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Abstract

While there is ample research on how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted
students, data does not sufficiently address how COVID-19 affected gradu-
ate-level students enrolled in an online platform. The study completed in De-
cember 2020 aimed to answer what coping strategies students in a full online
graduate program utilized during the COVID-19 pandemic. The data collec-
tion tool consisted of a questionnaire distributed via anonymous survey using
university email. It is common knowledge that graduate-level students are
held to higher rigor and standards. The overall perception was that graduate
students should not be impacted by the pandemic’s academic changes since
the graduate program was entirely online pre-COVID-19. This perception
proved to be untrue. The data analysis reflected mental health as the second
largest area of impact for online graduate-level students due to the pandemic.
In this study, graduate-level students shared coping strategies that worked
well for them throughout the pandemic. This data will help fill a gap in re-
search and hopefully spark the interest of graduate programs to offer coping
strategies to promote mental health among their graduate-level students re-
gardless of whether they are participating in traditional or online learning
platforms.
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1. Introduction

The spring 2020 semester started like any other semester. No one knew or had
any forewarning that a pandemic would occur and change everything in a few

months into the semester. COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by the World
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Health Organization (WHO) on March 11, 2020 (World Health Organization,
2020). Shortly after the WHO announcement, universities across the nation an-
nounced campus closures. The pattern for many academic institutions was to
dismiss students for spring break, and when classes resumed, they would be held
remotely. There was no preparation, protocols, or processes in place as most fa-
culty and students had never experienced such a rapid succession of academic
changes, much less a pandemic. Students and faculty were faced with navigating
technological and logistical challenges while prioritizing the health and safety of
themselves and their families. Such a rapid, unprecedented transition signifi-
cantly impacted students on multiple fronts.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, there was strong evidence reflecting that-
graduate-level students experience a high level of stress, anxiety, or depression
(Arnold, 2014; Concerto et al., 2017; Stillwell et al., 2017). According to the
American College of Health Association (2018), a nationally known organiza-
tion for advocacy and leadership for university health, nearly 66% of graduate
students experienced above average stress. Out of faculty concerns for the stu-
dents in the graduate program, the research problem was created to explore
what coping strategies graduate-level students utilize during COVID-19.
Therefore, this study aimed to explore the coping strategies utilized by graduate
students during the COVID-19 pandemic. The objectives of the study were
two-fold: To better understand coping strategies utilized during the COVID-19
pandemic and identify the top coping strategies utilized by graduate-level stu-

dents.

2. Literature Review

The COVID-19 pandemic forced classroom closures across the nation, leaving
colleges and universities scrambling to convert their in-person classrooms to
virtual and online learning platforms. Since this transition, researchers have be-
gun to study how these changes have impacted students overall. The concern of
negative impacts on student performance was the basis for multiple studies. Su-
pernak et al. (2021) investigated whether the conversion to an online platform
affected the coverage of student outcomes for civil engineering students. The re-
sults showed student outcomes were not significantly impacted by the COVID-19
restrictions, except for the student outcomes reliant on lab experimentation.
Other researchers found similar results for students taking courses requiring lab
activities (Qadir & Al-Fuqaha, 2020). Baber (2020) found few differences be-
tween the perception of course outcomes and satisfaction among students who
transitioned to an online platform. Seifert et al. (2021) found communication
between students and instructors essential for success among medical students’
satisfaction and positive learning outcomes after moving to an online platform.
However, these studies did not address any other student issues created by the
pandemic.

Another popular research theme was how to transition to a virtual or online
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instructional platform successfully. Researchers shared personal experiences on
successful technological methods and best practices to ensure compassionate
flexibility for students (Gelles et al., 2020). Adaptation of course assignments was
also necessary. Tang et al. (2020) found that student learning and course evalua-
tions improved when instructors used a combined online and flipped learning
model. The resurgence of project-based learning also positively impacted stu-
dent outcomes in the online environment (Hira & Anderson, 2021).

Researchers also considered various socio-economic factors for students tran-
sitioning to virtual or online learning platforms. Alsandor and Trout (2020)
noted how students found themselves working remotely from home in addition
to their academic studies, and many were caring for school-aged children who
also required online support. Asgari et al. (2021) presented several negative im-
pacts of vulnerable student groups, particularly those who were financially dis-
advantaged.

It is well-known COVID-19 impacted society from a physical illness perspec-
tive and a mental health perspective. Students’ mental health support was
another program significantly affected by campus closures since students could no
longer access face-to-face interaction with teachers and counselors. Many student
support services were closed and did not offer any possibilities for virtual access
(Zhai & Du, 2020). Wasil et al. (2021) studied how the Common Elements Tool-
box, adapted for students impacted by COVID-19, could be used as an online in-
tervention for supporting students during the pandemic. Fruehwirth et al. (2021)
noted an increase in anxiety and depression among students. Students indicated
the main contributing factors were work reductions and social isolation. Al-
though studies exploring coping strategies were limited, researchers noted how
students used strategies such as problem solving, spirituality, social support,
family connections, and counseling (Stimen & Adibelli, 2021; Zhao et al., 2021).

