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Abstract—The COVID-19 pandemic has posed many challenges for learners, especially in their academic work. When the
COVID-19 pandemic hit, most high school learners had to find other ways to learn, as in-person instruction and physical
learning were suspended. This study explores the challenges learners faced in high schools during the COVID-19 pandemic. It
used a qualitative research approach and a phenomenological research design. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect
data. Ten participants, including four learners and six teachers, were purposively and conveniently selected from a rural high
school in the Thabo Mofutsanyana district, Free State, South Africa. Data were analysed through narrative analysis. The results
showed that learners were separated from their educators and peers. They revealed that learners struggled to acquire
information online as they did not have the necessary equipment, such as laptops, smartphones, data, and a stable internet
connection to do so, which could cause psychological problems such as depression, anxiety, stress, and loss of intrinsic
motivation. These challenges could decrease their pass rate. Other learners had to repeat the grades, while others dropped out
of school.
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I. INTRODUCTION

CCORDING to Haider and Al-Salman (2020), the coronavirus

outbreak has disrupted many sectors, including health, the

economy, and education. Onyema et al. (2020) state that in the
United States, many schools were closed, and scheduled tests and
examinations were also cancelled. Similarly, “in India, all schools and
educational institutions were closed, and the government imposed
Janata' curfew, which restricted all citizens to stay at home to contain
the spread of the coronavirus” (Onyema et al., 2020). This means that
physical contact would reduce the spread of the virus. As a result,
governments across countries were compelled to close schools,
temporarily disrupting teaching and learning. Like most countries, the
South African government also had to temporarily close schools to
control the spread of COVID-19 (Mbunge, 2020). Thus, the sudden
closure of schools affected learners’ psychological, mental, and social
well-being.

In South Africa, it is difficult for learners from disadvantaged
backgrounds to keep up with the education curriculum. Boals and
Banks (2020) stated that since the pandemic, learners, colleagues, and
others have reported difficulty staying focused and productive. This
could be due to their living conditions, which do not allow them to
continue their studies, as some learners lack the privacy to focus on their
schoolwork at home. In contrast, others are primary guardians of their
younger siblings. Furthermore, due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
learners now face increasing housing and food insecurity, financial
hardships, a lack of social connectedness and sense of belonging,
uncertainty about the future, and access issues that impede their
academic performance and well-being (Lederer et al., 2021). In South
Africa, it is difficult for learners from rural areas and disadvantaged
backgrounds to keep up with the education curriculum. As a result,
learners face many challenges, such as depression, anxiety, uncertainty

about their future, lack of motivation, and lack of support from their
teachers and peers, which all affect their academic performance.

According to Benner and Mistry (2020), the COVID-19 global
pandemic and the resulting economic, health, and educational
disruptions have upset all aspects of young people’s lives. As stated by
Nadiahan and Cabauatan (2021), due to the rapid spread of the COVID-
19 pandemic, it has been estimated that 94% of the world’s learners’
population, especially those from “low and middle-income” countries,
were greatly affected by the closure of most learning institutions and
schools. According to Mbunge (2020), South Africa's government had to
temporarily close schools and other learning institutions, such as
libraries and universities, to reduce the spread of COVID-19. Similarly,
many schools in the United States were closed, and scheduled tests and
examinations were also cancelled. As stated by Aristovnik et al. (2020),
closing educational institutions was an effective way to reduce the
spread of the virus. However, that has resulted in difficulties for
learners, teachers, parents, and other educational professionals. The
report demonstrated that in the United States, there was a concern that
some closed schools might not return to normality for the entire
academic year (Onyema et al., 2020).

Furthermore, access to all Indian educational institutions was denied,
and the government enforced the “Janata” curfew, which forced all
citizens to stay at home to prevent the spread of the coronavirus. Even
the Indian police had to patrol to ensure that citizens were abiding by
the law and aware of the pandemic (Onyema et al., 2020). Research
carried out in China at the beginning of the pandemic found that the
outbreak of the virus mainly caused psychological effects and
moderately severe anxiety and stress (Aylie et al., 2020). Similarly,
Lederer et al. (2021) highlighted that the main concern was that learners
were suffering from excessive and escalating levels of mental health
conditions such as depression, anxiety, and stress. Thus, the current
COVID-19 pandemic has added to their mental health issues by forcing
learners to adapt to the new “norm,” which is the COVID-19 pandemic.

LEARNERS’ CHALLENGES ENCOUNTERED
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Learners’ challenges encountered at high schools during the
COVID-19 pandemic

Fear and anxiety

According to Wang et al. (2022), fear is a displeasing emotional state
evoked by self-doubt and unstable emotions. This research describes
fear as learners feeling unsure about their futures amid the closure of
learning institutions due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Learners,
especially those from rural areas and low- and middle-income families,
were unable to access study materials, making it difficult for them to
keep up with the school curriculum. Copeland et al. (2021) stated that
the research in China has proven that 24.9% of learners were discovered
to be experiencing anxiety because of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, past investigations disclosed that the COVID-19
pandemic and unexpected changes in the lives of the people produced
significant danger to their physical and mental health, such as anxiety
and fear (Wang et al., 2022). Moreover, learners were fearful of certain
conditions, such as not being able to carry on with their online learning
or online classes, wasting their money on online education, being lonely
and lacking motivation to continue with their studies, fear of distracting
factors while having online classes, and fear of inadequate learning
materials (Van et al, 2022). When it comes to the educational
environment, fear can result in serious psychological suffering. For
example, fear of vagueness and uncertainty could negatively affect the
overall teaching and learning process. Furthermore, academic
achievement and learners' overall well-being would be jeopardised
(Van et al. 2022). According to Ying et al. (2021), “high levels of anxiety
generated by the fear of being evaluated, the teachers’ teaching
technique, and the learners’ culture” are some of the factors that
contributed to learners’ fear and anxiety during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Stress and depression

