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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic during 2020-2021 resulted in unprecedented school closures and
prolonged remote learning for Saudi Arabian students with unknown consequences at the time for
perceived academic performance, mental health, and wellbeing. Prior research had suggested that
reduced social interaction could negatively affect wellbeing and contribute to impaired mental
health (e.g., depression and anxiety), while also resulting in lower academic performance. However,
little was known about the direct impact of the pandemic on academic outcomes and mental health
of middle school students in the Saudi Arabian context, particularly during extended periods of

remote learning while facing social and educational challenges stemming from the worldwide crisis.

A sequential explanatory mixed methods design was used to investigate this gap in knowledge
by exploring the association between middle school students’ perceived academic achievement and
their levels of wellbeing, depression, and anxiety during the COVID-19 lockdown. In the two-phase
study design, an online survey was used to collect quantitative data from 401 Saudi male and
female middle school students aged 11-18 in Mecca and Taif cities, KSA. The impact of COVID-19
lockdown on student wellbeing questionnaires, informed by procedures from a global study
conducted by the Global Research Alliance (GRA), enquired about students’ self-perceived
academic achievement, wellbeing levels, mental health status, and other essential factors such as
demographic information, socioeconomic status, and frequency of activities during the lockdown.
The qualitative phase involved semi-structured interviews with eight Saudi female students from the
same population, to delve deeply into adolescents’ experiences, perceptions, and insights related to
their experiences in lockdown. Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) using Mplus was the primary
data analysis procedure used to test the relationships between the identified factors of self-perceived

academic achievement.

Results from the SEM revealed that variations in self-perceived academic achievement were

significantly associated with wellbeing, gender, and socioeconomic status. Unexpectedly,

vi



depression, anxiety, the amount of schoolwork, and age did not exert a definitive impact on
perceived academic achievement. Over half of the students perceived their performance during the
lockdown as better than their peers, and they demonstrated adaptability, either maintaining or
improving their academic performance amidst challenging circumstances. The study found that
students’ mental health and wellbeing were largely protected, which was attributed to strong family
support, religious practices, and adaptability within a supportive home environment. While most
students did not show enduring signs of depression or anxiety, specific subgroups faced distress
during the lockdown. Challenges related to remote learning, such as internet connectivity issues and
online education platform quality, were evident; however, students exhibited coping in overcoming

these obstacles to a significant extent.

The study findings underscore the significance of promoting family support, religious
involvement, and educational readiness within the Saudi education framework to enhance student
wellbeing and academic achievement during school closures. The findings advocate for enhancing
the preparedness of education systems for future disruptions to in-person, classroom learning.
Recommendations include investing in high-quality online education platforms, enhancing teacher
training for online instruction, and engaging families to support students in lockdown. Future
research should focus on longitudinal studies to assess the lasting impacts of pandemic-driven
disruptions on student wellbeing and academic performance, as well as on understanding students’

coping mechanisms during educational crises.

Keywords: COVID-19, academic performance, mental health, wellbeing, adaptability
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic that gripped the world from the beginning of 2020 until May,
2023 when the World Health Organization (United Nations, 2023) announced the end of the
worldwide public health emergency, was the first global crisis that led to the widespread closure of
face-to-face instruction in schools in many countries. According to a UNICEF, UNESCO, and
World Bank (UNICEF, 2021b) joint report, the pandemic and school closures affected the
education of 1.5 billion young people worldwide. With the cessation of in-person classroom
education practices, many schools and teachers, out of necessity, moved to delivery of remote,
online learning models for students enduring lockdown in their homes (Meinck et al., 2022). While
remote learning offered opportunities for the continuation of education for students, the quality and
extent of those initiatives were variable, and most approaches served only as partial substitutes for
in-person learning (Jack & Oster, 2023; UNICEF, 2021b). The vast majority of students worldwide
experienced disruption to their education, and for many countries, it was important to support
student learning as much as possible during what was likely to be a prolonged period of school
closures (Reuge et al., 2021). Considering the importance of access to high-quality education and
wellbeing for successful student outcomes later in life, it was therefore critical to understand how
students were being impacted by the COVID-19 lockdowns, both academically and psychologically

(Di Pietro et al., 2020; Meinck et al., 2022).

At the beginning of the pandemic outbreak, authorities in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
(KSA) government acted quickly and decisively to implement progressively strict quarantine
regulations and curfews, border closures and travel bans, and social distancing measures
commencing in late January, 2020 (Sayed, 2021). Saudi Arabia was one of the first countries to
implement school closures and other drastic measures in response to the public health emergency
caused by the pandemic, and was one of the last countries to commence a staged reopening of

schools (UNICEF, 2021b).



On the 8" of March, 2020, the Saudi Ministry of Education (MoE) directed that all schools,
universities, and Quranic religious instruction in mosques be closed to prevent spread of the disease,
and that virtual schools and distance education be activated to ensure the education process
continued in an effective manner (MoE, 2020a). To facilitate this shift to online learning, the MoE
established a new authority to oversee the Saudi Virtual School Madrasati Platform (MoE, 2020b,
2023). One year later, (UNICEF, 2021a) ranked KSA as one of the countries with the highest
number of school closure days with an estimated 6.8 million Saudi students having missed almost
all classroom instruction during the intervening period.

Saudi schools and universities began a staged return to face-to-face classroom education on
30 August 2021 after 18 months of continuous distance education for students, bringing to an end
the most significant disruptions to regular education and socialisation (Alghamdi & El-Hassan,
2022). However, while most schools recommenced in-person learning, other COVID-19
precautionary and preventative measures remained in place until 13 June 2022 when the Ministry of
Health (2022) finally announced the lifting of restrictions.

These measures included mandatory mask-wearing in schools, physical distancing within
classrooms, regular temperature checks, and the continued use of hybrid learning models to reduce
the number of students on campus at any one time. Additionally, vaccination campaigns were
intensified, particularly targeting educational staff and eligible students to ensure safer in-person
interactions (Ministry of Health, 2021). Public health guidelines also mandated frequent sanitisation
of educational facilities and regulated ventilation to minimize the risk of airborne transmission.

As with the school closures at the onset of the pandemic, mosques and other places of
worship where Muslims would normally pray communally were also closed, while major religious
events normally taking place in KSA, including Umrah and Hajj, were either suspended or
drastically downscaled to limit transmission of the disease among worshipers (Ebrahim & Memish,
2020; Ministry of Islamic and Mosque Affairs, 2020). These actions were guided by well-

established public health frameworks, such as the Jeddah tool (Yezli & Khan, 2020b), which were



built upon KSAs’ unique experience in managing health risks associated with mass religious
gatherings (Khan et al., 2021).

With these quarantine measures in place in KSA, the lockdown of students and families in
their homes resulted in an unprecedented set of circumstances that had unknown and unpredictable
consequences. Thus, it was initially unknown how Saudi students would fare with online learning,
both psychologically and academically, during the lockdown, and how students would interact with
their families and confinement in the home environment. However, as in other parts of the world,
early indications were that lockdown and social distancing interventions in KSA would bring
psychological stress and anxiety to the broader community, while young people would be
particularly impacted by social isolation and disturbances in their schooling routines. In a rapid
review undertaken at the start of the pandemic, Loades et al. (2020) concluded that children and
adolescents were likely to experience significant mental health difficulties due to lockdown. A
similar review published in February 2020 found high levels of psychological stress among those
who had been quarantined in previous pandemics, including children (Brooks et al., 2020). These
considerations of previous studies therefore indicated a high probability that children would be

negatively affected by the lockdown necessitated by COVID-19.

1.1 Problem Statement and Rationale

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, a growing body of research had indicated the connection
between adolescent mental health, wellbeing and academic achievement. Slee and Skrzypiec’s
(2016) study emphasised the importance of student wellbeing in functioning well in education,
echoing findings related to mental health and academic performance in previous studies (Burnett-
Zeigler et al., 2012; Joe et al., 2009a; Murphy et al., 2015). Previous pandemics and periods of
quarantine had been found to negatively affect the mental health and wellbeing of children and
adolescents (Loades et al., 2020; Brooks et al., 2020), while natural disasters were shown to have
significant impact on both students’ mental health (Cahill et al., 2013; Le Brocque et al., 2017) and

their academic performance (Berger et al., 2018; Liberty et al., 2016a). Given these findings, there



was a pressing need to investigate how mental health, wellbeing, and demographic factors,
including socioeconomic status (SES), were associated with perceived academic achievement

among middle school students during the COVID-19 lockdowns in KSA.

As the COVID-19 pandemic progressed, there was an apparent gap in knowledge
concerning its effects on middle school students in KSA that had not yet been explored. This gap
therefore presented a problem and a barrier to a broader understanding of the impact of the

pandemic on this particular cohort of students, which this study sought to reveal.

1.2 Background to the Global Pandemic

Throughout the last century, communities around the world have been deeply impacted by
both physical suffering and deep psychological trauma due to a wide range of natural disasters
(Choung & Pak, 2023; Gallagher & Hartley, 2017; Zhang et al., 2022) and outbreaks of various
communicable diseases (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2020). One stark
historical example is the 1918—-1920 HIN1 pandemic known as the Spanish flu, which caused an
estimated 50 million deaths worldwide—approximately 6% of the world’s population at that time
(Erkoreka, 2009; Poulain et al., 2021).

