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How Did University Students Adapt to the “New
Normal” of Teaching and Learning During
the Pandemic? Preliminary Indications

from Semi-structured Interviews
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Annalisa Quinto, Angelica Disalvo, Isabella Loiodice , and Anna Dipace

Department of Humanities, Literature, Cultural Heritage and Education Sciences,
The University of Foggia, via Arpi 176, 71100 Foggia, Italy

andrea.tinterri@unifg.it

Abstract. The Covid-19 pandemic, and subsequent lockdown of traditional uni-
versities determined, among other things, the sudden switch from a mostly exclu-
sive form of teaching and learning in presence to a full-online mode, which has
been called emergency remote teaching (ERT). A number of studies reported that
students experienced many difficulties during this period, due to personal, con-
textual, and technological factors. At the same time, students used their resources
and coping strategies to build resilient behaviors and adapt to this unprecedented
situation. An inter-university, mixed-method study investigated how those factors
combined to shape university students pandemic experience and develop better
university teacher training protocols. As a part of this project, a semi-structured
interview protocol has been developed to investigate in-deep phenomena, obser-
vations, and insights that can help lead to the redefinition of teaching and learning
practices. This study presents the protocol that has been developed and imple-
mented to collect student experiences and feelings towards different aspects of
their pandemic experience, with the aim of building teacher trainings programs
able to adapt to students’ coping strategies and foster their resilient behaviors.
Preliminary results indicate that traditional universities might need to increase
their push towards innovative instructional practices to face this challenge, while
at the same time helping students build on the lessons learned during the pandemic
period.

Keywords: Distance and blended learning · University students coping
strategies · Teaching and learning innovation · Semi-structured interviews

1 Introduction

The spread of the Covid-19 pandemic in the earlymonths of 2020 imposed lockdowns on
universities, among other institutions, forcing a rapid transition into online teaching and
learning. This event, where technology played an instrumental role as both the enabler
of remote learning and in shaping teaching and learning practices, forever changed the
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landscape of higher education [1]. This difficult change had a profound impact on aca-
demic institutions, which had to warrant learning continuity and integrity of assessment
practices [2, 3], as well as academic staff, including teachers, who reported significant
alterations in work-life balance [4], but had arguably the most significant impact on the
life and experience of university students.

There is little doubt that this passage proved very difficult for students, due to many
reasons, including organizational,methodological, emotional, and psychological factors.
On the one side, they had to adapt to a different mode of interacting with educational
content, teachers, as well as their peers [5–8]. On the other, they had to do so within the
context of fear and insecurity of a global pandemic, whose overall impact on the popu-
lations’ well-being and mental health is only started to be appreciated [9, 10]. Several
lines of investigation suggest that the ability to develop resilient resilient behaviors by
students has been of great importance in shaping their experience and allowing them to
adapt to the unprecedented challenges of the pandemic [11, 12]. Resilience is a multi-
faceted concept, which can be defined as the ability to quickly recover from negative
events of different nature. It has been shown that different coping strategies can promote
resilience in different contexts [13–15]; however, which coping strategies might have
helped university students deal with the sudden switch to online learning and adaptation
to a radically changed academic experience is still unclear.

