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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented disruptions to educational systems worldwide, impacting over 1.6 billion
learners due to school closures and lockdowns (UNESCO, 2020). As part of the emergency response, institutions transitioned
rapidly from traditional face-to-face instruction to various forms of remote learning. While this shift was necessary, it revealed
significant vulnerabilities in educational access, student readiness, instructional delivery, and emotional well-being.

In the Philippines, students encountered a unique set of challenges during the pandemic-induced shift to online learning. The
lack of consistent internet access, scarcity of digital devices, and limited technological literacy— particularly in public and
provincial settings—exacerbated the already wide digital divide. The Department of Education and Commission on Higher
Education (CHED) implemented blended and modular learning strategies; however, the effectiveness of these methods was
highly dependent on institutional capacity, student support, and individual resilience.

The phenomenon of learning loss—defined as a decline in academic knowledge or skills due to an educational disruption—has
become an increasingly prominent concern. According to the World Bank, learning poverty in the Philippines increased
dramatically from 69.5% to 91% in 2021 alone. College students, especially those in fields requiring high levels of critical
thinking, such as psychology, have reported difficulty retaining knowledge, reduced motivation, and mental fatigue. These
disruptions not only impeded students’ academic performance but also influenced their psychological and emotional health.
Numerous studies highlight the cognitive and emotional toll of remote learning. The absence of physical classroom environments
led to decreased student engagement, limited peer interaction, and diminished instructor feedback. These factors collectively
contributed to stress, anxiety, and a reduced sense of academic purpose. For psychology students, who must process complex
theories and practical applications, the absence of direct experience and interaction became a significant barrier to learning.
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The present study explores how academically high-
performing psychology students perceived and adapted to
pandemic learning loss. Anchored in Cognitive Load Theory
and Social Cognitive Theory, the study aims to capture their
lived experiences through a qualitative phenomenological
approach. By understanding the psychological, academic,
and technological challenges faced during this period, this
research hopes to contribute to the improvement of
institutional support programs and the development of
targeted interventions for post-crisis educational resilience.
Ultimately, the goal is to provide educational institutions with
concrete insights into how students interpret and navigate
learning disruptions—and how they can be better supported
in times of crisis. This research addresses the pressing
question: What does it mean to truly learn during a pandemic,
and how can that learning be protected and restored in its
aftermath?

2. Methodology

A. Research Design

This study employed a qualitative phenomenological
research design, which is appropriate for exploring and
understanding individuals® lived experiences in a specific
context. Phenomenology, as described by Creswell (2013)
(24 is centered on the meaning individuals ascribe to a
particular phenomenon—in this case, pandemic-related
learning loss.

This design was selected because it enables an in- depth
investigation of how students personally perceived and
emotionally processed the academic and psychological
disruptions caused by the pandemic. Rather than quantifying
data, the researchers sought to uncover patterns, themes, and
meaning structures through the narratives of selected
participants.

By focusing on Dean’s Listers from the 3rd-year Psychology
cohort, the study aimed to understand how even high-
performing students—often seen as resilient— navigated the
difficulties of online learning, technological access,
motivation, and academic retention during the pandemic.
Their narratives offered a unique lens into both the
vulnerabilities and coping strategies utilized in the face of
academic adversity.

B. Research Locale

The study was conducted at Pamantasan ng Cabuyao, a local
university situated in Brgy. Banay-Banay, Cabuyao City,
Laguna. This locale was chosen because it is a representative
setting of urban provincial higher education institutions in the
Philippines, which were notably affected by the educational
shift brought by the pandemic. The university serves a
diverse student population, many of whom faced socio-
economic and technological challenges during the lockdown.
Conducting the study within this institution allowed the
researchers to generate data that is contextually relevant to
institutional realities, available support systems, and the lived
academic environment of the student population.

C. Population and Sampling

The population consisted of 3rd-year BS Psychology students
enrolled during Academic Year 2023-2024. A purposive
sampling method was utilized to identify and recruit Dean’s
Listers who had direct experience with online learning during
the pandemic.
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Purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling technique

wherein participants are selected based on specific

characteristics relevant to the research goals. In this study, the

chosen participants were:

*  Currently enrolled in the 3rd year of the Psychology
program

*  Recipients of the Dean’s List honor

»  Experienced remote learning during the COVID- 19
pandemic

»  Willing to participate and elaborate their experiences
through an interview

D. Research Participants

The selected participants were between 19 to 22 years old,
comprising both male and female students who had
maintained an outstanding academic record despite the
disruptions caused by the pandemic. Their inclusion provided
insight into how students who are typically perceived as
academically competent and resilient experienced,
interpreted, and managed learning disruptions.