Although humanity has encountered coronavirus epidemics in the past, such as the Severe
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS-CoV) (Leung & Keing, 2003) and the Middle East
Respiratory Syndrome (MERS-CoV) (AlNajjar et al., 2017), the COVID-19 pandemic presented an
unprecedented challenge. This could be attributed to several factors. First, COVID-19 exhibited a
rapid transmission rate through human-to-human contact, far surpassing the previous outbreaks of
SARS and MERS (Peeri et al., 2020). Second, unlike some other infectious diseases, the therapeutic
options for COVID-19 were initially limited and often experimental, making effective treatment a
significant challenge (Pujari et al., 2020). Third, at the outset of the pandemic, there was no
available and proven-effective vaccine, leaving populations vulnerable to the spread of the virus
(Sharma et al., 2020). Consequently, COVID-19 was a severe danger to the human population—the

first global crisis to occur in the digital era (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020).

8



In response to this formidable threat, most countries, including KSA, quickly adopted a
range of restrictive measures designed to mitigate the risk of contagion and ensure the safety of
their citizens (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). These measures included
lockdowns, which compelled people to stay indoors and only step out for essential activities. In
addition, social distancing was mandated, cultural, sport and leisure activities were suspended, and
schools and higher education facilities were closed (United Nations, 2020).

As in other parts of the world, KSA experienced the social and emotional impact of the
global pandemic. Alkhamees et al. (2020) reported the psychological impact on the country’s
population after mitigating measures were applied, noting symptoms of anxiety, fear, and
depression. Furthermore, as the Saudi educational system was seriously affected by the pandemic,
students were forced to adjust to studying at home and managing their altered learning modalities
with neither in-person teaching and peer interaction nor the same structured direction they normally
received from their teachers during face-to-face instruction (Hoq, 2020).

The shift to online learning platforms that characterised the worldwide response to the
pandemic created many challenges that were expected to have a detrimental effect on students. For
example, not all students had “access to the technology (e.g., devices, internet), intrinsic (self-
regulation, autonomy) or social (e.g., a safe quiet place to study or parental support) prerequisites
for remote learning” (UNESCO, 2020, p. 14). Furthermore, teachers might not have had the
necessary training to teach remotely, as Hamilton et al. (2020) suggested. Therefore, they might
have only been able to effectively teach a limited amount of the curriculum using an online
platform. In a 2021 study, Sharma and Bumb (2021) identified a range of challenges in online
education based on pre-pandemic research, including teacher competence, student motivation,
internet access and technical difficulties. Other studies have also identified potential issues
including the availability of devices to access online learning in students’ homes (Kruszewska et al.,

2022) and teachers’ digital literacy (Li & Yu, 2022).

1.2.1 COVID-19 Global Lockdown Effect on Student Learning



Across the world during the pandemic many education institutions sought innovative ways
to maintain learning opportunities for students while complying with government lockdown
measures to mitigate the spread of the disease (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020). The United Nations
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2020) reported that school closures
and lockdowns affected more than 91% of the world’s student population in at least 188 countries,
including KSA. This sudden cessation of normal classroom education programs and the prevention
of peer interactions due to social distancing and other protective measures raised concerns regarding
the mental health and long-term welfare of students (Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020; Di Pietro et al.,
2020), particularly in terms of depression and anxiety and in relation to student academic
achievement.

In this situation, the introduction of online learning was a logical strategy to address the
interruption of education. However, many schools and educational institutions were unprepared for
the unexpected emergency transition regarding any kind of technological and pedagogical design
and delivery of such programs (Zimmerman, 2020). UNESCO (2020) reported that within school
systems, “decision-making power is fragmented across central, middle layer, and school level (no
school autonomy) and there is little time to rigorously assess or trial an overwhelming choice of
solutions” (p. 14). As social contact with teachers and peers has been shown to be important for
students’ wellbeing and academic achievement (Umberson & Montez, 2010), concerns arose that
the rapid transition to online learning would negatively affect students’ learning, either directly or
indirectly, as decreased social interaction and increased levels of depression and anxiety could

significantly impact overall academic achievement (Azevedo et al., 2020).

The abrupt adoption of online education brought about unexpected and drastic changes that
contrasted sharply with the face-to-face learning to which students and teachers were accustomed.
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2020c¢) highlighted this
finding and emphasised that such hasty adoption of remote learning would cause changes in the

quality and effectiveness of teacher-student interactions, while at the same time would reduce
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student social contact. How these hasty changes impacted student mental health, wellbeing and

academic performance was unknown.

1.2.2 KSA Responses to Health Crises

Prior to the pandemic, the people of KSA had experienced several crises, including one

outbreak of SARS (O'Sullivan, 2021) and one of the largest outbreaks of MERS in the Middle

East from 2012-2019 (World Health Organization [WHO], 2019). According to Al Najjar et al.

(2016), the MERS pandemic caused a wide range of mental health problems among KSA citizens
and healthcare providers, including increased levels of depression, anxiety, and other psychological
symptoms.

Although the COVID-19 pandemic had a significant psychological impact on people in
KSA (Alkhamees et al., 2020), the prior experience of MERS had prepared the country to face the
new challenge and to respond promptly. As Algaissi et al. (2020) pointed out, the “MERS
epidemics helped KSA to have better informed public health and infection control policies and
measures as well as educating the general public on outbreaks and viral epidemics” (p. 11).

The previous SARS and MERS health crises had not involved such extensive lockdowns as
COVID-19, leading only to the shortening of school days in the case of MERS, rather than the total
suspension of in-person education (Beatrice, 2014). However, KSA had gained some valuable
experience in the management of disease outbreaks (Algaissi et al., 2020). Drawing on this
experience, KSA began a public awareness programme at an early stage, with messages designed to
support readiness and resilience among the public while minimising the effects of misinformation
(Alshammari et al., 2020; Joseph et al., 2020). Twitter was actively used by the government as a
rapid method of communication, with messages primarily intended to reduce uncertainty, promote

effective measures to prevent transmission and reassure the public (Alhassan & AlDossary, 2021).

However, according to Alkhamees et al. (2020), the population was nonetheless

psychologically affected when the first cases of COVID-19 appeared in the country. Having only
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recently recovered from the MERS outbreak (World Health Organization [WHO], 2019), the
country now faced the COVID-19 health crisis and the need to take appropriate protection
measures, including the lockdown of schools and religious centres and implementing social
distancing rules. This sudden emergency might have considerably increased the impact on mental

health among students and the general population.

In response to COVID-19, KSA applied lessons learned from previous outbreaks, enforcing
strict public health measures from January 2020 (Sayed, 2021). These measures included extensive
lockdowns, curfews, and restrictions on travel and social gatherings, particularly stringent in the
early phases of the pandemic (Ministry of Health, 2020). Movement outside the home was restricted
to essential activities, with curfews and specific travel hours regulated. Social gatherings were
limited, with regulations evolving as conditions improved (Ministry of Health, 2022). Despite these
restrictions, the close-knit nature of Saudi families mitigated some social isolation by enabling
continued family interactions within household complexes. As infection rates fell, measures were
gradually relaxed, leading to the phased reopening of schools and public spaces by June 2022

(Alghamdi & El-Hassan, 2022).

1.2.3 The Madrasati Online Learning Platform

In response to the pandemic, the Ministry of Education in KSA turned to an online learning
platform named Madrasati (meaning “My School”) for distance learning in the academic year
2020-2021 (MoE, 2020b). This platform was intended to provide students, teachers, and parents
with a comprehensive virtual learning experience that would replace the face-to-face teaching that
was no longer possible. The platform was designed to facilitate communication between students,
teachers, and parents, as well as providing access to a wide range of educational resources.

One of the primary features of Madrasati was the Microsoft Office suite of programs, which
included email service, the video conferencing software “Teams”, and various communication
channels that allowed students to easily connect with their teachers and peers (Aldossry, 2021). The
platform also provided videos, educational books, cartoons, and a bank of test questions used to
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supplement learning. Overall, Madrasati represented an important innovation in KSA’s education
system, intended to provide students with access to high-quality education regardless of their
physical location. By leveraging the power of technology, Madrasati was intended to ensure that
KSA'’s youth could continue to learn and develop, even during times of crisis (Aldossry, 2021;

Aljizani & Saleem, 2023).

1.3 Overview of the Saudi Education System

1.3.1 Structure of the School System in KSA

The Saudi education system is comprised of public schools, private schools, and
homeschooling options, governed by the Ministry of Education. The system is divided into four
stages: kindergarten, primary (grades 1-6), intermediate (grades 7-9), and secondary (grades 10-12)
(Ministry of Education, 2024). Public schools constitute the majority, particularly in rural areas,
while private schools are more prevalent in urban centers, offering specialised curricula and

international programs (MoE, 2024).

The Ministry of Education provides oversight and regulation to ensure educational standards
are met across all types of schools. For further details on the structure of the Saudi school system,

refer to the Ministry’s official resources (MoE, 2024).

1.3.2 Teacher and School Qualification Standards

In KSA, teachers are required to possess specific qualifications, including a bachelor’s
degree in education or a related field, and must undergo professional development as mandated by
the Ministry of Education (Alamri, 2020). Schools must meet accreditation standards, which are
regularly assessed by the Ministry to ensure quality education (MoE, 2024). These standards are
essential for maintaining consistency across the Kingdom's diverse educational institutions. For
detailed information on these qualifications and standards, see the Ministry's official guidelines

(MoE, 2024).
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1.3.3 Secondary School Curriculum and Trends

The secondary school curriculum in KSA is designed to offer both academic and vocational
tracks, in line with Vision 2030 educational reforms. These reforms aim to improve student
outcomes and align the curriculum with international standards, including comparisons with OECD
averages (OECD, 2020b). Recent changes emphasise critical thinking, digital literacy, and

vocational skills to prepare students for higher education and the labour market (MoE, 2024).