Distance learning is not a novel concept: it existed for many years. However, the
switch to online learning that happened during the pandemic was of a significantly dif-
ferent nature, which has been defined emergency remote teaching (ERT)[16]. This kind
of online learning was defined by very limited time allowed for re-organization and
characterized mostly by the adaptation of traditional forms of teaching and learning to
online formats (i.e., synchronous frontal lessons). Reports on students’ experience with
ERT are somehow mixed; several studies report an overall positive reception of ERT
[17] albeit some report a lower quality of learning [18], and several factors, includ-
ing difficulties in managing workload and limited interaction with other students have
been reported as having a negative impact [19]. In the Italian context, we previously
reported, through the analysis of a questionnaire administered to more than 600 Italian
university students in the spring of 2020, that undertaking online courses helped stu-
dents cope with the difficulties and the stress of the unprecedented pandemic situation;
furthermore, students’ opinion of their experience with ERT was positively associated
with several factors, including organization and quality of online content and interaction
with teachers, whereas the need to reorganize their study habits was associated nega-
tively [20]. However, this quantitative approach highlighted a strong heterogeneity in
students’ answers, likely reflecting the great variability of individual experiences, both
in reacting to the pandemic situation and in adapting their learning habits and strategies
to face the unprecedented challenge. Since this “acute” phase of ERT, however, what was
an emergency became a “new normality”: for an entire cohort of students, their entire
experience of higher education mostly consisted in online or blended forms of teaching
and learning. The present study has the aim of understanding how students adapted to
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this situation andwhich factors, linked to both online learning and personal aspects, such
as the coping strategies used to develop resilient behaviors, helped them in the task.

The “Foster” Project
To understand how teaching and learning strategies during the pandemic influenced and
fostered university students’ resilience, a FISR-funded inter-university project, involv-
ing University of Bari, University of Foggia and, initially, University of Modena-Reggio
Emilia1, was launched to investigate the effects that emergency situations, such as the
Covid-19 pandemic, can have on the cognitive and emotional states of university stu-
dents, with the related effects in terms of achievement and educational success. The goal
of the project is to use this knowledge, together with gathering and adapting the best
international experiences on the subject, to develop better university teacher training pro-
tocols. To this aim, thismixed-methods project included both quantitative and qualitative
methods of investigation. On the one side, we developed a student-directed questionnaire
containing several standard scales investigating students’ perceived loneliness (UCLA
LS3 scale), coping strategies (Cope-NVI 25), and general health (GHQ-12), plus two
custom scales, each composed of three items, related to quality of online learning (α =
0.77) and resilience to online learning (α = 0.66) [21]. The survey was diffused among
students from the University of Foggia and the University of Bari, in order to understand
the overall factors (socio-demographic, contextual, and technological) that played a sig-
nificant role in the general health of university students; as well as to understand which
coping practices were employed by students and had an effect on their perceived health.
We found that expertise with digital devices had a positive effect on students perceived
general health. Conversely, isolation and lack of relational connectedness had a negative
effect on students’ health. Furthermore, we found that coping strategies have different
overall effects on student’s health, with active coping strategies more likely to have a
positive effect, consistent with the literature [13, 15, 21].

In parallel, we diffused a questionnaire aimed at teachers from the University of
Foggia, to investigate their teaching and learning practices during the pandemic and
identify their perceived needs in terms of required training and resources for online
learning. Third, we developed the semi-structured interview protocol that is described
in the present study. The triangulation of quantitative and in-depth qualitative analysis
of student perceptions and experience during the pandemic is therefore the foundation
for the rethinking of teaching and learning practices aimed at promoting students’ well-
being, resilience, and general health.

The next steps for the project include:

1. Through an analysis of the existing literature on the topic and the analysis of evidence
obtained from university students and teachers, characterize the adaptive strategies
adopted by teachers and students following the restrictions.

1 Following the relocation of the Principal Investigator (PI) of the local area from the University
ofModena andReggio Emilia to theUniversity of Foggia, the latter effectively had two research
units with different PIs. Thus, the samples included in all studies of the project include only
students and teachers from the University of Bari and the University of Foggia.
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2. Design of an experimental training course for university teachers on the topics of
innovative teaching strategies in face-to face and distance learning, suitable for
developing students’ resilience skills in normal and emergency situations.

3. Implementation of the training course aimed at an experimental sample of university
teachers, identified based on the acquired results.

Following objective 4, the subsequent planned phases of the research include the
comparison between an experimental group and a control group with pre and post-test
assessment, and the follow-up assessment in six months.