Mosanya (2020) states that stress can be defined as physiological
arousal in response to environmental threats and challenges that are
subjectively perceived as overwhelming an individual’s resources.
According to Wang et al. (2022), mental health issues in learners have
always been a huge public health concern; in addition to that, the
COVID-19 pandemic has worsened their mental health issues, namely:
panic disorder, posttraumatic stress symptoms, psychological distress,
and insomnia. Mbunge (2020) states that, to reduce the spread of
COVID-19, the South African government had to temporarily close
schools and other institutions where teaching and learning normally
occur. In China and Italy, COVID-19 spread right when most learners
were about to graduate, and others were to move to the next grades;
thus, the stress levels and depressive symptoms were relatively high
(Benner & Mistry, 2020). Consequently, the pandemic has been a major
stressor, as learners are deprived of the activities they have been doing
to keep themselves occupied. They have been deprived of attending
traditional classes with their educators and other learners, and they
have also been denied opportunities for extramural and extracurricular
activities that relieve the stress they experience during normal school
days (Schwartz et al., 2020).

Boals and Banks (2020) state that physical distancing from others may
be more stressful, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, when
most people need to be with others to avoid pandemic-related stress.
Furthermore, most learners face the disruption caused by the pandemic
and no longer have the familiar routine and support that their peers and
teachers provide. The sense of stability is also lost as their normal
routine changes in response to COVID-19 case numbers (Copeland et
al., 2021). Social psychological research has established that when
individuals expect an upcoming stressor, they prefer to wait with others
rather than wait alone. Moreover, Sundarasen et al. (2020) found that
severe depression symptoms were moderately shown, and severe
anxiety symptoms and utmost stress symptoms were exhibited among
respondents. Subsequently, the occurrence of anxiety was extremely
high among the learners as compared to the overall population.
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Numerous stressors were classified as major factors that affected the
anxiety levels of learners as well as their psychosocial well-being. Those
major factors included a parent or a guardian being infected by COVID-
19, a parent or a guardian losing their job because of COVID-19, the
interruption of the education process, the consequences of the pandemic
on education and prospective jobs, and the frequent reminders on the
news that COVID-19 pandemic numbers are increasing as well as the
inaccurate news about the pandemic that learners were reading about
on social media. In addition, some learners were also stressed about
their place of residence, the unstable family income due to their parents
or guardians losing their jobs, their parents’ or guardians’ psychological
conditions, the reduction in social contact, and the inability to freely
move from one place to another because of the COVID-19 pandemic
restrictions.

According to Realyvasquez-Vargas et al. (2020), since the beginning
of March 2020, the education section worldwide has been compelled to
have online classes. Therefore, learners were forced to attend those
online classes from home rather than in their school classrooms.
However, this has burdened most learners from disadvantaged family
backgrounds. This is because those learners rely solely on their schools
for most things, such as a stable internet connection and learning
materials. According to Yadav (2020), only a handful of private schools
could adopt online teaching methods. On the other hand, many low-
income public schools had to be closed with no strategies for accessing
online learning solutions. In addition, most learners missed
opportunities to learn during the disease outbreak.

Furthermore, learners had no access to the healthy meals they
received from their public schools on normal school days. Thus, they
were subjected not only to social stress but also to economic stress.
Furthermore, a recent national analysis showed that 12.3% of children
ages 6-17 years do not have access to a computer or tablet at home”
(Fontanesi et al., 2020). This shows that it has been difficult for most
learners to stay in touch with the curriculum during the pandemic
because they lacked gadgets to continue their schoolwork, leaving them
stressed, depressed, and frustrated by their inability to study. Similarly,
Naidoo and Cartwright (2020) reported that being forced to stay at home
during the pandemic left most learners feeling resentful, frustrated, and
overwhelmed, as they struggled to manage online classes and domestic
chores. Some learners had to be parents or guardians to their younger
siblings and older family members. As a result, most of those learners
were left feeling stressed and depressed because they could not focus on
their academic activities.

Lack of motivation

Benner and Mistry (2020) claimed that the findings of an
investigation on the COVID-19 pandemic during earlier stages of the
outbreak were that there were intensified levels of psychological issues
and posttraumatic stress disorder for some school-aged learners,
adolescents, and young adults. According to Lederer et al. (2021), in
addition to school responsibilities, most learners have extended
caregiving responsibilities, such as caring for children or siblings, and
for elderly or sick family members, due to schools closing. Other
learners may have to deal with the loss of their family members or
become severely ill themselves. As a result, this may result in depression
as learners are overwhelmed with their house chores and schoolwork at
the same time.

Based on the study conducted by Aristovnik et al. (2020) the results
also show that learners were affected by specific socio-demographic
attributes male, part-time, first degree, professional science, lower
standard of living, from Africa or Asia were notably not so much content
with their education or overall life throughout the pandemic, while
female, full-time, first-degree learners and learners with financial
problems were generally more affected” by the COVID-19 outbreak
about their emotional life and personal situations.

As stated by Lederer et al. (2021), before the COVID-19 pandemic,
learners with limited access could visit computer labs and businesses,
but this is often no longer possible, as schools are closed and many areas
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on campus are restricted due to concerns about infection risk. This leads
to a lack of motivation, as learners without textbooks or gadgets to
support their studies are left behind in their schoolwork. According to
Zhu et al. (2020), in the long term, the COVID-19 pandemic could
permanently reduce young people's sense of security, especially those
with low perceived control. Moreover, a lack of motivation can force
learners to engage in passive learning. Yadav (2020) noted that the
sudden shift to online learning without planning, especially in countries
like India, where the infrastructure for online learning was not ready,
and the curriculum was not designed for this format, has created the
risk that most of our learners will become passive learners. They seem
to be losing interest due to low attention spans. In addition, Yin et al.
(2021) stated that learners need two-way communication, which can be
difficult to achieve due to online learning platforms. Learners in this
situation lose motivation to learn because they are constantly facing the
computer. Similarly, in South Africa, most learners from rural areas are
used to face-to-face classes. Thus, the abrupt shift to online learning left
them demotivated and less interested in continuing their studies
because they lacked the knowledge to use online learning platforms.