1.3.4 Regional Differences in Schooling

Significant regional disparities exist in school density, access to resources, and educational
quality across the Kingdom. Urban areas, particularly in regions like Riyadh and Jeddah, generally
offer more educational opportunities and better facilities compared to rural areas (Alrashidi & Phan,
2015). The Ministry of Education has implemented initiatives to reduce these disparities by

improving school infrastructure and access in underserved regions (MoE, 2024).

1.4 KSA Students’ Mental Health and Wellbeing

Mental health, defined by the World Health Organisation (2014) as the ability to cope with
life stresses and contribute productively to one’s community, became of critical concern during the
pandemic. In a review of the psychological and social effects of the emerging pandemic undertaken
early in 2020, Dubey et al. (2020) had warned that COVID-19, would significantly impact mental
health and exacerbate psychosocial issues globally; however, they did not explore the potential

impact on wellbeing.

In this study, it is important to distinguish between mental health and wellbeing as separate
concepts, despite their previous interchangeability (Goldberg et al., 1997), in order to establish a
nuanced understanding of the effects of the pandemic on school students. Established frameworks
were used to gauge the mental health and wellbeing of students in the KSA. The definitions of
mental health and mental illness were derived from Goldberg et al. (1997), and the fifth edition of

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric Association,
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2013). Goldberg et al. (1997) described mental health as reflecting psychological maturity and
assessed it based on the presence or absence of mental illnesses such as depression and anxiety,
defined by the DSM-V (American Psychiatric Association, 2013) as symptoms of poor mental
health.

Wellbeing, on the other hand, is a broader concept that considers both cognitive and
emotional components of an individual’s state (Satici et al., 2020). Wellbeing refers to an
individual’s self-assessment of life satisfaction, effectiveness, positive emotions towards oneself
and others, and psychological maturity (Goldberg et al., 1997). In the context of education,
wellbeing refers to the state where students are able to flourish, achieve academic success, and
pursue personal goals (Slee & Skrzypiec, 2016). According to Keyes (2006), wellbeing is
conceptualised as a spectrum, ranging from flourishing to languishing. Flourishing entails
successful functioning and positive self-perception, while languishing represents a state lacking

positive functioning. Moderate wellbeing is where most individuals fall (Keyes, 2006).

To consider student wellbeing, this study adopted a psychological approach, focusing on
internal experiences rather than sociological factors. The sociological approach to wellbeing
considers objective measurements of wellbeing alongside subjective factors, to uncover the external
factors which affect levels of languishing and flourishing across a population. The psychological
approach instead focuses on individuals’ subjective, internal evaluation of life satisfaction and
functioning (Slee & Skrzypiec, 2016). This study adopted the psychological approach to wellbeing
in order to explore the participants’ own perceptions of their experience of the pandemic and its
effect on their academic performance.

In the school context, student wellbeing has been identified as essential for academic
success (Slee & Skrzypiec, 2016). Therefore, one of the objectives of the current research was to
explore the extent to which, students’ subjective wellbeing was reduced during the COVID-19
lockdowns due to missing the social contextual factors normally found at school. Since lockdowns

resulted in less direct contact with teachers and peers, which would likely impact wellbeing, there
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would likely also be effects on students’ academic performance. This effect was what the study
sought to determine by exploring the students’ own perceptions of their academic achievement

during the lockdown.

1.5 Academic Performance

In the field of education, students’ mental health has been a priority for some time, in
response to the significant effects of mental health difficulties among children and adolescents,
recognised by the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2020). Students suffering from poor mental
health might also experience difficulties with academic success (Gretan et al., 2019; Storrie et al.,
2010). A systematic review conducted by Gretan et al. (2019), documented the link between mental
distress caused by low self-efficacy and poor academic progress. However, the mechanisms of
mental distress that can lead to lower academic outcomes are still not fully understood. Moreover, a
longitudinal study by Eisenberg et al. (2009) conducted in the United States showed that students
with mental health problems suffered from delayed academic success and lower grade point

averages (GPA), which suggested that mental health impacts academic success.

Furthermore, Eisenberg et al. (2009) found that depression in college students was a major
predictor of lower GPA and a higher likelihood of prematurely leaving school. Joe et al. (2009b)
obtained similar results in a study of Grade 12 American students. Evans et al. (2018) pointed out
that high school students with depression had substantially lower GPAs than their classmates
without depression.

Several other studies (Andrews & Wilding, 2004; Stallman, 2008; Stewart-Brown et al.,
2000) confirmed the prevalence and seriousness of such mental health issues within education and
pointed out their negative impact on wellbeing, scholastic performance, and the ability to flourish in
an academic environment. However, as the causal link between mental health and academic
achievement remains unclear, the association between depression and/or anxiety and academic
achievement was deemed to require further investigation to ensure that future interventions could

effectively support students who struggle with such issues.
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Perceived academic performance, which refers to students’ cognitive perception of their
grades and the attitudes and procedures involved in school achievement (de la Fuente et al., 2017),
is an academic variable representing high levels of concern, principally because of its association
with maladaptive school behaviours such as truancy (OECD, 2014), which impact on school grades
(Ferla et al., 2010; Izaguirre et al., 2023; Respondek et al., 2017). As with other studies, due to the
shift to remote learning during the COVID lockdown in KSA, traditional measures of academic
achievement, such as test scores, grades, and standardised assessments, were not feasible to access.
As a result, this study focussed on assessing perceived academic achievement, which reflects
students’ self-reports of their academic progress. This decision arose from the necessity to adapt to
the unique circumstances imposed by the pandemic — making it an essential measure in the context
of remote learning.

In previous research such as the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth, or LSAY
(NCVER, 2009), perceived academic achievement has been found to be a good indicator of actual
academic achievement when compared with objective achievement tests, making it a sound basis
for analysis in this study. In the current study, understanding perceived academic achievement
during the COVID-19 pandemic was particularly important as reflected in Saudi students’
subjective experiences of disruptions to traditional schooling and remote learning. Perceived
academic achievement was based on students’ self-reported assessments of their own learning and
progress relative to their peers rather than on test scores or grades. This was intended to help
identify areas where students might need additional support or resources to succeed academically
(Basri et al., 2022). Measuring perceived academic achievement during the pandemic was intended
to help KSA educators and policymakers understand the impact of the pandemic on student learning

and assist them in identifying strategies to support students’ academic progress.

1.6 Demographic Factors Affecting Academic Performance

Prior research (Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; Sirin, 2005) has indicated that socioeconomic

status (SES), which encompasses factors such as parental education and household income, together
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with other demographic elements, such as gender and age, influences academic achievement among
middle school students. In a 2005 meta-analysis, Sirin (2005) found a significant relationship
between SES and achievement. Other studies in several countries have confirmed the connection
between higher SES and higher academic achievement (Bae & Wickrama, 2015; Berger & Archer,
2018; Vadivel et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2020), including among secondary school students in Saudi
Arabia (Al-Rajraji, 2010).These past studies have concluded in showing that higher parental
education and greater household income correlate with enhanced academic achievement. This
relationship has been attributed to various factors, including levels of parental expectations and
engagement with their children’s education (Duan et al., 2018; Poon, 2020) the increased
availability of resources, for example, parental time for supporting learning (Ullah, 2022) and
parents’ level of cultural capital (Sengonul, 2022). Conversely, research has suggested that lower
SES levels can negatively impact academic achievement due to fewer resources and reduced
educational opportunities (Chung, 2015; Liu et al., 2022).Demographic factors, including gender
and age, have been shown to be associated with academic success (Nasseef, 2015; Wladis et al.,
2015). Notably, having more siblings was identified as a potential limitation on a student’s access to
essential resources, such as technology and private study spaces, leading to possible academic

setbacks (Li et al., 2021).

In addition, the challenges of adapting to online learning could be more pronounced for
groups such as girls, younger students, and those influenced by the unique intersection of cultural,
societal, and religious norms characteristic of KSA (Alomair, 2015). For example, Wladis et al.
(2015) suggested that girls and younger students might experience more challenges when adapting
to online learning modalities than their male and older counterparts due to lower self-regulation,
less technological knowledge or access, difficulty with time management, or limited teacher
support. This can be attributed to cultural expectations and responsibilities, particularly in societies
like KSA, often impose greater domestic duties on girls, potentially lowering their self-regulation

(Alomair, 2015; Nasseef, 2015). However, girls may offset these challenges by accessing more
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social support (Rueger et al., 2008). In contrast, boys tend to exhibit higher levels of externalizing
behaviours and self-regulation difficulties, which can hinder their adaptation to online learning,
especially during stressful periods like the pandemic (Cho & Shen, 2013; Wang et al., 2013;
Deighton et al., 2017). These complexities underscore the importance of examining gender

differences in student experiences during the pandemic, a focus of this study.

In contrast, in another study of problematic behaviours in Saudi children, Binmahfouz
(2020) found that “[g]ender was a significant predictor of externalising behaviours with boys
having significantly higher scores than girls” (p. 44), which could indicate boys are more likely to
have greater difficulty self-regulating, a difficulty which might be exacerbated in a stressful
environment (Cho & Shen, 2013; Wang et al., 2013) such as lockdown. These findings suggest that
female and male Saudi students might have responded differently to the pandemic disruption and
lockdown circumstances when adapting to a new online learning mode and, therefore, this study

also investigated the effect of gender on student perceptions.