2 Material and Methods

To understand the spectrum of different phenomena/observations/reflections that influ-
enced and determined student’s adaptation to this new formof academic life,we designed
a semi-structured online one-on-one interview protocol (par. 3.1) addressed to a repre-
sentative subset of students (par. 3.2), from the University of Foggia (UniFg). We chose
to target exclusively students from the 2019–2020 cohort, that is, students whose univer-
sity career included both a pre-pandemic, traditional university experience, as well as the
sudden transition toward online learning during the quarantine and the post-pandemic
and consequent adaptation to include different perspectives in the study (see par. 3.3).
The aim of the study design was to obtain information from students through both quan-
titative and semi-quantitative linguistic analysis (par. 3.4) as well as qualitative content
analysis (par.3.5).

2.1 Candidate Selection Criteria

We recruited potential interview candidates on a voluntary basis. To reach putative
participants, a Google Form survey was diffused during courses as well as in infor-
mal student groups (WhatsApp and Telegram). Given the importance of demographic
factors, including gender [22], wealth, and working status [23], on students’ achieve-
ment and university experience, we chose to select interview candidates using a set of
sociodemographic factors. Therefore, students had to indicate a set of characteristics,
including:

• Genre
• Worker/non worker status
• Living in city/periphery
• Estimated family income (± 2000e/month)

The initial response to the survey was very positive, with 38 Students volunteering
for the interviews as of December 2021. Based on sociodemographic criteria, 20 stu-
dents where thus selected for interviews to guarantee a balanced sample. Unfortunately,
since the time the survey was diffused to the time the interviews took place (mid-January
2022), several students retracted their availability for the interviews or stopped answer-
ing to communications. To reach a threshold of 15 interviews, which was considered
instrumental to conduct a meaningful quantitative analysis, the selection criteria were
thus lessened, focusing instead of availability.
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2.2 Semi-structured Interview Protocol

The semi-structured interviews protocol consisted of twomain sections: the first focused
on the interviewee’s experience with distance learning and the second most concerned
with the student’s strategies to deal with the emotional and psychological aspects of the
pandemic: stress management and coping strategies, general happiness during and after
the peak of the pandemic, and reflection on personal development and possible “silver
linings” emerging from the pandemic (Table 1).

Following a pilot interview with an external subject, it was decided to start with
questions on distance learning before proceeding with more sensible questions, as inter-
viewer and interviewee had the time to grow reciprocal trust required to obtain quality
answers.

Table 1. Structure of the interview

Thematic Areas Questions

Biographic Area Which course are you enrolled in? In what year did you start University?
With whom did you live during the lockdown period?
Which resources did you have at your disposal to follow lessons and study?
Have your living conditions changed since then? (Do you live with the
same people now?)

Distance learning How would you describe your overall experience with distance learning?
Which were the most common didactic modes (synchronous,
asynchronous)? Which did you prefer and why?
How do you feel your academic achievements change with respect to
before the pandemic?
What are the main difficulties you encountered?
Which aspects of distance learning did you appreciate most?
Which aspects of learning in presence did you miss?
Which aspects of distance learning might have helped you face the
challenges of the pandemic situation?

Stress How do you feel when you find yourself in stressful situations?
Which strategies do you use to deal with stress?
Where do you find support to help you deal with it?
How did the stress induced by the pandemic differ from other, traditional,
stressful experiences? Which strategies did you use to deal with this
unprecedented situation?

Personal
development

Which “silver linings” could you obtain from the pandemic experience?
In which aspects do you feel you grew as a person during this time?