Lack of peer learning and learning material

According to Van et al. (2022), the so-called costs of online platforms,
internet issues, and technical problems have hindered learners' ability
to learn online. These difficulties were followed by learners' skepticism
about the quality of their learning, as they thought most of them were
paying more than they expected and not understanding as well as they
did on campus. Furthermore, most learners shared books with their
classmates during normal school hours. However, during the COVID-
19 pandemic, learners had no learning materials. Some learners had to
travel long distances to borrow textbooks from their peers. Even then, it
was challenging to meet with their peers as one of the lockdown rules
was that people should not be roaming the streets unless there was a
valid reason. According to Lederer et al. (2021), before the COVID-19
pandemic, learners without access could visit computer labs and
businesses, but this is often no longer possible as schools are closed and
many areas on campus are restricted due to concerns about infection
risk. In some schools, learners had to leave their textbooks behind
because teachers feared they might be lost. As a result, most rural
learners found it challenging to keep up with the curriculum during the
pandemic.

Some schools have implemented online learning as one of the
strategies to assist learners, especially grade 12 learners, during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Yin et al. (2021) state that because of the
pandemic, video conferencing platforms such as Zoom, Microsoft
Teams, Skype, and WebEx, and Learning Management Systems (LMS)
such as Schoology, Canvas, Google Classroom, CIDOS, Moodle, and
social media (Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, YouTube) are heavily
used as e-learning applications. However, most learners from rural
areas in South Africa cannot afford to buy devices that enable and make
online learning effective. Even though others could afford those devices,
data, and networks, data and network access remained barriers to
accessing online learning platforms. Also, there were cases where
learners were not fully equipped to use the devices; thus, accessing
those online learning platforms was disastrous. The same applies to
some teachers who lack the necessary expertise or experience to use
online learning platforms. According to Septlveda-Escobar and
Morrison (2020), research shows that teachers are concerned about how
well learners can acquire the skills they need when learning online.

Some learners learn best when their peers, rather than their teachers,
explain information. Sometimes, teachers just want to cover the
curriculum without checking whether all learners understand. This
leaves those learners behind, and their only hope of catching up is their
peers. However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic and restrictions on
movement, learners from rural areas were unable to exchange
information or acquire knowledge. On the other hand, learners from
high-income households are better off and can continue their education,
whereas marginalized and vulnerable learners are unable to do so
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(Nadiahan & Cabauatan, 2021). In addition, the new timetable was
created to ensure that only a limited number of learners were present at
the school’s premises. This made learners unable to see their best
friends or the intelligent learners who could assist them with their
schoolwork. Thus, the lack of contact with their peers led some learners
to fall behind in the curriculum. According to Onyema et al. (2020),
educational institutions are hubs of social activity and human
interaction; school closures may deprive adolescents and children of
these interactions, which are essential for learning, development, and
creativity. Similarly, most learners from rural areas require face-to-face
instruction and physical contact to learn from and play with their peers,
developing creative and critical skills.

Lack of counselling and guidance services

In most South African schools, some social workers and committees
address learners' psychological issues. Therefore, learners were able to
discuss their feelings about their lives. However, due to the COVID-19
pandemic, that had to stop because physical contact among people was
restricted. Thus, some learners returned to the old ways they used to do
things, such as being involved with the wrong crowd of teenagers or
other learners. In some schools in South Africa, teachers and social
workers went so far as to interact with learners via social media
platforms such as WhatsApp. However, there is no doubt that online
learning platforms and social media cannot replace the physical and
human connection of face-to-face teaching and sessions (Sepulveda-
Escobar & Morrison, 2020).

As stated by Onyema et al. (2020), prolonged school closures may
leave differently abled learners requiring more physical attention and
support from their teachers, which can affect the effectiveness of
education and academic performance. Consequently, the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic calls for a paradigm shift in educational culture
and structure that successfully adapts to the demand for learning
experiences in the global new normal, amid new trends and challenges
(Nadiahan & Cabauatan, 2021). Hence, it became challenging for
learners to receive teachers’ guidance. Learners were unable to
complete certain tasks independently. For example, a learner must be
taught subjects (English, mathematics, and physical sciences) before
they can be assessed to ensure that they comprehend the learning
outcomes. Even after implementing online learning to cover the
curriculum, most learners from rural areas still could not attend due to
a lack of devices and unstable internet connections. As a result, there
was still a wide range of learners from rural areas who could not receive
comprehensive and proper guidance from their teachers, department
heads, and principals.

Furthermore, online learning and instruction occur at home and
require parental involvement throughout the teaching and learning
process. For young learners, online learning cannot be productively
executed without parental guidance, supervision, and support
(Anbareen, 2020). Also, some teachers were unable to use online
learning effectively because they were unfamiliar with online platforms.
This meant that teachers had to change their teaching styles and adapt
lessons for online use. Moreover, online or blended courses make
teachers feel less connected to learners (Sepulveda-Escobar & Morrison,
2020). This shows that some teachers could not fully guide learners
because they did not feel a connection with them.

III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Sociocultural Theory

Background to the theory

Sociocultural theory was developed by Lev Vygotsky in 1934 to
explain people’s behaviours in social settings. The task of sociocultural
theory is to “explain how an individual's mental functioning is related
to the cultural, institutional, and historical context”. The focus of the
sociocultural perspective is therefore on the role that social interaction
and participation in culturally organised activities play in psychological
development (Scott & Palincsar, 2013). Furthermore, Daneshfar and
Moharami (2018) state that learners are involved in a social environment
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that offers them all cultural, interpersonal, and social experiences.
Moreover, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of development proposes
that the psychological tools and symbols an individual uses to mediate
development reflect that person's social background and cultural
identity (Phan, 2012). As a result, learners' behaviours in response to
pandemics are also shaped by their cultural identities and social
settings.