In KSA, cultural and religious norms posed an additional layer of challenges for students.
Al Lily et al. (2021) suggest that a range of culturally specific issues made education during the
pandemic particularly challenging in Arab cultures. These include the importance of physical
presence, the private status of the home, and the status of the teacher, which may have been
challenged by the shift to home learning (Al Lily et al., 2021). Given the specific cultural norms and
religious considerations that dictate gender-based segregation in KSA, this study aimed to explore
how these factors would interact with students’ academic achievement. Thus, this study examined
the associations between demographic background (gender, age) and SES (mother’s education,
father’s education, household income) with perceived academic achievement among middle school

Saudi students, aged 13—15, during the pandemic lockdown.

Research has also shown that the relationship between SES and academic performance can

become more pronounced as students grow older, particularly during critical educational transitions
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(Caro et al., 2009). These findings underscore the complex and multifaceted nature of the
relationship between demographic factors and academic achievement, highlighting the importance
of considering these factors in educational research and practice. More details are provided in

Chapter 2, Section 2.8.

1.7 The Islamic Context

The COVID-19 lockdown in the KSA offered a unique subject for the study of an Arabic,
Islamic society in crisis. This is because KSA is a monotheistic society with shared values and
beliefs throughout all levels of the population, and religion has a major influence on Saudi citizens
(Sahin, 2018). Religion is a substantial feature of everyday life in KSA, and the moral teachings of
Islam are firmly embedded in the community, the family, and the education system. Furthermore, as
Albertsen and de Soysa (2018) pointed out, the country has fewer external cultural influences from
non-Arabic immigrants and less cultural and religious diversity than many other nations.

The strength of Islamic belief and strict adherence to religion are fundamental factors that
distinguish Saudi society from other nations during catastrophic times (Sahin, 2018). During the
COVID-19 pandemic, religious scripture and religious figures were effectively used to encourage
citizens to observe social distancing and personal hygiene measures (Alhajji et al., 2020). The
lockdown efforts reduced infection and death rates by 27% over earlier epidemics, showing that

these measures constituted an effective COVID-19 prevention strategy (Alkhaldy, 2020).

On social media, there is evidence that religion was turned to by many in response to the
extreme circumstances of the pandemic; Alhajji et al. (2020) revealed in their analysis of 53,127
tweets during the pandemic that religious practices, such as sharing Quranic verses, posting prayers
against COVID-19, discussing virtual religious gatherings, sharing faith-inspired personal
experiences, and promoting charity were positively received by Saudi Twitter users. Investigations
into this unique cultural and religious environment extend the broader understanding of how socio-

cultural contexts shape responses to pandemics within the adolescent educational sphere.
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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown, many religious practices in KSA, such as
regular prayer, gatherings at holy mosques, and observance of holy days of worship, were curtailed
or entirely interrupted (Joseph et al., 2021). For instance, in March 2020, the Saudi government
suspended prayers at mosques across the Kingdom. As a result, community members who were
accustomed to praying five times per day at their local mosque, along with additional frequent
religious ceremonies, were suddenly cut off from one of the most fundamental aspects of their lives.
During this time, the annual Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca was also suspended for the millions of
followers of Islam (Algahtani, Alzain, et al., 2021; Alzahrani et al., 2020). Families could not gather
for communal prayer or socialise within a religious context, which caused profound and deeply felt
reactions throughout entire communities (Yezli & Khan, 2020a). Because these restrictions had not
happened before, the effects of the disruption to normal practices of Islamic religious worship were
not known.

Another dimension to the context of this study is the strict gender segregation and
prevalence of social and cultural conservatism within the Saudi educational framework, where
direct communication between unrelated males and females is prohibited for cultural and religious
considerations (Baki, 2004; Mutambik et al., 2020). As a consequence, mixed-gender classrooms in
Saudi schools are strictly prohibited, resulting in separate facilities, teaching staff, and learning
environments for male and female students. Furthermore, Saudi society adheres to well-defined
societal norms that prescribe specific roles and expectations based on gender. These cultural
influences are instrumental in shaping various aspects of education, from curriculum design to
teaching methods (Hamdan, 2004). Alharbi (2014) has explored the ways in which gender has
affected the development of educational policy in KSA, where girls and boys did not study the same
curriculum until King Abdullah’s reforms began in 2006. Al Lily et al. (2021) have reported on the
specific challenges related to gender in the shift to online learning during the pandemic, both
through the increased communication across traditional gender boundaries within the family during

home learning, and in relation to the pressures faced by female teachers to maintain face covering
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during online teaching, a measure which is not necessary in gender-segregated in-person

classrooms.

There are pronounced social, economic, and gender disparities prevalent in KSA
contributing to unequal access for some students to education, which results in differing academic
achievement levels for some with disadvantages, such as females and students with disabilities or
from lower-income families, while also reducing career prospects (Alsulami, 2018). These elements
create a unique context for understanding the impact of the pandemic on the KSA’s middle-school
students. The question of how gender would affect students’ ability to cope in lockdown in the
context of changes in usual gender segregation is not yet fully understood; thus, gender was an

important element to consider among other demographic factors in this study.

1.7.1 The Role of Extended Families in KSA Lockdown

Families in KSA are predominantly extended in nature, often including aunts, uncles, and
grandparents living together in one household with one set of parents and their children (van Geel,
2016). In KSA, the extended family structure might have desirable effects on the wellbeing of
members, including its children, since they benefit from a greater support structure and sharing of
roles and responsibilities than occurs in most nuclear families (Al-Khraif et al., 2020). According to
several researchers, including Al-Khraif et al. (2020) and Binmahfouz (2020), the support of
extended family relationships in KSA and the quality of interactions at home would have an
important and beneficial role in improving children’s self-esteem and mental health, while reducing
depressive symptoms caused by loneliness and lack of social interaction during the pandemic.

As in other parts of the world, families in KSA were affected during the pandemic, with
many experiencing job and income loss, fear of infection, limitations on travel and socialising, and
restrictions on religious observance (Al Gahtani et al., 2020; Al-Khraif et al., 2020; Alkhamees et
al., 2020). Parveen (2020) reported losses suffered by the country in different sectors, including air
transportation and business—two areas of the Saudi economy that faced challenges during
lockdown. In a later study, Algahtani, Hassan, et al. (2021) indicated the decline in quality of life
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experienced by many Saudi families during the pandemic, which included environmental, social,
and religious dimensions, although at the time of this study these effects were not known. As the
pandemic prevented usual educational, economic and cultural activities, including religious practice
outside the home, it was considered important to investigate the effects that this disruption would
have on family dynamics in relation to the academic achievement, mental health and wellbeing of

school students.

1.7.2 Research Locations

To investigate factors that may have influenced academic achievement during the COVID-
19 pandemic, particularly those related to mental health and wellbeing, this study sought the most
effective manner to gather useful data in unusual circumstances. The study was conducted during
the period of the COVID-19 pandemic when social distancing and travel restrictions in KSA made
collection of data from other locations, regions, or the entire population unfeasible. The best option
therefore was to focus research on locations and school systems with which the researcher was
familiar. The ancient cities of Taif and Mecca, which are located in the Mecca Province of the
central western region of KSA (see Figure 1.1), were thus selected as the two research settings for
the conduct of the study. The two cities are situated in relatively close proximity.

While Taif and Mecca are typical Saudi cities in some respects, they both have important
religious and historical significance to Arabs and Muslims throughout the world and are an
important part of the Islamic context of KSA. Taif is one of the principal gateways for the millions
of Muslim worshipers who undertake the annual Hajj pilgrimage, while Mecca is the birthplace of
the Prophet Muhammad and, thus of Islam itself. Both Taif and Mecca are moderate in population
size, with Taif having a population of 453,000 (2020), and Mecca 2 million (2020); however,
Mecca’s population is denser and more urbanised (Alkhaldy, 2020; World Population, 2021).
Student data gathered from these cities was useful for this study because of their representative

status as urban environments in KSA with distinct cultural, religious, and population attributes.
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Figure 1.1

Map of KSA Showing Study Location Cities of Taif and Mecca (Mapsland, 2018)
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1.8 Research Gap

The existing body of literature has identified several influential factors shaping academic
achievement during the COVID-19 lockdown period (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). These factors
encompass the disruptive influence of subjective wellbeing and mental health on learning (Aucejo
et al., 2020), the crucial role of online learning environments (Garrison et al., 2000), and the
significance of demographic factors such as household income and parental education (Reardon,
2011). Most researchers concur on the negative impact of the pandemic on students’ wellbeing,
academic achievement, and mental health, underscoring the exacerbating role of outside forces in

these issues (Lee, 2020).

However, despite extensive research investigating the effects on students of disruptions in
education during the COVID-19 pandemic, the bulk of the literature mainly focused on early or
higher education contexts, whereas there appeared to be a paucity of research on the unique
experiences and needs of middle school students (Aucejo et al., 2020; Tanveer et al., 2020).
Furthermore, the association between student depression, anxiety, wellbeing, and perceived
academic performance during the lockdown in KSA was notably underexplored. Moreover, studies

of Saudi middle school students during the pandemic were not found during an extensive literature
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search, including systematic reviews. For example, Alghamdi (2021), Asmadi et al. (2021), Oraif
and Elyas (2021) and Tanveer et al. (2020) all studied pandemic effects on Saudi university
students. Other studies in KSA, such as Alkhamees and Aljohani (2021) and Mann et al. (2020),

incorporated all Saudi education levels without giving specific attention to middle school students.