Participant consent was obtained prior to data collection, and
confidentiality was guaranteed. Pseudonyms were used in
transcripts and analysis to protect participant identities.

E. Research Instrumentation

The main data collection tool was a semi- structured

interview guide developed by the researchers. It included

both demographic questions and open-ended questions

intended to probe students’ perceptions, experiences, and

emotional reactions to online learning. These questions were

carefully designed to explore:

«  Participants' experiences with remote learning.

»  Perceived learning loss and academic challenges.

«  Emotional and psychological impacts of the pandemic.

*  Coping mechanisms used during online learning.

»  Perceptions of institutional support and suggestions for
improvement.

The interview guide was validated by experts in psychology
and research methodology. To ensure reliability and
appropriateness, the guide underwent expert validation using
a panel of three validators, including a qualitative research
consultant, a psychology professor, and a program adviser.

Examples of questions included

“What were your experiences with online learning during the
pandemic, and how did it affect your academic progress?”’
“How did your mental and emotional state change while
studying remotely?”’

“What kind of support from the institution did you find
helpful or lacking?”

F. Data Gathering Procedure

The data collection process followed a systematic, ethically

grounded approach:

« Participant Recruitment: An invitation to participate
was extended to qualified students via email and class
announcements.

» Informed Consent: Each participant signed a consent
form that outlined the purpose of the study, data usage,
confidentiality, and their right to withdraw at any time.

* Interview Sessions: One-on-one interviews were
conducted in a quiet and private environment, either
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face- to-face or via secured video conferencing platforms
(e.g., Zoom or Google Meet).

 Recording and Transcription: With participant
consent, interviews were recorded and transcribed
verbatim to ensure accuracy and preserve the integrity of
responses.

+  Thematic Coding: Transcripts were reviewed, coded,
and analyzed for emerging patterns and recurring
themes.

G. Data Analysis Procedure

The researchers employed thematic analysis, a method
suitable for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns
(themes) within qualitative data. Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
six-step approach was used:

«  Familiarization with data

« Initial coding

»  Searching for themes

* Reviewing themes

»  Defining and naming themes

»  Producing the final report

A data analyst reviewed the data to ensure inter-rater
reliability and minimize bias. The researchers also used
member checking, wherein participants were asked to review
the transcriptions and interpretations to validate the findings.
Themes were then linked to the Cognitive Load Theory and
Social Cognitive Theory, providing a theoretical lens for
interpreting the results.
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H. Ethical Consideration

The study followed the ethical guidelines outlined in the Data

Privacy Act of 2012 and the institutional policies of

Pamantasan ng Cabuyao. The following ethical safeguards

were observed:

* Informed Consent: Participants were fully informed of
the study’s purpose, procedures, and risks.

» Confidentiality: All  participant identities
anonymized, and data was stored securely.

» Voluntary Participation: Participants could decline or
withdraw from the study at any stage.

* Minimizing Harm: Emotional discomfort was
anticipated, so referrals to guidance counselors were
made available if needed.

« Transparency: Participants were given the option to
review the study results and summaries.

»  Ethical approval was sought and granted by the college’s
research ethics committee before the start of data
collection.

were

3. Results and Discussions

This chapter presents and interprets the results obtained from
the interviews with five 3rd-year BS Psychology Dean’s
Listers at Pamantasan ng Cabuyao. The primary goal was to
explore their lived experiences with pandemic-related
learning loss, analyze the psychological and academic effects
of the shift to online learning, and determine the support
mechanisms they used or lacked. Through thematic analysis,
nine superordinate themes and twenty subordinate themes
emerged. These were grouped under the three central
research questions.

Table 1: Emergent Themes on Students' Perceptions of Learning Loss

STUDENTS" PERCEPTION OF LEARNING LOSS

SUPERORDINATE

SUBORDINATE

Academic Support

« Instifutional Svpport  for  Online
Learning
» Leaming Resources

Impact of Support on Online Learning

Neutral impact of Instifutional Suppart
Newutral impac! of Institutional Support
Emotional and Financial Support