Objective and assumptions

The main objective of the Sociocultural theory is that people’s
behaviours and interactions with others are shaped by their culture and
surroundings. According to Mahn and John-Steiner (2013), the
sociocultural approach focuses on examining real-world problems in
natural settings (often in the classroom) and analysing how people use
their evolving understanding of concepts introduced at school to
appropriate new learning strategies, co-develop deliverables, and
practice newly acquired skills. Thus, learners are also shaped by their
society and culture through how they behave and make decisions.

Relevance to the study

Mahn and John-Steiner (2013) indicated that Lev Vygotsky’s
sociocultural framework promotes pedagogical methods of research
that fulfill human diversity and highlight the power that “social and
historical contexts have on teaching and learning”. Also, Scott and
Palincsar (2013) state that, from this perspective, learners acquire new
strategies and knowledge about the world and culture by participating
in various collaborative activities and by internalising what it means to
work together. Thus, the theory will help the researcher understand
how society and culture influenced participants' strategies for
protecting themselves against the psychosocial challenges posed by
COVID-19 and how these strategies affected learners’ academic
performance.

IV. OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY

This study explores the challenges learners faced at a rural high
school during the COVID-19 pandemic.

V. METHODS

Research approach

This study employed a qualitative approach to collect information on
participants’ experiences with the psychosocial challenges of COVID-19
and their impact on learners’ academic performance. Palmer and
Bolderston (2006) state that qualitative research is an interpretative
approach that seeks to gain insight into the specific meanings and
behaviours associated with a particular social phenomenon through
participants' subjective experiences. Similarly, the qualitative approach
is used when you want to find out what people do, know, think, and
feel by observing, interviewing, and analysing documents (Butina,
2015). Moreover, Bradshaw et al. (2017) state that a qualitative
description design is particularly relevant where information is
required directly from those experiencing the phenomenon under
investigation and where time and resources are limited. In addition, the
qualitative approach helps explore the full nature of a poorly
understood or conceptualised phenomenon (Arnout et al., 2020).

Research paradigm

According to Kivunja and Kuyini (2017), this approach seeks to get
into the heads of the subjects being studied, so to speak, and to
understand and interpret what the subjects are thinking or the meaning
they are making of the context. Similarly, Pulla and Carter (2018) state
that “using an interpretive view, the researcher is interested in the
meaning that individuals give to understanding other humans and the
society they live in. This involves the researcher developing an in-depth,
subjective understanding of people’s lives. Similarly, Alharahsheh and
Pius (2020) highlighted that interpretivism is more concerned with in-
depth variables and factors within a context; it considers humans as
distinct from physical phenomena, adding further depth to meanings,
and assumes that human beings cannot be explored in the same way as

9

Maimela & Mukuna, 2026

physical phenomena. Ryan (2018) stated that there are four main
techniques of the interpretive paradigm. Firstly, hermeneutics is
concerned with interpreting and comprehending texts or documents
and providing greater explanations. Secondly, there is verstehen, which
focuses on the exploration of understanding and perception from the
perspectives of research participants or patients to understand why a
phenomenon exists or why they behave the way they do (Ryan, 2018).
Thirdly, symbolic interactionism has three main principles: people's
behaviours are influenced by their meanings, social interactions
generate meanings, and people may change meanings based on their
views and experiences of situations. Lastly, there is phenomenology,
which is the interpretation and description of people’s experiences
(Ryan, 2018). One advantage of the interpretivism paradigm is that, as
the range of views on phenomena diversifies, interpretive researchers
can not only describe objects, human beings, or events but also deeply
understand them in a social context (Pham, 2018). Thus, the
interpretivist paradigm is beneficial for this study, as it offers insight
and an in-depth understanding of participants” experiences.

Research design

This study utilised a phenomenological research design to collect
data from participants' lived experiences. According to Pathak (2017),
the primary objective of a phenomenological study is to explicate the
meaning, structure, and essence of a person's or a group's lived
experiences in relation to a specific phenomenon. Also,
phenomenological research aims to focus on experiences and meanings
and to capture as closely as possible how the phenomenon is
experienced within its context (Arnout et al, 2020). Similarly,
conducting phenomenological research involves studying how a person
experiences or understands his or her world as real or meaningful
(Wilson, 2015). Moreover, phenomenological research design seeks the
truth from individuals’ narratives of their feelings and experiences and
provides in-depth reports and interpretations of the phenomenon.
Furthermore, as much phenomenological research requires multiple
interviews, multiple re-readings of collected texts, and multiple
interactions with the texts, the process of collecting, creating, and
analysing with these possible tools preserves the essence of the
phenomenological process. It allows the researcher to invest time and
resources in learning about participants' lived experiences (De Felice &
Janesick, 2015). Therefore, phenomenology is beneficial in this study, as
it enables the researcher to gather information from participants' lived
experiences, which is the study's aim.

Data collection techniques

The study used face-to-face semi-structured interviews to gather
information regarding participants' experiences. Adams (2015) states
that semi-structured interviews are superbly suited for several valuable
tasks, particularly when more than a few open-ended questions require
follow-up queries. This instrument helps ask various questions, should
more interesting information arise from the participants. Furthermore,
this will enable the researcher to access more sensitive and personal
information from the participants. As a result, this allows the researcher
to explore and understand in depth the participants’ experiences,
thoughts, and beliefs regarding the psychosocial challenges posed by
COVID-19 to learners’ academic performance.