Thus, while measuring perceived academic achievement during the pandemic has been
studied (Cortés-Albornoz et al., 2023; Panagouli et al., 2021) this investigation adds value by
specifically considering the experience of middle school students within Saudi Arabia. Further, it
sought to additionally investigate the association between students’ mental health, wellbeing, and

perceived academic achievement.

Despite the critical nature of this demographic, limited research had specifically addressed
this group, hence the present study sought to fill this gap in knowledge by examining middle school
student responses to the pandemic in the Saudi context. This current research also appears to be the
first to investigate Saudi middle school students’ extent of supportive relationships within the home
and religious contexts during the pandemic lockdown. It is therefore hoped that the findings of this
study will make a significant contribution to knowledge and play a useful role in shaping
educational policies and bolstering disaster-preparedness of the education system for the benefit of

Saudi youth.

1.9 Study Aims and Objectives

It was anticipated that the shifting of learning from traditional face-to-face classroom
settings into predominantly unfamiliar online platforms would pose numerous challenges, not just
academically, but also mentally and socially for students worldwide. Researchers had suggested that
the adverse impacts on mental health and wellbeing, characterised by increased occurrences of
depression and anxiety, would lead to concerns about students' academic achievements (Bergdahl &

Nouri, 2020; Di Pietro et al., 2020).
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Saudi Arabia, like many countries, implemented similar strategies to address the interruption
in education as those adopted in other countries, notably, the introduction of online learning via the
Madrasati platform (MoE, 2020b). It was expected that the rapid shift to a digital learning
environment, compounded by the broader socio-economic disruptions induced by the pandemic,
would have substantial consequences for the students in KSA (Baumeister & Bushman, 2020;
Brooks et al., 2020; Raj & Fatima, 2020), and that these disruptions might compound existing
differences based on socio-economic status (Bonal & Gonzalez, 2020). It was hypothesised that
these strains would further escalate when considering the additional layers of challenges presented
by unique cultural paradigms, such as strict gender segregation and religious norms typical of KSA

(Al Baki, 2004).

It was speculated that altered learning modalities caused by the closure of schools would
lead to a reduction in learning opportunities and decreased time spent on learning, and that the
curtailment of time spent learning at school during the pandemic could have a negative impact on
students’ academic achievement (Meyers & Thomasson, 2017; Faherty et al., 2019). Given that the
pandemic disrupted traditional schooling and might have resulted in significant implications for
students’ academic progress (OECD, 2020b), it was crucial to investigate how these factors
impacted students in the Saudi context.

Little previous research was available on the effect of the amount of schoolwork on
perceived academic achievement in this age group. However, it was possible that student
perceptions of the amount of schoolwork they undertook would change due to the shift to online
learning during the pandemic. Therefore, it was deemed important to investigate whether students
felt that the amount of schoolwork had increased, decreased, or remained the same, and whether any
change in amount of schoolwork had affected their perceptions of their academic achievement.

An investigation of adolescents was important because they represent a highly vulnerable
group in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Adolescence is known to be a sensitive period for

sociocultural processing when young people are prone to experiencing loneliness, anxiety, and
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depression due to external negative influences (Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Facing a myriad of
predicaments during the pandemic, such as social deprivation and stress, could have escalated Saudi
students’ susceptibility to emotional, behavioural, and wellbeing challenges (Wiguna et al., 2020).

An understanding of the unique pandemic experiences of Saudi middle school students was
particularly important. Simultaneous with experiencing the disruptions of the pandemic, this cohort
of students was undergoing significant adolescent developmental transitions in biological,
hormonal, and psychosocial factors (Patel et al., 2021). Moreover, they were forming relationships
with parents, teachers, and peers, while engaging in social and cultural activities and other life
skills, which could be critical to their lifelong wellbeing, resilience, and sense of self-identity as
they were growing from puberty toward adulthood (Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Exploring these
experiences and their impact could be vital in the process of designing effective future interventions
for promoting student wellbeing and academic success in crises such as this that disrupt routine
classroom learning (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020a). Therefore, to address this issue,
this study sought to investigate student wellbeing, mental health, and academic achievement during
the altered learning modalities of school during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown in KSA.

The study gained its broader importance through its implications for improving education
policies and practice in KSA. It sought to offer valuable insights for stakeholders such as educators,
administrators, policymakers, religious leaders, and social service providers from the examination
of students’ experiences during the challenging pandemic period. The knowledge gleaned could
support these stakeholders in better responding to future educational disruptions and in anticipating
potential academic and mental health challenges during such transitions. The findings could inform
the Saudi Ministry of Education and other stakeholders in pre-emptively devising strategies to
maintain students’ wellbeing and academic achievement during potential future school closures

through effective implementation of remote and online learning solutions.
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Further, research findings could also identify groups for whom the lockdown had been more
difficult than for others. For example, students with limited access to online services or those in
homes lacking a conducive environment for study could have experienced a greater disadvantage.

Assessing the intricate issues within this context, this study sought to examine the complex
interplay of various factors among middle school Saudi students during the COVID-19 pandemic
lockdown. Specifically, it investigated the association between wellbeing, mental health (depression
and anxiety), demographic background (including gender and age), socioeconomic status, and the
amount of schoolwork, and their impact on perceived academic achievement. The primary research
question this study sought to address was how wellbeing, mental health (depression and anxiety),
demographic background, and the amount of schoolwork were associated with perceived academic
achievement for middle school students during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown in KSA.

Since COVID-19 resulted in the lockdown of many schools worldwide, including the
extended lockdown in KSA, this research and its findings were novel in that a situation like this had
not occurred previously. The return of KSA schools to pre-lockdown, classroom learning conditions
occurred in January 2022, which made it all the more important to understand the impacts of the
pandemic associated with the wellbeing and academic performance of students. This understanding
is crucial to inform government authorities and stakeholders in addressing the needs of students in
the event of future pandemic lockdowns. Thus, the potential publication of the research and
presentation of the results by the researcher in various academic platforms and scholarly venues is
expected to contribute to knowledge. This knowledge will assist educators in understanding how
school closures during a disaster can be disruptive to student education. It will explain how a
sudden shift to a remote learning situation affects students’ learning processes and academic
outcomes, while also pointing to the need for designing post-disaster programs that assist students

in regaining their confidence and improving their future academic outcomes.

1.10 Research Questions That Guided This Study

The primary research question addressed by this study was:
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How are wellbeing, mental health (depression and anxiety), demographic background, and
the amount of schoolwork associated with perceived academic achievement for middle school

students during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown in KSA?

In addition, four secondary research questions for this research were developed, which

comprised the following:

1. Is there an association between wellbeing and perceived academic achievement in

middle school Saudi students?

2. Is there an association between mental health (depression and anxiety) and perceived
academic achievement in middle school Saudi students?

3. Is there an association between demographic background (gender, age) and perceived
academic achievement in middle school Saudi students?

a. Is there an association between SES (mother’s education, father’s education,
household income) and perceived academic achievement in middle school Saudi
students?

4. TIs there an association between the amount of schoolwork done during lockdown

and perceived academic achievement in middle school Saudi students?

1.11 Contribution to Knowledge

Since COVID-19 resulted in the lockdown of many schools worldwide, including the
extended lockdown in KSA, this research and its findings were novel in that a situation like this had
not occurred previously. The return of KSA schools to pre-lockdown, classroom learning conditions
occurred in January 2022, which made it all the more important to understand the impacts of the
pandemic associated with the wellbeing and academic performance of students. Prior to the
pandemic, the existing body of literature had identified several influential factors shaping academic
achievement. These factors encompassed students’ levels of wellbeing and mental health, alongside

demographic factors including age, gender and SES.
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During the pandemic most researchers concurred that there would be a negative impact on
students’ wellbeing, academic achievement, and mental health, underscoring the exacerbating role
of outside forces in these issues (Lee, 2020). However, it was not known at the beginning of this

study how students in KSA would be affected.

Thus, this current study fills a gap in the literature by examining middle school student
responses to the pandemic in the Saudi context. This current research also appears to be the first to
investigate Saudi middle school students’ perceived academic achievement, mental health and

wellbeing within the home and religious contexts during the pandemic lockdown.

In the second phase of this study, a holistic and complex account of the research problem
was developed. The answers to these questions were elicited by gathering participant experiences,
aiming to report from multiple perspectives and identify numerous factors involved in middle
school Saudi students’ experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study utilised an
explanatory mixed methods sequential design (outlined in Chapter 3) to investigate the interplay of
wellbeing, mental health (depression and anxiety), demographic background (including age and
gender), socioeconomic status (including parental education and household income), and the
amount of schoolwork on the perceived academic achievement of middle school students in KSA
during the lockdown. An extensive review of the literature revolving around these interconnected

factors and their impact on academic achievement is provided in Chapter 2.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter reviews relevant literature to present a theoretical framework for investigating
the impact of the pandemic lockdown on academic achievement in KSA.

Prior to the pandemic, the relationship between learning and mental health in children and
adolescents had not been widely examined (e.g., Cavioni et al., 2021; Garcia-Carrion et al., 2019),
and only a few studies had looked specifically at wellbeing as a factor in the achievement of
academic performance outcomes. Slee and Skrzypiec’s (2016) study underscored this connection by
highlighting that student wellbeing is a critical component of functioning well in school and other
life domains —a perspective that had been highlighted by other studies, including Burnett-Zeigler et
al.’s (2012) examination of the mental health problems of children and adolescents presenting in
primary care clinics, and Murphy et al.’s (2015) exploration of how the mental health of students in
first grade predicted academic achievement in third grade. However, these studies primarily focused
on wellbeing and its relation to academic achievement under normal teaching-learning conditions

rather than during periods of stress, such as experienced by students during the pandemic.