Challenges in Online Laarning

Technical and Connectivify Issves
Communication and Intaraction
Challenges

LS

Mental and Emotional State

Siress and Anxialy
Isolation and Fatigue

Psychological Impact on
Performance

Academic

Negalive Impact
Neulral Impact

Challenges

Coping Mechanisms for Online Leaming

» Taking Breaks and Social Boundanes
Social Connections

Effectiveness of Coping Strategies

Improved Focus and Engagament
Emotional Support from Friends

Heeded Support for Online Leaming

Structured Guidelines
Counseling and Peer Support
Consideration from Frofessors

Impact of Online Learning During Pandemic

Negative Acadermic Impact
Learning Loss and Retention lssues

CEE N T

Table 1 presents the emergent themes from the qualitative
analysis of students’ perceptions of pandemic- related
learning loss. It categorizes students’ experiences into nine
superordinate themes, such as academic support, emotional
state, and coping strategies, each broken down into more
specific subordinate themes. These reflect the multifaceted
challenges students faced during remote learning, including
inadequate institutional support, mental health struggles,
technological barriers, and difficulties in academic retention.
The table also highlights students’ adaptive responses—Iike
taking breaks and seeking social support—and outlines the
kind of institutional improvements they believe would have

mitigated learning loss, such as clearer guidelines and more
empathetic instruction.

Table 2: Themes Related to the Impact of Online Learning During
the Pandemic

SUPERORDINATE THEME SUBORDINATE THEME

Neutral Impact of Institutional Support

Impact of Support on Online Learning Positive Impact of Institutional Support

Emational and Financial Support

Negative Academic Impact
Impact of Online Learning During the
Pandemic

Learning Loss and Retention Issues
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The impact of support on online learning proved to be a
significant factor in students’ academic experiences during
the pandemic. While some students acknowledged the
positive effects of institutional support—such as access to
learning materials, internet subsidies, and structured
resources—others perceived its impact as neutral, relying
more on personal motivation than external help. Emotional
and financial support also emerged as crucial components,
with students emphasizing that financial aid alone was not
enough without accompanying emotional guidance. These
findings highlight the importance of a holistic support system
that addresses both academic and psychological needs to
promote meaningful learning outcomes.

Meanwhile, the shift to online learning during the pandemic
brought considerable negative academic consequences.
Students reported struggling with engagement, retention, and
comprehension, especially in hands-on or skill-based
subjects. Many shared that they focused more on completing
requirements rather than truly understanding the lessons,
which led to a perceived learning loss. The lack of interaction
and the passive nature of online formats contributed to
diminished focus and long-term retention, underscoring the
limitations of remote education in replicating the depth and
effectiveness of traditional face-to-face learning.

Table 3: Themes on Challenges and Psychological Impact in
Online Learning

SUPERORDINATE THEME SUBORDINATE THEME
| Challenges in Online Learning Negative Impact
| Psychological Impact on  Academic
Performance Neutral Impact

Challenges in online learning during the pandemic were
diverse and deeply affected students’ ability to stay engaged
and focused. Technical issues like unstable internet
connections, communication  barriers, and constant
distractions at home created an environment that made
learning difficult. Many students reported increased stress
from balancing academic responsibilities with household
duties, which negatively impacted their motivation and
grades. These challenges reflect broader findings in existing
literature, showing that the lack of a conducive learning
environment in remote setups contributed to both academic
decline and emotional strain.

In addition to logistical challenges, the psychological impact
of the pandemic further hindered academic performance.
Feelings of anxiety, isolation, and emotional instability made
it difficult for students to concentrate and stay motivated.
However, not all students were equally affected—some
demonstrated resilience and maintained stable academic
performance despite mental health struggles. This suggests
that personal coping mechanisms and support systems played
a vital role in mitigating the effects of psychological stress,
leading to varying outcomes in students’ academic
experiences during online learning.

Table 4: Themes on Academic Support in Online Learning

SUPERORDINATE THEME SUBORDINATE THEME

Institutional Support for Online Learning

Academic Support
Learning Resources
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Academic support played a pivotal role in helping students
manage the shift to online learning during the pandemic.
Access to digital resources such as online books, learning
management systems (LMS), and structured course materials
helped students stay organized, engaged, and academically
focused. These institutional tools reduced the confusion and
disconnection often associated with remote learning. As
emphasized by Aguilar et al. (2021), such academic support
systems not only improved student engagement but also
lessened the learning barriers posed by the remote setup.
Specifically, institutional efforts like internet subsidies
proved crucial in minimizing logistical and financial
obstacles. Students reported that these supports enabled
consistent participation in online classes without the added
burden of connectivity issues. In addition, the availability of
digital learning resources allowed them to better comprehend
lessons and complete academic requirements effectively.
Together, these forms of academic support provided students
with both access and structure—two key elements for
academic success in a remote learning environment.