Participants

According to Asiamah et al. (2017), a target group is a group of
individuals or participants with specific attributes of interest and
relevance. Thus, the target participants were teachers and learners
selected from a rural high school in the Thabo Mofutsanyana district,
Free State Province, South Africa. Convenience and purposive sampling
techniques were used to select participants for this study. The sampling
techniques selected for a research study must reflect the research design
and question (Bradshaw et al., 2017). Convenience sampling involves
selecting participants who are easy to reach and already available. On
the other hand, purposive sampling collects information from
participants with experience in a specific issue or topic. Purposive
sampling is relevant in phenomenological studies because all
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individuals under study represent those who have experienced the
phenomenon. Purposive sampling allows for a smaller sample to be
used in qualitative methods than that used in quantitative research
methods because it is concerned with garnering an in-depth
understanding of a phenomenon” (Arnout et al., 2020). Thus, teachers
with at least 2 years of experience in the field were selected to participate
in the study. Sample size is the number of participants in the study. The
study consists of ten participants. Three female and three male teachers
were selected at a rural high school in the Thabo Mofutsanyane district.
Their teaching experience ranged from 2 to 23 years. Furthermore, two
girl learners and two boy learners, aged 16 to 18 years, were selected
from the same school in the Thabo Mofutsanyana district, Free State
Province, South Africa.

Data collection procedure

I acquired permission from the school's principal to get the
participants and the researcher. The principal was given the ethical
clearance letter, permission letter from the Department of Education,
and consent form. After that, the principal called the school's teachers to
the front so the researcher could explain. The researcher explained the
requirements and stated that the research is voluntary. Luckily, teachers
volunteered and helped identify learners who might be able to assist
and participate in the research. All interested participants were given
consent forms, and the research aim was thoroughly explained to them.
Permission from parents or guardians was required for underage
participants. All the interviews were conducted after school hours, on
weekdays.

Research site

The research was conducted at a rural high school in Bethlehem.
Bethlehem is a town in the Eastern Free State with a population of
approximately 91,473. The school is under the Thabo Mofutsanyane
district in the Free State Province, South Africa. The school's
infrastructure was somewhat poor. The school falls in quintile 1,
meaning it is non-paying and relies on government funding. The
interviews took place in the learners’ classrooms after-school hours, in
the presence of adults. The site features were relevant to the study
because learners at that school came from rural areas, which was the
focus of this study.

Data analysis

The study employs narrative analysis to examine data gathered from
participants. According to Butina (2015), the narrative approach
originated in the social sciences (anthropology and sociology) and has
now expanded into education, healthcare, and the humanities.
Furthermore, Aarikka-Stenroos (2010) states that “narrative research is
not a method or a paradigm; instead, it is a fragmented set of references
related to narratives. Narratives can be related to epistemological
questions, data, the way to conduct interviews, a method of analysis, or
the way to write scientific reports”. Breheny and Stephens (2015, p. 277)
state that the individual story is always the immediate focus in narrative
analysis, since it is stories told about everyday life that form the basis of
narrative psychology. Aarikka-Stenroos (2010) states that “narrative
data provides active data, multivoiced data and accessible data to
sensitive issues, and topics that are difficult to grasp through
questioning”. There are various advantages of using narrative analysis
in qualitative studies. Firstly, humans are natural storytellers, so
eliciting stories is easy. Secondly, gathering in-depth data is easily
accomplished, as narratives often provide rich descriptions. Lastly, it is
possible to gain deeper insight as participants often reveal themselves
through their stories (Butina, 2015). The following are the steps for the
narrative analysis of the participants' data: first, sufficient data were
collected from the participants regarding the psychosocial factors that
influence learners” academic performance at a rural high school during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Secondly, the data were filtered and divided
into themes identified in the literature review. Lastly, the data were
analysed based on the study's relevance. Therefore, the narrative
analysis is beneficial for the study. The researcher needs to hear the
participants’ experiences regarding the psychosocial factors influencing
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learners’ academic performance at a rural high school during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Ethical considerations

According to Bradshaw et al. (2017, p. 3), “there are several ethical
principles that a researcher must address before and throughout the
research process to safeguard the participant and uphold the integrity
of the study”. Thus, the researcher requested permission from the
University of the Free State, the Department of Education, and the
chosen school. As stated by Flemming (2018, p. 210), “at many
educational institutions, to collect data from human participants for
research purposes without ethical approval would place the researcher
outside the institution's Staff Code of Conduct (often worded within the
requirement of adherence to institutional regulations, which will
include the Human Research Ethics regulation)”. The following ethical
issues were considered: Firstly, informed consent. The participants were
not inclined to participate in the study. They were told they could decide
to discontinue the study if they wished. Secondly, participants were not
deceived. This means the researcher did not pretend to be studying one
thing but rather studied the other. Instructions and the study's purpose
were explained in full detail to the participants so they knew what they
were getting into. Thirdly, privacy and anonymity: researchers must
protect respondents’ personal information and avoid disclosing any
identifying characteristics that would compromise anonymity,
especially when sample sizes are small (Clark-Kazak, 2017). This means
that participants” personal information was not being shared with third
parties without their consent. Lastly, psychological abuse means that in
no way, shape, or form were the participants forced to answer questions
they did not feel comfortable with. Also, no harmful pictures were
shown to the participants during the study.

VI. RESULTS

Learners’ challenges encountered in the COVID-19

Changing the normal school timetable

Participants reported that the COVID-19 pandemic has negatively
affected their academic performance. They also stated that the normal
timetable had to change, thereby altering the schedule and affecting the
full coverage of the curriculum. In addition, the teachers' participants
reported that they had seen a drastic percentage change in subjects such
as Mathematics, Physical Sciences, and Accounting. On the other hand,
some participants said the COVID-19 pandemic motivated them to
continue studying because they saw most people struggling to find jobs.