Because the pandemic replaced face-to-face classroom learning with online learning and
forced teachers and students to adopt new online strategies, this study saw potential value in
considering the impact that students’ isolation from their teachers and peers had on their mental
health and wellbeing in relation to their academic outcomes and perceived academic achievement.

In conducting the literature review, a systematic approach was used to ensure the inclusion
of relevant and high-quality studies. A range of search terms was employed, including “adolescent
well-being,” “COVID-19 wellbeing,” “student achievement,” and “mental health during
lockdown.” The search was conducted using several academic databases, such as ERIC, Scopus,
google scholar, and the Flinders university's library database, to capture a broad spectrum of peer-

reviewed literature.
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The initial search yielded 1,051 sources, including websites, reports, and peer-reviewed
articles. After removing 251 duplicate records, 800 studies remained for further screening. The titles
and abstracts of these studies were assessed for relevance, considering key terms related to mental
health, wellbeing, academic achievement, and the impact of COVID-19 lockdowns on students.
Studies that did not align with the focus of this research were excluded. Following this preliminary
screening, [e.g., 350] studies were selected for full-text review.

The full-text articles were then reviewed using specific inclusion criteria. These criteria
included relevance to the student population, focus on mental health and well-being during COVID-
19 lockdown, and geographical or contextual similarities to the study setting. As a result of this
screening process, [e.g., 150] studies were excluded, and 800 studies were included in the final
review. This process ensured that the literature reviewed was both comprehensive and directly
relevant to the research objectives.

The quality of the literature was assessed by evaluating the methodological rigor of each
study, including the design, sample size, data collection methods, and validity of the findings.
Preference was given to studies published in peer-reviewed journals with a strong empirical basis,
ensuring that the literature included was of high quality and contributed meaningful insights to this

thesis.

2.1 Mental Health and Wellbeing: Definitions and Differences

Although mental health and wellbeing have previously been used interchangeably by both
the lay community and academic researchers (Goldberg et al., 1997) and despite a diversity of
definitions, they are now understood as two distinct concepts (Keyes, 2006). Therefore, it is
important to clearly recognise these distinctions to narrow the scope of the research and show how
both concepts are used in the context of this investigation. Furthermore, it is essential to
acknowledge that the present study took a psychological approach to these concepts rather than a

sociological one in which wellbeing and mental health are gauged in relation to an individual’s
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social circumstances and interactions, including their relationships, education, and environment

(Haslam et al., 2009; Mitchell & LaGory, 2002).

This current research adopted the definition of mental health put forward by Goldberg et al.
(1997), who stated that mental health is a function of psychological maturity that defines a person’s
full effectiveness and life satisfaction, including positive feelings towards oneself and others. This
study considered mental health in terms of the presence or lack of mental illness such as depression
and anxiety, as defined by the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental

Disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Keyes, 2006).

This current study delved into wellbeing from psychological perspectives, specifically
focusing on an individual’s internal experiences, particularly their emotional and cognitive
wellbeing. Psychological wellbeing encompasses an individual’s self-evaluation of life satisfaction
and effectiveness in life, including positive feelings towards oneself and others, as well as
psychological maturity (Goldberg et al., 1997). By focusing on subjective evaluations of wellbeing,
the present study emphasises the psychological perspective of wellbeing over the sociological
perspective. In Huebner (2004) distinction between these perspectives, the sociological approach
uses objective data to assess wellbeing, as opposed to the self-perception of individuals about their
own life satisfaction. In the sociological approach, wellbeing is generally assessed through social
indicators gathered by public institutions, such as, in the case of school students, school enrolments,
levels of expulsion and exclusion, and literacy levels (Slee & Skrzypiec, 2016). The sociological
approach considers these measures alongside subjective factors to assess the wellbeing of
individuals in relation to external factors (Slee & Skrzypiec, 2016). In the psychological approach,
wellbeing is measured through the assessment of individual psychological states, emotions,
perceptions, and cognitive evaluations that contribute to overall satisfaction and happiness, with less

emphasis on the influence of specific external factors (Slee & Skrzypiec, 2016).
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In capturing the lived experience of Saudi students during the COVID-19 lockdown, this
study particularly focused on the connection between internal perceptions of emotional state and
life satisfaction and perceptions of academic achievement.

The concept of wellbeing “has been divided into two streams of research, one that equates
wellbeing with happiness and the other with human potential that, when realised, results in positive
functioning in life” (Keyes, 2002, p. 4). Keyes suggested that the first stream is related to emotional
wellbeing and follows the “hedonic tradition,” while the second is associated with social and
psychological flourishing pursuing “the tradition of eudaimonia” (p. 5). In the first approach,
wellbeing entails individuals reaching a general state of happiness and satisfaction with life,
whereas the second approach focuses on individuals becoming well-functioning.

An individual’s level of wellbeing can also be described across a spectrum from flourishing
to languishing (Keyes, 2006). According to Deiner et al. (2009), flourishing is a combination of
functioning successfully and feeling good about oneself. In contrast, at the lowest end of the
spectrum, an individual is languishing, which is described by Carter and Liddle (2010) as “a state
that lacks positive functioning and has an emphasis on the individual merely existing from day to
day” (Carter & Liddle, 2010, p. 9). Thus, despite a person having good mental health with no
clinical mental disorders or adverse effects such as depression or anxiety associated with day-to-day
living, a person may be languishing in terms of wellbeing and not functioning optimally due to
personal or physical issues. According to Keyes (2006), the state of moderate wellbeing, situated
between languishing and flourishing, is where most of the population finds itself.

In this research, the theories, interpretations, and approaches taken by Carter and Liddle
(2010), Deiner et al. (2009), and Keyes (2006), and Slee & Skrzypiec (2016) were used as the basis

from which to measure, assess, and evaluate the wellbeing of KSA students.

2.2 Academic Achievement
One of the primary aims of education is academic achievement, which significantly

influences students' career paths and directly affects their motivation and learning strategies (Negru-
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Subtirica & Pop, 2016; Respondek et al., 2017). Academic achievement is often measured by
students’ grades based on assessed schoolwork and examinations, although it is also understood to

be a multifaceted concept (Negru-Subtirica & Pop, 2016).

According to Fuente et al. (2008), academic performance encompasses learning outcomes
across three dimensions: conceptual, procedural, and attitudinal. This means that academic
performance can be understood as a combination of achievements in exams (conceptual),
attendance and practical work (procedural), and participation and voluntary contributions

(attitudinal) (de la Fuente et al., 2017).

In Saudi Arabia, prior to the pandemic students’ academic achievement was assessed
through both formative and summative measures (Al alhareth & Dighrir, 2014). Assessments used
an examination system and were conducted by the teacher, within the confines of a rigid,
government-defined curriculum (Al alhareth & Dighrir, 2014). During the pandemic, and despite its
rapid launch and adoption, the government of KSA made great efforts to establish an effective
learning management platform which strove to retain various features of the existing education

system in a digital form.

In relation to the evaluation of academic performance during the pandemic, the Madrasati
platform facilitated electronic assessment conducted by teachers to measure students' attainment of
lesson or course objectives. Students could also engage in self-assessment using question banks
available in the Learning Management System and 4in Educational Gateway (see Section 2.7.2 for
more details on Ain Educational Gateway). Final test evaluations adhered to guidelines set by the
Ministry of Education, and considered factors such as completion of electronic activities,
homework, and tests, attendance in virtual lessons according to the prescribed schedule, and the
impact of evaluation on students’ annual grades (MoE, 2020c). The assessment system thus

reproduced elements of the previous approach to measuring student achievement, which
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emphasised, in de la Fuente et al.’s (2017) terms, conceptual and procedural performance, while

including elements of student self-assessment.

The efforts made in KSA to create an efficient system of online education which facilitated
the ongoing assessment of students’ academic performance reflect the priority given to secondary
education by Vision 2030. The reform of the educational system was considered a vital part of the
strategy to create a knowledge-based economy with less dependency on the oil industry
(Allmnakrah & Evers, 2020; Mitchell & Alfuraih, 2018). Maintaining an effective education system
in which students’ academic achievement could be measured was thus an important element of the

response to the pandemic in KSA (MoE, 2020c).

Issues related to data gathering and protection during online learning in the pandemic made
it unfeasible to access formal assessments measuring students’ academic achievement. The current
study therefore measured academic performance through students’ perceived academic
achievement. Perceived academic achievement refers to students’ cognitive perception of their
academic performance in terms of grades and attitudes to schoolwork (Izaguirre et al., 2023;

Watson et al., 2021).

Perceived academic achievement has been found to be a reliable indicator of actual
academic achievement in adolescents, notably in the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth or
LSAY (NCVER, 2009). Other studies have shown that academic self-efficacy, reflecting a student’s
confidence in their ability to succeed academically, significantly influences their academic
performance. Students with high academic self-efficacy tend to excel academically, viewing
challenges as opportunities for growth and persisting in their efforts to achieve success (Lane et al.,

2004; Lent et al., 1986; Ozyeter & Kutlu, 2022).