Happiness If you had to rate how happy you feel right now, what would be your
judgment?
What relationship do you have with your family? With friends and/or
partners?
With whom do you feel like you can share feelings and problems?
How do you deal with solitude?
How would you describe your social life now?
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2.3 Realization of the Interviews, Data Acquisition and Treatment

For this study, 4 interviewers were trained through a 5-webinar course, during which
they were trained on conducting interviews and data treatment and discussed together a
pilot interview; all but one of the interviewers had previous experience with one-on-one
interview protocols. All interviews were realized at distance using the Skype Web 4
software from January 10 to February 25, in Italian language. The recorded interviews
where then stored in a shared Google Drive folder and coded for the interviewers and
the interviewee initials. Verbatim transcriptions of the interviews have then been real-
ized by the same researcher, using Otranscribe software. The goal was to allow for the
insertion of tags (relating to the interviewer, interviewee, pauses, laughs, etc.) as well as
to obtain high-fidelity transcriptions, required for quantitative text analysis. Translated
interviews, with the embedded metadata, were then automatically transformed from.txt
to.xml format with a script conversion tool and built into a corpus using SketchEngine
software. The analysis that will be conducted includes quantitative analysis through
frequency and dispersion analysis, to identify key concepts (what is talked about); quali-
quantitative collocations analysis (to understand how key concepts are talked about), and
qualitative dialogic syntax [24] to understand the possible differences in the language
adopted (construction ofmeaning, different connotations, etc.) between interviewers and
interviewees.

3 Preliminary Findings from Content Analysis

The quali-quantitative analysis protocol described in 3.3, as well as the content analysis,
are still undergoing, as the interviews cover many different topics and a scrupulous
analysis is required to obtain useful indications from the students’ interviews. However,
her we present the example of a specific topic – the use of lesson recordings by students
- which highlights how this mixed – method protocol can be effective, using quantitative
analysis to identify general trends and qualitative studies to obtainmore in-depth insights,
towards building better instructional experiences for students. The following are the
translated excerpts from four different students to the question “Which were the most
common didacticmodes (synchronous, asynchronous)?Which did you prefer andwhy?”
that focus on the accessibility of recordings of online video-lessons.

[001, M, worker, living in the city, high family income] Yes, I had a tablet and a
pc. The phone… But I prefer the PC. The tablet only to follow the video lessons already
recorded. Because I could maybe stay on the bed which was more comfortable. Because
sitting all the time is tiring. Because then I also experienced a period of forced quarantine
because mom took (…) covid, so I was tired of being on the chair and then I got on the
bed to watch video lessons. But if it was live I preferred to sit anyway, however I could
write, I could take notes.

[002, F, worker, living in city, high family income] I needed to stop, write notes,
resume, because they went too fast and I couldn’t follow. That is, I either wrote notes
or followed. Instead with the recorded lessons it felt much safer to block, write notes,
correct, if I did not understand something I resumed. Instead, there were fairly simple
lessons where I could easily follow step by step.
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[003, M, non-worker, not living in the city, low family income] (…) convenience
certainly given by the recorded lessons, given that I follow live but then after it is
always nice to review the lesson, taking however the most important and perhaps salient
moments then unwinding the lessons which instead before was much more complicated
in presence, in fact often somebody asked if it was possible to record it and then diffuse
it. So “quote unquote” with the lessons already recorded on the computer there are no
longer these difficulties.

[004, F, non-worker, not living in the city, high family income] For me it is also
important that the lessons remain recorded because if I need to review a concept or
maybe taking notes I miss a word I can review the lesson in the afternoon and unwind
everything correctly. That is, do not miss a single word of the teacher. Something that
in university you should be asking: “professor can you repeat? I missed a word.“ Then
a bit shyness, a bit “mamma mia, she might get nervous again”, often you don’t even
ask, so you go on writing and there are holes in the notebook because you lack words.
So, yes, the fact that the lectures remain recorded is an advantage… It’s really a great
advantage. In fact, in my opinion it is something that should be maintained despite the
fact that it all ended… Even when it all ends. In my opinion it is something that should
remain also to facilitate the student. Going in presence yes, absolutely, but if in the
morning the lessons can be recorded easily even those who work.