As evidenced through the literature review, researchers completed multiple
studies regarding the impact of COVID-19 on students overall. This study aimed
not only to consider the effects of COVID-19 for online graduate students but
also which coping mechanisms they found most helpful throughout the pan-

demic.

3. Methodology

The study took place at a mid-sized university in Western Arkansas offering
graduate degrees, bachelor’s degrees, associate degrees, and certificate programs.
Student enrollment for the university is approximately 5000 students. The target
population was students in the Master of Science in Healthcare Administration
(MHCA) program registered for online courses in the spring 2021 semester. The
search terms were created around COVID-19 and graduate students’ well-being.
The results of the study identified coping strategies utilized by graduate-level
students and each coping strategy was ranked by percentages to determine the

top coping skills. This study was designed to increase awareness of how COVID-19
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impacted graduate-level students and identify coping strategies utilized by grad-

uate-level students.

3.1. Data Collection

The data collection tool was a survey that opened with an announcement that
the survey is voluntary, and respondents could opt out of the survey at any time.
The survey responses were confidential and protected. Additionally, the an-
nouncement stated by clicking the “Continue” button, you are indicating that
you have read and agree to participate in the survey. The survey consisted of
eleven questions exploring the impact of COVID-19 on graduate-level students
including impact on their educational program, their personal lives, and the
coping strategies used throughout the pandemic. Each question was designed for
the respondent to select one or multiple distractors and included the option
“Other” for feedback.

The survey was distributed to 52 students enrolled in the graduate program
via university email. Twelve respondents (23%) completed the survey in its enti-
rety with one respondent opting out. Although the graduate program is small
and the study respondent rate low, it is a general representation of graduate-level

students.

3.2. Data Analysis and Results

Survey data “Figure 1” was collected and analyzed, with 33.3% of respondents
indicating that COVID-19 affected them mentally and 16.6% of respondents in-
dicated they were emotionally impacted. Mentally and emotionally are often
perceived by many as intertwined. The financial impact was identified as the
primary area impacted at 41.67% as a result of COVID-19. This information
aligns with the study’s aim to explore the coping strategies utilized by graduate
students during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The data analysis reflected exercise as the primary coping strategy for gradu-
ate students at 41.6%, followed by social media, none and other equally at
16.67%. Interestingly enough, coping strategy options for campus resources,
computer, food, meditation, sleep, and television resulted in 0%. Exercise being
the leading coping strategy identified is compelling since most, if not all exercise
facilities were closed during this time. Additionally, adhering to COVID-19
guidelines required most people to be isolated. These results offer future re-
search opportunities such as what type of exercise, how often, and where the ex-
ercise took place.

The results of this survey have been shared with the university leadership and
resulted in additional opportunities and resources for mental health to services
provided to students and faculty. The telehealth counseling option was a great

addition to faculty and student resources.

3.3. Limitations

There are a few limitations to the study. The study only collected data from one
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Q4 What coping strategies did you utilize during the pandemic?

Answered: 12 Skipped: 0

Campus
Resources

Computer

Exercise

Food

Meditate

Sleep

Social Media

I did not use
any coping...

I did not need
any coping...

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

ANSWER CHOICES RESPONSES

Campus Resources 0.00% 0
Computer 0.00% 0
Exercise 41.67% 5
Food 0.00% 0
Meditate 0.00% 0
Sleep 0.00% 0
Social Media 16.67% 2
TV 0.00% 0
Other 16.67% 2
I did not use any coping strategies. 16.67% 2
I did not need any coping strategies. 8.33% 1
TOTAL 12

Figure 1. Coping strategies for graduate students.

single graduate-level program, meaning one single community’s experiences in-
fluenced the data. The lack of diversity could impact the accuracy of recom-
mendations when projecting the results of this study to larger programs or pop-
ulations. Second, the low number of respondents should be considered since
more responses could alter the data outcomes. Timing of the survey could in-
fluence respondent rate as the survey was distributed the first week of May 2021
when for most students this can be considered finals week or wrap up week.

During this period students also received several other academic surveys.
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3.4. Ethical Considerations

Throughout the study, the researchers considered ethical standards for research
to protect all study participants. The study presented minimal risk to research
participants since the study utilized a voluntary, anonymous survey to collect
data. The research study received approval from the University Institutional Re-

view Board.

4. Conclusion

There is a significant amount of recent research on the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on students. However, there is limited research on the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic for online graduate students, specifically the coping strat-
egies used by graduate students throughout the pandemic. Additionally, there is
very little research and guidance on how to navigate a pandemic. This study was
designed to increase the awareness of how COVID-19 impacted graduate-level
students and identify coping strategies utilized by graduate-level students.

While this study will not contain all the information required to create best
practice guidelines, we can incorporate student feedback to develop future pro-
gramming to support graduate students regardless of their enrollment status.
Leadership in academia should highly consider lessons learned by those who
lived the experience and provided valuable feedback. Universities can promote
mental health by assisting students with developing coping skills and provide

coping resources to navigate stressful situations.
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