“I had to stay indoors, meaning I had to give up my favourite activities, and
I also had to stop going to school for a long period, and when I had to go to
school, it was not so normal because we usually changed time. I had to go to
school on Monday at 10:00 am, Tuesday at about 07:30 am, and Wednesday at
09:30 am, so it was hard. That brought stress to my life because the new
timetable did not work for me. This is because I needed to talk to my teachers,
who were only there to teach us, and we would leave. I needed them to help me
with my schoolwork, especially Mathematics” (Participant B).

COVID-19 significantly affected my studies because we did not attend
school on a full day as usual. We only came once or twice per week. Also, the
educational system syllabus was moving slowly, and the feeding team was
distracted. They no longer served the best meals like before” (Participant C).

“The pass percentage mostly dropped in Mathematics, Sciences, and
English. Our learners were already struggling in those subjects before the
COVID-19 pandemic. However, the pandemic has made things worse because
we as teachers could not reach those learners during the pandemic since we were
isolated” (Participant E).

“Physical sciences, life sciences, geography, mathematics, and English.
Those subjects require learners to practice before attempting to solve the
problems independently, but because of the pandemic, that was impossible”
(Participant F).

“They found Maths and Physical sciences most challenging, which in turn
made them study and practice them less during the COVID-19 pandemic”
(Participant G).

“Covid-19 has increased learners' absenteeism levels, affecting their
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academic performance as they missed out on lessons. Rotational attendance also
decreased academic performance because the curriculum had to be adjusted, and
learners were not accustomed to that” (Participant H).

Results showed that the COVID-19 pandemic changed the normal
school timetable, thus affecting learners' academic performance.
Furthermore, learners were unable to receive quality education because
they could not attend school regularly. Results have also shown that
participants were unable to receive all the necessary assistance. This was
because their peers were not attending school at the same time, and their
teachers could not give them enough time and attention. Furthermore,
certain subjects, such as mathematics and physical sciences, demanded
much attention from the participants. However, that was challenging
because their normal school timetable had changed.

Loss of contact with teachers and peers

Most participants have reported that the COVID-19 pandemic
pressured them to cut off contact with their peers and teachers. They
have stated that their peers and teachers would assist them with
challenging topics or concepts, especially in Mathematics, Physical
Sciences, Economics, and Accounting. Furthermore, some participants
claimed they learned best through the traditional learning method,
which involves a classroom teacher explaining the instructions and
assessing their acquired knowledge. However, the COVID-19 pandemic
took that away from participants, leading them to lose confidence in
their schoolwork.

“The COVID-19 pandemic made me feel bored because there was no one who
was keeping me company, and the feeling of not having someone to talk to, tell
them about the problems that I was facing, was very horrible. Even the
communication between my teachers and me was fragile. I had to ask my mother
to call some of my teachers because I needed their help with my schoolwork, but
sometimes my mother did not have time to call them, and then I would struggle
with my schoolwork” (Participant A).

“When I lost contact with my peers, I felt lonely and sometimes unwanted
because some of my friends opened a group on WhatsApp and kept in contact
with each other, but I was not in it because I did not have a cell phone. I lost
contact with my teachers, too, and I felt depressed. I was anxious because I could
not talk to my teachers, and they could not advise me or give me hope to keep
studying. I feel better when I am with my friends, especially when something is
wrong. I would talk to them, and they would talk to me, making things easier.
However, with COVID-19 and its restrictions, I could not talk to them, and
they could not help me with my schoolwork where I was struggling”
(Participant B).

“Honestly, at first, I was happy to be distanced from some of my friends
because they used to bully me. However, as time went on, I felt sad. I missed all
the time we spent together, good and bad. I got bored at home and missed them,
even the teachers, because they used to help me all the time. I was lonely, and 1
missed my peers. I was even worried about their well-being and whether the
COVID-19 virus infected them” (Participant C).

“The COVID-19 pandemic made me feel lonely because I could not talk to
them and had a feeling that my friends were affected by the virus. Losing contact
with my friends made me feel lonely because I used to play with them. We
always did our schoolwork together, and when I did not understand the physical
sciences or chemistry, my friends would help me after school and on weekends.
However, the pandemic took that away from me” (Participant D).

“Learners had lost contact with their peers and with us as teachers during
the Covid-19 pandemic. That had negatively influenced their academics because
they could not ask for assistance when they needed it most. They could not go
to their teachers or peers because socialisation and physical contact were
forbidden” (Participant I).

Results show that losing contact with peers and teachers negatively
affected learners' academic performance during the COVID-19
pandemic. It was proven that learners could not receive all the support
they used to get from their peers and teachers because they could not
see them daily. They could not tackle some of the challenging concepts
because they had no support and received no assistance from their most
trusted sources, which were their peers and teachers.

Lack of peer learning and learning material

Participants reported a lack of peer learning and of learning materials
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during the COVID-19 pandemic. They stated they had encountered
challenging topics and concepts, and their peers could not assist them.
Moreover, participants reported not having access to study material
during the pandemic. This was because their teachers were their sources
of information, and they shared textbooks with other learners.
However, they could not access those textbooks because movement
between places was restricted. In addition, some participants reported
not having internet or smartphone access, making it challenging to learn
independently.

“I could not study well because I lacked information and resources, as
libraries were closed. Even though I studied independently, I did not get enough
information because libraries were barely open. I could not focus on my
schoolwork because talking about the pandemic and the fact that I may get
infected with the virus made me stressed” (Participant A).

“As learners, we no longer share instruments, textbooks, and other stuff. We
have a shortage of textbooks because we follow the rules of this pandemic: every
class has about 15 learners, not more. Not all of us could get textbooks; we had
to share them, but we could not sit next to each other because we did not want
to be infected by the COVID-19 virus” (Participant C).