Studies have highlighted a significant decline in academic performance during adolescence,
making it crucial to pay special attention to learning and achievement during this period to address

the observed decrease in academic satisfaction and performance (Izaguirre et al., 2022). Perceived
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academic achievement among adolescents has also been shown to correlate with levels of life
satisfaction and wellbeing (Izaguirre et al., 2022; Watson et al., 2021), supporting the inclusion of

wellbeing as a factor in the present study.

2.3 Theoretical Framework

The online, at-home learning environment into which Saudi middle school students were
suddenly forced into as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent lockdown was
radically different from the traditional face-to-face environment both teachers and students were
accustomed to. To enable an understanding of the effects of that radically changed environment, the
present study has drawn on three interrelated and complementary theoretical models: community of
inquiry theory (Col) (Garrison et al., 2001), social cognitive theory (SCT) (Bandura, 1986), and

self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

Col (Garrison et al., 2001) helps define the three main elements of the online learning
environment experienced by Saudi students during the lockdown, which based on the theory would
refer to 1) Cognitive Presence, 2) Social Presence, and 3) Teaching Presence. Once this
environment is understood, then SCT and SDT become relevant, since both examine the effects of
the environment on learning, motivation, mental health, and wellbeing. In particular, SCT focuses
on social influences in the environment and on external and internal social reinforcement (Bandura,
1986), while SDT examines the interplay between external motivators found in the environment and
internal motivation (Motl, 2007; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Accordingly, the next section defines and
discusses these theories and explains their relationship to each other and the way each, when taken

together, define the theoretical framework upon which this study is based.

2.3.1 Community of Inquiry Theory

The Col theory provides a framework for the most effective approach to computer-based
distance teaching and learning (Garrison et al., 2001). The Col theory, as it applies to online

teaching and learning, emerged in the late 1990s from a project at the University of Alberta, Canada
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developed by a team of researchers (Garrison et al., 2001). Earlier work by these and other scholars
(Fabro & Garrison, 1998; Kaye, 1992) had begun laying the groundwork for Col in online learning
throughout the last decade of the twentieth century with the rapid advances in the use of educational

technology and online learning.

However, although the Col theory has been applied at the primary and secondary school
level (e.g., Lotter et al., 2014; Sanders & Lokey-Vega, 2020), its origins are strongly rooted within
a higher education setting (Garrison et al., 2001). It was specifically developed within the context of
computer conferencing in higher education - a framework distinctly different from traditional
distance education where students generally work independently (Garrison et al., 2001). The
theory’s focus is on video-conferencing in which college, university, or graduate students seek
higher-order learning through group interaction and discussion. In other words, a community of
inquiry can be best understood as “a group of individuals who collaboratively engage in purposeful
critical discourse and reflection to construct personal meaning and confirm mutual understanding”
(Garrison & Akyol, 2013, p. 105).

Clearly, the online environment implemented by KSA’s Ministry of Education in response
to the COVID-19 pandemic was not the learning community envisioned by Col theory—nor was it
intended to be. As Kaye (1992) has pointed out, an educational approach in which “the main
learning activity is the individual reception and organisation of information from books, lectures,
videos or computer-based training materials is not collaborative” (p. 2). Nevertheless, Col is useful
in the context of the current study through identification of the three elements that constitute an
online learning environment, encompassing both facets of inquiry and the individual reception and
organisation of information, elements which then can be further explored in light of both social
cognitive theory and self-determination theory.

The first element identified by Col theory is social presence, which refers to the degree of
interpersonal connection and communication among students and between the teacher and the

students who all play active but often asymmetrical roles. The social presence also implies mutual

38



collaboration, increased group cohesion, and the development of an adequate learning environment.
This includes the different interrelations between teacher-students and student-student, support for
the development of a sense of belonging within that community, and awareness of the goals pursued
by the community (Garrison & Akyol, 2013). Regarding the social presence in such a community,
Garrison and Akyol defined that presence “as the ability of participants to identify with the group or
course of study, communicate purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop personal and

affective relationships progressively by way of projecting their individual personalities” (p. 107).

The second element in a community of inquiry is cognitive presence. Cognitive presence
was defined by Garrison et al. (2001) as “the extent to which learners are able to construct and
confirm meaning through sustained reflection and discourse” (Garrison et al., 2001, p.1). In other
words, the cognitive presence of students is felt through their ability to construct meaning, deeply
reflect, think critically, and actively participate in the learning process (Garrison & Akyol, 2013).

The third element in a community of inquiry is teaching presence. Teaching presence was
defined as “the design, facilitation and direction of cognitive and social processes for the purpose of
realizing personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning outcomes” (Anderson et al.,
2001, p.5). Moreover, teaching presence warrants properly integrating the social and cognitive
presences during the learning process (Garrison & Akyol, 2013). As teaching presence refers to the
design and facilitation of learning activities by the teachers (Kreijns et al., 2022; Sadaf et al., 2021;
Van Wart et al., 2020), the responsibilities of the person facilitating both learning and critical
thinking are significant. Indeed, the teacher is responsible for the lesson design and motivation of
the students. Hence, the instructor’s ability to design and maintain the attention and engagement of
students and diagnose and assess their learning outcomes (Garrison & Akyol, 2013, p. 111)is a
crucial factor in ensuring the students’ acquisition of valuable knowledge.

In this study, the level of social and cognitive presence among students during the pandemic
lockdown was considered an important factor in the students’ perceived academic achievement. The

lockdown forced many students to shift to online learning, which may have affected their level of
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engagement, interaction, and participation in the learning process. Students with more opportunities
to interact with their classmates and engage with the learning materials may have had a higher
perceived academic achievement.

During the COVID-19 lockdown in KSA, all three of these elements were present in online
learning approaches, although in substantially diminished form. Social presence was reduced by the
limited online interactions students had with each other, although attempts were made by most
students to maintain contact with their peers through texting and social media. The primary source
of social presence, however, came not from peers in the online community, but from family in the
home environment and, to the extent that parents and older siblings became involved in a student’s
actual learning, the social interaction, communication, and support envisioned by Col was
operational, however faintly.

Cognitive presence was manifested of course in the content of online lessons, although the
“sustained reflection and discourse” (Garrison et al., 2001, p.1) characteristic of a genuine
community of inquiry was severely limited because the primary intent of the Madrasati learning
platform was information transfer, not collaboration. Finally, teaching presence was certainly a
factor during the lockdown but was primarily limited to the design and delivery of content rather
than the facilitation of group inquiry, delivery of which was further hampered by the difficulties

teachers faced with the learning platform itself.

2.3.2 Social Cognitive Theory

The three elements of a learning community as defined by Col—social presence, cognitive
presence, and teacher presence—describe the learning environment in which Saudi middle school
students suddenly found themselves during the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown. Social
Cognitive Theory (SCT; Bandura, 1986) was also used as part of the theoretical framework and
facilitated the current study’s understanding of the consequences of that environment. Social
cognitive theory posits that learning is affected by social contexts and has a reciprocal relationship

with the environment. The theory bridges social and cognitive learning theories by including
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interactions between external (social) influences, such as vicarious observation, imitation, and
modelling, and internal (cognitive) elements, such as motivation, attention, and memory. Bandura
(1977) suggested that learning is affected by observable consequences and rewards, reinforcing
desired learner behaviours (Bandura, 1977). These consequences and rewards as manifested in
traditional teacher-led classrooms are then reinforced by the social behaviours of the learner’s
classmates. Thus, according to Bandura (1986), learning occurs through observation, direct

experiences, and the imitation and modelling of others, including teachers and classmates.

However, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the traditional source of experience
and modelling as defined by SCT changed dramatically. Saudi middle school students were
suddenly forced to study in isolation at home, rather than in the much more social environment of a
classroom. Unfortunately, in this situation all internal cognitive elements for at least some students
may have been affected by anxiety and depression (Burt et al., 1995; Elmelid et al., 2015; Kalueff,
2007; Najmi et al., 2012).

From these observations, a hypothesis was formulated for the study: The switch to remote
learning and the consequent reduction in social interaction opportunities might have negatively
impacted Saudi students’ wellbeing. This impact may potentially have lowered their internal
motivation and attention to learning tasks, which could have negatively affected their academic
performance.

Prior research has suggested that dramatic changes to the learning environment, such as
changes following a traumatic event, emergency, or natural disaster, are associated with adverse
impacts on student wellbeing (Emerson et al., 2021), depression (Elmer & Stadtfeld, 2020), and
anxiety (Mayo Clinic, 2021). Therefore, based on Bandura’s SCT theory, it is possible that changes
to the learning environment during the COVID-19 pandemic might have impacted students’
wellbeing and mental health, which in turn could affect their academic achievement.

As part of the framework for this study, SCT was used to explain the association between

wellbeing, depression, anxiety, and academic achievement. Accordingly, the research hypothesis
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was that middle school students’ academic performance was negatively affected due to the
prolonged change in their learning environment during the COVID-19 lockdown.

In the shift to remote learning in KSA, although some students may not have experienced
reduced social interaction with their peers and teachers in the course of an average school day, a
lack of social interaction opportunities might have caused others to experience anxiety, loneliness,
and depression, which could have influenced their mental health (Goodman et al., 2015). These
emotional and psychological effects could have caused many Saudi students to lose the motivation
to concentrate on their studies in the untested home education system in which they were
embedded. Since Bandura’s (1986) theory maintains that learning is in reciprocal interaction with
the environment and occurs in a social context, social isolation in the KSA situation could have

directly impacted academic performance.