Table 5: Themes on Mental and Emotional States During Online
Learning

SUPERORDINATE THEME SUBORDINATE THEME

Stress and Anxiely
Mental and Emotional State
Isolation and Fatigue

During online learning, many students experienced
heightened stress, anxiety, and emotional exhaustion, largely
due to the overwhelming workload and lack of face-to-face
interaction. The shift to remote education left students feeling
isolated and disconnected, with constant screen time
contributing to mental fatigue. Some struggled to stay
emotionally stable, often feeling anxious about deadlines and
uncertain about the future. These experiences reflect how the
pandemic not only disrupted academic routines but also took
a significant toll on students’ mental well-being, ultimately
affecting their motivation and ability to perform well in
school.

Table 6: Themes on Coping Mechanisms for Online Learning
Challenges

SUPERORDINATE THEME SUBORDINATE THEME

Taking Breaks and Setting Boundaries
Coping Mechanisms for Online Learning
Challenges

Social Connections

To manage the emotional and academic pressures of online
learning, students adopted various coping strategies, with
many highlighting the importance of taking breaks and
setting clear boundaries between school and personal life.
These small habits helped them avoid burnout and stay
mentally balanced. Staying connected with friends also
played a big role—social support offered comfort, reduced
feelings of isolation, and helped students stay motivated.
These simple yet meaningful actions became essential tools
for navigating the challenges of remote learning and
maintaining both academic performance and emotional well-
being.
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Table 7: Themes on Effectiveness of Coping Strategies

SUPERORDINATE THEME SUBORDINATE THEME

Imp d Focus and Ei

gag

of Coping

Emotional Support from Friends

Students found that their coping strategies—Ilike taking
breaks, managing time well, and staying connected with
friends—not only helped them feel better emotionally but
also improved their ability to stay focused and engaged in
class. These simple practices made a big difference,
especially when the challenges of online learning felt
overwhelming. Having someone to talk to, even just friends
going through the same struggles, made students feel less
alone and more motivated. Overall, these strategies proved to
be effective in supporting both their mental well-being and
academic performance during remote learning.

Table 8: Themes on Effectiveness of Coping Strategies
SUPERORDINATE THEME SUBORDINATE THEME ‘

Structured Guidelines

Eff of Coping gi Counseling and Peer Support ‘

Consideration from Professors l

Students emphasized that clear guidelines, emotional
support, and understanding from professors played a big role
in making online learning more manageable. Having
structured instructions helped reduce confusion and anxiety,
while access to counseling and supportive peers made it
easier to cope with stress and feelings of isolation. Many also
shared that when professors were flexible and considerate—
especially during technical difficulties—it made them feel
seen and supported. These factors, combined, greatly
improved students' motivation, focus, and overall experience
during remote learning.

4. Discussion

This study examined the experiences of BS Psychology
students at the University of Cabuyao during the abrupt
transition to online learning caused by the COVID-19
pandemic. Students reported a significant sense of learning
loss, primarily due to reduced engagement, limited retention
of information, and the overwhelming focus on meeting
deadlines rather than understanding course content. These
academic challenges were compounded by emotional and
psychological distress, including stress, anxiety, and feelings
of isolation, which deeply impacted students’ motivation and
overall performance. While some students acknowledged the
usefulness of institutional support like learning materials and
internet subsidies, many found these efforts insufficient
without structured guidance and emotional backing.

To manage these difficulties, students relied on personal
coping strategies such as taking regular breaks, establishing
routines, and maintaining social connections with peers.
These actions helped improve their focus and lessen
emotional exhaustion, reflecting their adaptability in the face
of adversity. However, the findings also emphasized that
student resilience alone is not enough. Educational
institutions play a crucial role in creating supportive learning
environments by providing clearer academic guidelines,
accessible mental health services, and empathetic, flexible
instruction. These forms of support were highlighted as
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essential in helping students stay engaged, motivated, and
emotionally stable throughout remote learning.

In response to these findings, the researchers proposed the
Comprehensive Learning Resilience and Enhancement
Program (CLREP)—a tailored intervention designed to
address both academic and psychological gaps caused by the
pandemic. Rooted in the Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD) and Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), the program
aims to help students recover lost learning while developing
practical skills and emotional resilience. CLREP is structured
into four phases: assessment and planning, pilot testing, full-
scale implementation, and ongoing evaluation. Key activities
include a Digital Literacy Bootcamp to improve students’
technical readiness, Psychological First Aid Training to build
mental health awareness, and Interactive Counseling
Workshops to foster real-world applications of psychological
principles. All activities will be facilitated by internal faculty
to ensure cost-effectiveness and institutional alignment.
CLREP emphasizes flexibility, sustainability, and long-term
impact, equipping students not just to recover from past
disruptions, but to thrive in future academic and professional
settings.
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