“It was extremely challenging for most of my learners to study because they
shared studying material, particularly the literature readers, where they had to
read stories and poems they had to analyse. Our school's library is limited, so
we were asked to share them with learners from nearby schools. However,
during the COVID-19 pandemic, it was difficult for other learners to borrow
books from their classmates. That is why, when we came back to school, some
learners did not know certain literary devices, which made it difficult for them
and for me, as I had to start afresh and explain. I could not touch on other
literary devices, stories, and poems; hence, they performed poorly on their tests
and examinations” (Participant I).

“We had to teach the same content for a longer time. For example, one had
to teach group one today, and tomorrow, group two had the same thing. Unable
to have close contact with the learners to help. Masks also make it difficult to be
audible and comfortable. Discussions in class were extremely difficult as
everyone had to maintain a certain distance” (Participant J).

“About 85% of our learners come from disadvantaged backgrounds. It is
difficult for their parents and guardians to assist them with schoolwork because
their parents and guardians are not educated themselves. Most guardians could
not afford to buy textbooks for their children because of their disadvantaged
backgrounds. This means that the only chance they get to study effectively is at
school with the help of their teachers and other learners. Hence, the COVID-19
pandemic caused fewer contact sessions, affecting learners' performance”
(Participant E).

Data revealed that a lack of peer learning and learning materials
negatively influenced learners' academic performance. Learners were
provided with inadequate study material, such as textbooks, which they
had to share. However, due to COVID-19-related laws, learners could
not collect study materials from their classmates or at school. They also
could not even ask for assistance from their peers. Furthermore, it was
extremely challenging for learners because their parents could not
afford to purchase textbooks during the pandemic. As a result, the lack
of peer learning and study material negatively influenced learners'
academic performance during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Absenteeism and dropping out of school

Participants reported that they had encountered many learners who
were absent from school when they issued a new timetable (which
required learners to attend on days allocated to each grade).
Furthermore, participants reported that some learners never returned to
school for various reasons. Reasons are that other learners died because
of the COVID-19 pandemic, some learners had to leave their households
because their parents died, and others lost hope. After all, they had
already assumed they had failed and lost hope, not wanting to repeat
the grade.

“I encountered that most learners were not attending classes, not because
they did not want to, but because they were forgetting which slots belonged to
them. This resulted in missing crucial lessons. Some learners never returned
because they had to look after their siblings, so they lost hope and gave up on
school altogether” (Participant H).
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“Some learners ended up dropping out of school. Some were struggling to
catch up with the syllabus. I had learners come to inform me of their family
affairs. Others were forced to become young parents at a young age, all because
the COVID-19 pandemic had taken their parents. Others had sick parents, so
they had to look after their parents and younger siblings, making it difficult for
them to focus entirely on their schoolwork. Some learners would bunk school
regularly, and others never returned to school after the COVID-19 pandemic”
(Participant I).

The findings demonstrated that absenteeism and school dropout
negatively affected learners' academic performance during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Results revealed that learners were absent from school
due to confusion about the new timetable and a loss of hope. In addition,
other learners dropped out of school because they were forced to
become guardians of their younger siblings. As a result, they found it
challenging to focus on academics.

Loss of family providers and lack of necessities in the households

Participants reported losing family members who would have
provided for their families due to the COVID-19 pandemic. They have
also reported that they could not afford most of the things they needed,
such as internet data and educational programmes, due to job losses.

“Lack of food. It took my sister, whom we were depending on. As for now,
the caretaker is my older brother. Also, the lockdown and restrictions of keeping
distance from my friends and wearing masks always” (Participant B).

“During the spread of COVID-19, my grandfather died, and I did not
perform well in my schoolwork. I participated in many sports, so COVID-19
made me very stressed, and I did not perform well. Moreover, because of
COVID-19, I missed a lot of education. Education was compromised. My
mother got unemployed because of COVID-19. I did not have the money to buy
everything I needed, such as a scientific calculator and an instrument set for
my Mathematics practice work. That made me not feel confident in my
schoolwork because I was getting wrong answers” (Participant C).

“My father lost his job during the pandemic because he could not work. That
stressed my family because food was very expensive. I could not get the data I
needed to watch YouTube daily, which helped me with Mathematics most of the
time. My father had to focus on using the money left to buy us food, electricity,
and soap, so watching the lessons on YouTube was difficult because the internet
was a problem since my father could not afford to buy me data” (Participant
D).

Findings demonstrated that the household's loss of family members
and lack of necessities negatively influenced learners' academic
performance during the COVID-19 pandemic. Results showed that
other learners lost their family members who were sole providers, thus
being unable to afford the basic necessary needs. This resulted in some
learners having to become guardians and providers for their younger
siblings. This indicates that the household's loss of family members and
lack of necessities negatively influenced learners' academic performance
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Family Conflict

Family conflict may have arisen during the COVID-19 pandemic
because family members spent most of their time together, as they were
not used to it. This could be because other family members lost their
jobs; thus, they would be misplacing their anger on those closest to
them. Moreover, siblings might be quarreling over not being able to do
things that they used to do before the COVID-19 pandemic. For
example, some learners used to study after school at home, but that
schedule changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. There would be
more noise in households because every family member had to be at
home, making it very challenging for anyone trying to study, thereby
increasing their frustration.

“My two little sisters and I fought a lot. I would try to read during the night,
but they would be singing and dancing. They are little; the other is six years
old, and the other is eleven. They did not understand when I said I wanted to
read my books. When I told my mother about it, she said I must read in the
morning or during the day, not at night. However, it was the same because my
mother asked me to look after my sisters during the day. I even had to make
them food. Reading my books during the pandemic was hard because I shared a
bedroom with my two sisters” (Participant A).

12

Maimela & Mukuna, 2026

“I was stressed and worried during the pandemic at home. My dad usually
fought with my mother because they usually did not spend their time at home,
and the most hurtful part was that I had to listen to them instead of studying.
Sometimes, they would call and include me in their fights, which was not nice”
(Participant D).