Despite the interviewer not directly referring to it, the question of video record-
ings (also called by students video-lessons) was a subject commonly brought up by
interviewed students. The video recordings that they were referring to are the unedited
recordings of synchronous lessons, realized by the teacher and then uploaded on the
course platform. What’s especially interesting is that not only all the students who men-
tioned video recordings agreed on their helpfulness, but each of them appreciated them
from different reasons, from the possibility to change body position and be more com-
fortable (001), to pausing the recording in order not to miss important content while
taking notes (002), the reduced need to disrupt the “flow” of the synchronous lesson
when missing some information and review the content later on (003–004). Given that
video recordings are an especially low-maintenance content, as they mostly get only
minimal editing (or no editing at all) and were simply uploaded on the platform some-
time after the lesson ended, it is clearly something that emerges from student interviews
as a low-effort/high gain supporting material for students, not only for those who missed
the synchronous lessons. Making lesson recording available and their use by students
is certainly not a novel theme (see, for instance, [25, 26]), but has encountered a lot
of resistance in Department Councils in many universities, which reflected in distance
learning normative. This kind of information is important not only to attest their useful-
ness for students, but also, in an instructional perspective, to give students further tools
for making use of recordings for study purposes (i.e., collaborative note-taking, creation
of hyper videos, embedded quizzing, etc.).

As an example of the findings emerged from this in-depth approach toward students’
experience is a better understanding of the importance that students attribute to being
able to access recordings of online lessons. Students, especially those that were already
used to taking notes during lessons in presence, cherished the possibility of watching and
re-watching lessons at their own pace as well as the possibility to go over key passages
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multiple times, developing in the process original strategies to integrate them in their
study routine.

4 Discussion and Future Developments

Taken together, the preliminary indications emerging from the different parts of the
FOSTER project seem to indicate that, in agreement with the literature, both socio-
demographic, contextual, and technological factors played an important role in shaping
university students’ pandemic experience and developing resilient habits. Obviously,
whereas it is impossible or, at least, very difficult to act on socio-demographic and,
at a lesser scale, technological factors, it is certainly possible to change some contex-
tual aspects like university digital policies, course organization, and instructional design
aspects to promote student perceived health and support their resilience, partly by assess-
ing and motoring their coping styles. This attention to contextual factors could also help
address one of the issues that many traditional universities are facing in the return to
“traditional”, almost exclusively in presence, learning: the fact that students feel less
motivated in participating to in-presence lessons [27]; this is especially true for students
that do not live close to the city and during the pandemic adapted their lifestyle and
their study style to a full-online environment. With these observations in mind, a teacher
training program is in development. Its main goal is to promote innovative teaching and
learning solutions for blended learning, including themany lessons learned from the pan-
demic period concerning didactic models, tools, best practices of course management,
as well as student-student, teacher-student, and teacher-teacher interaction. Based on the
preliminary results of this research at large, the training aims at developing teachers’
competences in 1) instructional design (both DL and in presence) 2) teaching and learn-
ing strategies (especially group- and team- based methodologies) 3) digital education 4)
communication skills 5) assessment practices (formative assessment, self-assessment,
project- and product- based assessment). This pilot training will be evaluated and, if
the expected results are met, will be followed by a full experimental phase with the
comparison between an experimental group and a control group with pre and post-test
assessment, and the follow-up assessment in six months. Overall, a better understand-
ing of students’ experience in adapting to this “new normality” of higher education can
be an extremely valuable resource not only for reflecting on the factors that influenced
students’ attitudes and beliefs to-wards online and blended teaching and learning, but
to provide crucial context to inform instructional design for higher education, to orient
university teacher training, as well as to inform methodological choices concerning the
organization of courses, the balance between in-presence and online learning, the use of
learning management systems, etc., with the final goal of designing better opportunities
for teacher-student, student-student and student-content interaction in this new blended
environment. Therefore, a better understanding of how university students adapted to
the post-pandemic university scenario is instrumental to building the university of the
future.
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