the lack of face-to-face experience made a difference in their lives. In addition, the financial issue also emerged as a complicating factor during the pandemic and for the interviews. This is because it is known that the reduction or the loss of a source of income tends to increase stress (Moreira & Costa, 2020), as Daniela reports: “The first thing the pandemic affected was the financial part, right? We're online and we're not spending money on airfare, but we're spending money on the internet and that's really complicated, isn't it?” (DANIELA).
The same interviewee, Daniela, who, at the time of the interview, was already employed, reports that concern about financial issues played a large part in her life during the months she was unemployed. According to Martins et al.'s (2010) study, financial impacts had an impact on the academic lives of 69.1% of students during the pandemic. Academics who were doing practical subjects or internships that were suspended for many months may have felt these losses even more acutely.
It was also looked into what the students could cite as a positive aspect of the pandemic. Some of the interviewees found situations over time that only occurred because of the pandemic and were experienced as positive, such as having time to take other courses. Among them is training that would give more options for the job market. In addition, the participants mentioned the increase in useful time resulting from not having to travel to the university.
For some of the interviewees, technology has come to be seen in a different light, as Fatima says: “[…] learning to reinvent myself together with technology”. One might think that technology has served, in the context of the pandemic, to expand intellectual autonomy and keep people in the job market (Martins, 2020, p. 2172). The way in which knowledge was constructed could also be appreciated in another way, according to the following account: “I had to test new skills [...], but I also learned a lot, for example, learning how to edit videos, learning how to do other forms of study” (ANA).
Silva, Sousa, and Menezes' (2020) research confirms the interviewees' assertions about reducing transportation costs, learning through technological diversity, and increasing the availability of time. From this perspective, the scope and perspective of remote learning are being broadened. In Júlia’s words, the opportunities stand out: “So, I had the chance to teach at a school in Maranhão, learn a whole new culture, meet people I would never meet in person. So I think this change was cool” (JULIA).
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]	Technology, through the various web conferencing platforms, has been able to bring academics closer to other realities and, despite the social distance, make them feel close and able to live new experiences (Rocha & Lima, 2021). Recognizing possibilities during the process of psychological suffering can broaden the way of seeing oneself in the world and one's particular universe, promoting greater psychological flexibility and new meanings for the transitions experienced (Gonçalves, Oliveira, & Pinheiro, 2020). 
Thus, searching for potential in difficulties can be seen as an important approach to reduce university students` psychological suffering during the pandemic. Bearing in mind that the academic space is a place for socializing, exchanging experiences, and welcoming, the social isolation forced by the pandemic, triggered points that were added to the difficulties already encountered in the university space. Considering these issues the pedagogical weaknesses and the consequences of university students' psychological distress should be considered when returning to the classroom.
Final considerations 
The aim of this research was to examine the psychological suffering of female academics in private universities affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The results showed that it changed the way university students were prepared for their professional future, as well as altered teaching strategies and enabled other forms of learning, bringing university and work into the home. In addition, the pandemic's social distancing encouraged new forms of social interaction and individual recognition in the wake of chaos. Remote teaching made it possible to continue with the academic semesters, but it was not innocuous, leaving its mark and increasing the psychological suffering of students.
According to the findings, the students' distress was linked to the lack of social and academic interaction, leading to an increase in experiences related to depression and anxiety. One of the main challenges they reported was the sudden alteration of their academic routine, especially the overlap between academic and work tasks. The challenges caused by changes in the way they attend classes and study, however, became more noticeable among students who had changed educational institutions amid the pandemic or who reported using the campus space for studying. The students who enrolled at the university during the time when remote teaching was introduced expressed ambiguous emotions, as they had not been accustomed to a routine of face-to-face studies.
The interviews were conducted solely by women, not only because they had the highest DASS-21 score, but also because they were willing to talk about the subject. Talking about emotions may still be viewed as feminine and men are still discouraged from talking about their emotions. Furthermore, it is feasible to state that women were more burdened during the pandemic, which would explain their greater involvement in the study.
Based on the interviews carried out, in addition to learning about the challenges and positive points of the changes brought about by the pandemic in the educational sphere, there was unanimity among the interviewees that academic institutions should provide a listening space, in group format, so that students can exchange experiences and talk about their difficulties. There is an emerging demand that urgently needs to be addressed and implemented at the university level.
The study has limitations, in relation to the population chosen, as it is a cross-section of the population who have access to the internet and who, despite their difficulties, have managed to stay enrolled at university. In addition, the fact that the study was conducted exclusively with students who scored higher on the DASS-21 indicates a sample of participants with high levels of psychological distress and may not reflect the experiences of other students.
For this reason, it is recognized that the need for further research with university students, both from private and public institutions, as well as high school and elementary school students, given the complexity of the situations experienced during the pandemic and which still have repercussions on the lives of students from all types of education. Further studies that consider cultural, economic, and regional aspects linked to the psychological suffering of the students investigated are needed, problematizing the effects of the reduction in job opportunities, internships, and income.
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