Findings reveal that learners witnessed their parents, guardians, or
siblings quarrel or fight at home during the COVID-19 pandemic. That
was because some family members did not see eye to eye on certain
household issues. Thus, participants found it extremely challenging to
focus on their academics. Instead of studying at home, they would try
to stop their parents or siblings from fighting. Sometimes, the fights
would go on for hours or even days, making it extremely difficult for
learners to focus on their academic work. As a result, family conflict
negatively influenced learners' academic performance during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

VII. DISCUSSION

The findings of this study reveal that the COVID-19 pandemic
profoundly disrupted learners’ academic experiences, with multiple
interrelated factors contributing to declining performance. These results
are consistent with emerging global and South African scholarship,
which highlights the pandemic as both an educational and socio-
economic crisis.

Firstly, the disruption of the normal school timetable significantly
affected curriculum coverage and learner performance. Rotational
timetables, reduced contact time, and inconsistent scheduling limited
opportunities for content mastery, particularly in cognitively
demanding subjects such as Mathematics and Physical Sciences. This
aligns with evidence from previous studies indicating that reduced
instructional time during school closures led to substantial learning
losses, especially in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics
subjects (Schult et al., 2026; Gutiérrez et al., 2026). Similarly, studies
found that learners in low- and middle-income countries experienced
significant “learning poverty,” with many unable to meet minimum
proficiency levels due to interrupted schooling (Delprato, 2021; Alkateb-
Chami, 2024). The reported stress and confusion associated with
constantly changing schedules in this study further support research
suggesting that instability in learning routines undermines academic
engagement and motivation (Donnelly & Patrinos, 2021).

Secondly, the loss of contact with teachers and peers emerged as a
critical barrier to learning. Participants’ experiences of isolation,
reduced academic support, and declining confidence underscore the
importance of social interaction in the learning process. According to
social constructivist theory, learning is inherently collaborative, and the
absence of peer and teacher interaction limits knowledge construction.
Empirical studies conducted during the pandemic confirm that social
isolation not only affected learners’ emotional well-being but also
reduced their academic engagement (Loades et al., 2020; Farrell et al.,
2023). The digital divide further exacerbated this challenge, as some
learners could not participate in online communication platforms,
reinforcing inequalities already present in the South African education
system.

The lack of peer learning opportunities and limited access to learning
materials also significantly hindered academic performance. Findings
indicate that learners relied heavily on shared resources such as
textbooks and peer collaboration, both of which were restricted during
the pandemic. This is consistent with research that found that many
South African learners lacked access to basic learning resources during
lockdowns (Spaull & Van der Berg, 2020; Haffejee et al., 2024).
Moreover, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(2021; 2023) reports that school closures disproportionately affected
learners from disadvantaged backgrounds who lacked access to digital
devices, internet connectivity, and supportive home learning
environments. The inability to access libraries and other academic
resources further limited independent learning, reinforcing educational
inequalities.



Int. j. sud. sex. educ.

Absenteeism and increased dropout rates were also prominent in the
findings, reflecting broader national and global trends. Learners’
confusion about rotational timetables, coupled with socio-economic
pressures, contributed to irregular attendance and eventual dropout.
Research by the Department of Basic Education (2022) indicates a
notable increase in learner dropout rates during and after the pandemic,
particularly among vulnerable groups. Similarly, the United Nations
Children’s Fund (2022) reports that many learners did not return to
school due to economic hardship, caregiving responsibilities, or a loss
of motivation. The findings of this study reinforce the notion that
educational disruption is closely linked to broader socio-economic
challenges.

The loss of family providers and lack of necessities further
compounded learners’ academic difficulties. Participants reported food
insecurity, lack of access to educational resources, and increased
household responsibilities. These findings are consistent with studies
that indicate that the pandemic pushed many households into poverty,
thereby limiting learners” ability to engage in education (Azevedo et al.,
2021). In the South African context, reports indicated increased
unemployment and household vulnerability during the pandemic,
which directly affected children’s educational outcomes (Statistics
South Africa, 2022; Anakpo et al., 2024). The prioritisation of basic
survival needs over education highlights the intersection of poverty and
learning loss.

Finally, family conflict emerged as an additional psychosocial factor
affecting academic performance. Increased time at home, financial
stress, and overcrowded living conditions contributed to tension and
conflict within households. These findings align with research
highlighting the rise in family stress and domestic conflict during
lockdown periods. Such environments are not conducive to learning, as
they reduce concentration, increase anxiety, and limit access to quiet
study spaces (Prime et al., 2020; Masten, 2021). The emotional burden
experienced by learners in such contexts further undermines their
academic performance. Overall, the findings demonstrate that the
challenges learners faced during the COVID-19 pandemic were
multidimensional, encompassing educational, social, and economic
factors. These challenges did not occur in isolation but interacted to
exacerbate existing inequalities within the education system.

VIII. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study concludes that the COVID-19 pandemic had
a profound and multifaceted impact on learners’ academic
performance. Disruptions to the school timetable, loss of contact with
teachers and peers, lack of learning materials, increased absenteeism
and dropout rates, household economic hardships, and family conflict
collectively contributed to declining educational outcomes.

The findings highlight that learners from disadvantaged
backgrounds were disproportionately affected because they lacked
access to the resources necessary for effective learning. The pandemic
not only exposed existing inequalities within the education system but
also deepened them.

There is a need for targeted interventions to address learning losses,
including curriculum recovery programmes, improved access to
learning materials, and psychosocial support for learners. Furthermore,
strengthening digital infrastructure and ensuring equitable access to
technology are critical for enhancing resilience in future crises.
Policymakers and educators must also prioritise support systems that
address both academic and socio-economic challenges faced by learners.

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the
importance of building an inclusive, flexible, and resilient education
system that supports all learners, particularly in times of crisis.
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