2.3.3 Self-Determination Theory

The central issue in Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985) is motivation
and the factors that can either enhance or inhibit an individual’s drive, ambition, and determination.
People can of course be motivated by such external factors as rewards and punishments or by
internal factors such as interests, passions, enthusiasms, or values. The theory further posits the
existence of three fundamental psychological needs—the need for autonomy, the need for
competence, and the need for relatedness—and explores how social and cultural factors support or
hinder people’s sense of volition and initiative (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In other words, although
people can be motivated by an external system of rewards and punishments, when the needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met, people thrive and exhibit their highest quality of

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

The conditions of the COVID-19 lockdown presented a challenge for the students in this
study in meeting all three of SDT’s basic psychological needs. They were suddenly dependent on an
online learning system with which they were neither familiar nor initially competent to manage,
while their need for relatedness was severely hampered by being isolated from their peers. Yet over
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time, it was possible that students began to gain control over their actions (autonomy), began to feel
effective in their learning (competence), and became more and more connected to family members
(relatedness), and were therefore increasingly likely to perceive their academic achievement as
satisfactory, despite the challenging circumstances of the pandemic lockdown. The “social and
cultural factors”—family and religion—could provide a means through which students could meet

their three basic needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

The theoretical framework for this study was therefore established through an integration of
community of inquiry theory, social cognitive theory, and self-determination theory acting in a
complementary manner. From Col this study identified the three elements of any learning
environment, online or traditional: social presence, cognitive presence, and teacher presence. From
SCT this study showed the powerful and potentially negative effect the dramatically changed
environment of the lockdown might have had on student perception of academic achievement. From
SDT this study demonstrated how the social and cultural resources of family and culture could
allow students to meet their three basic psychological needs and thus persevere under the difficult

conditions of the pandemic lockdown.

In light of these theories, a review of the literature helped to shape the hypotheses of this
study and develop a conceptual model of KSA students’ perceived academic achievement during

the lockdown (shown in Figure 2.1).

2.4 Factors Associated with Academic Achievement

According to social psychologists, humans are social beings and require human interaction
to promote health and development (Baumeister & Bushman, 2020). In relation to this Adolphs
(2009), pointed out that social cognition is an important element of social interactions because our
ability to read other people’s “intentions, feelings, and thoughts” (p. 1) impacts how we make sense

of our interactions. For example, children with a more highly developed sense of social cognition

accept delayed gratification for rewards and can regulate their emotions at a more sophisticated
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level (Adolphs, 2009, p. 5). Telhaj (2018) stated that social interaction significantly affects
students’ academic achievement. For example, the classroom environment enhances academic
achievement through peer association and collaboration, as when students teach each other and
work together for improvement. At the same time, competition or social influence among
classmates can motivate the learner to work harder (Telhaj, 2018). Further, as described by
Bandura’s (1977) model of self-efficacy, social interaction is necessary for modelling behaviours to
emerge. Specifically, both personal and vicarious experiences rely on modelling as a way to build
self-efficacy.

Furthermore, classroom activities are important for more than just the role they play
academically; these activities help students acquire social skills that are essential to their future
personal and professional growth (Garrote, 2020), and students’ interactions with teachers and other
students contribute to children’s socio-emotional development, wellbeing, and academic
achievement (Umberson & Montez, 2010). However, during the COVID-19 lockdown and closure
of schools, students’ social interactions decreased significantly, suggesting that the positive

associations found with face-to-face learning were lost (Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020).

Educators and psychologists have theorised that such a sudden interruption in social
interactions could disrupt critical learning environments, potentially impacting students’ academic
achievement and socio-emotional development (Baumeister & Bushman, 2020). Before the
pandemic, many studies consistently showed that less time spent studying could lead to learning

loss and lower academic achievement (Aucejo & Romano, 2016; Carlsson et al., 2015).

Other negative outcomes were expected with the COVID-19 lockdown. In addition to
negatively affecting academic achievement, acquisition of social skills, and socio-emotional
development, reduced social interaction might have significantly and negatively affect mental
health and wellbeing. This suggestion was indicated by research undertaken early in the pandemic.
In a rapid review undertaken in February 2020, Brooks et al. (2020) used research from previous

pandemics to indicate the likelihood of psychological problems among both adults and children as a
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consequence of COVID-19 lockdowns. This suggestion was confirmed by later studies such as that
of Pandey et al. (2020), who found high levels of depression and anxiety among adults who had
experienced mandatory lockdown in India. Elmer et al. (2020) assessed the mental health and social
connections of Swiss undergraduates in April 2020 and compared the results with a cohort
measured before the pandemic, finding lower levels of social interaction and higher levels of mental

health problems experienced during the crisis.

Considering children in China in March 2020, when many children had already been
quarantined due to contact with the virus, Liu, Bao, et al. (2020) warned of the likelihood of
psychological problems due to isolation and the need for support for children’s mental health and
wellbeing. These early studies suggested the potential impact on children of the COVID-19
pandemic, when students had to adjust to dramatic changes in their education, routine, and home
life (Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020). These changed circumstances for students could have
correspondingly resulted in psychosocial problems, increased stress levels, and effects on their
levels of depression, anxiety, and wellbeing, which in turn could negatively impact students’
academic performance through recognised pathways connecting poor mental health and academic
achievement (Deighton et al., 2018; Murphy et al., 2015) and the role of wellbeing in supporting

academic performance (Sznitman et al., 2011).

In the context of school, “student wellbeing is important because it ignites students’ capacity
to flourish and reach academic triumphs and personal goals” (Slee & Skrzypiec, 2016, p. 24). Slee
and Skrzypiec (2016) highlighted that students’ wellbeing is an important component of their ability
to function well, not only at school but also in all life domains. Moreover, “social contextual factors
(school-related social support) and self-system factors (e.g., scholastic competence and social
acceptance) are crucial for adolescents’ optimal subjective well-being in school” (Tian et al., 2015,

p. 138).
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A study of the psychological response of the Saudi population to the COVID-19 crisis
undertaken at the time of the pandemic showed that a significant proportion were seriously affected
by the restrictions on their lives, the perceived threats to their health, and the impact on religious
practice (Joseph et al., 2020). These authors found that of the nearly 600 Saudis medically surveyed
in their study, 64.8% met the clinical concern level for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and
51.3% were diagnosed with probable PTSD as a result of their exposure to the COVID-19 threat.
The prevalence of distress symptoms seen by these researchers suggested a concerning pandemic-
related mental health illness trend needing urgent action. Consequently, the disruption of religious
practices, social gatherings, and other fundamental aspects of Arab society caused by COVID-19
should be understood as a major factor affecting people’s health and wellbeing, including children
(Joseph et al., 2020). This study therefore expected to find low levels of wellbeing and significant
levels of mental health problems among the participating students, and that these factors would
correlate with lower perceived academic achievement.

Little previous research has considered the relationship between the amount of schoolwork
undertaken by students and their perceived academic achievement. Considering homework,
undertaken out of classroom time, Trautwein and Koller (2003) noted a lack of clear understanding
of the relationship between homework and academic performance, while Trautwein (2007) reported
that although homework frequency and effort were related to achievement, time spent on homework
was not. A study in China found a lack of correlation between schoolwork burden and academic
achievement, and even a potential negative impact of a heavy schoolwork burden on test results
(Linchun & Lujian, 2008). The shift to online learning caused by the pandemic changed the
relationship between schoolwork undertaken in class and homework assignments (Motz et al.,
2021), with unknown consequences, although a study of high school students early in the pandemic
found that most reported spending less time on learning and that they learned less (Yates et al.,

2020).
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In this study, it was hypothesised that the amount of schoolwork before the lockdown may
have indicated a social and cognitive presence, reflected a level of engagement with the learning
materials and classmates, and been a function of a level of participation in the learning process.
These aspects may have changed during online learning during the pandemic. Therefore, it was
considered important to assess whether students considered that the amount of schoolwork had

changed, and whether this potential change affected their perceived academic performance.

2.5 Mental Health, Wellbeing, and Academic Achievement During COVID-19
Lockdown

Prior to the pandemic a large body of studies around the world had demonstrated a
significant correlation between levels of depression and anxiety and academic performance among
adolescents and young people (Burnett-Zeigler et al., 2012; Murphy et al., 2015). For example, a
study by Burnett-Zeigler et al. (2012) consisting of 1,076 adolescents aged 12—18 years old
explored the correlation between mental health problems and the treatment of disorders Overall,
14% of adolescents in this sample were found to have mental health problems, including anxiety,
depression, and/or suicidal ideation. One of the major findings of that study was that those
individuals identified as having mental health problems also had poorer grades at school, which
supported the hypothesis of this thesis that there is a connection between mental health, wellbeing,
and academic performance.

Murphy et al. (2015) explored the effect of mental health on academic outcomes in
elementary students in Chile and found a statistically significant association between the two. This
longitudinal study tracked the mental health status and academic performance of students from first
grade (typically ages 6—7) and third grade (typically ages 8—9). Using two screening instruments,
mental health status was tracked via an assessment survey administered in both first and third grade.
Mental health was found to be a significant predictor of academic performance. Further, Murphy et
al. (2015) found that when mental health improved, so did academic performance, thus providing

empirical evidence for the association between mental health and academic performance.

47



Schulte-Korne (2016) examined how poor mental health impacted the academic
performance of German children in eighth and ninth grades due to repeated negative feelings,
differences in cognitive abilities, and low academic motivation. A notable result was that students
with mental health problems (e.g., depression, anxiety disorders, and hyperkinetic disorder) but
high levels of motivation experienced the highest decrease in grades during their transition from
middle school to high school. Furthermore, Eisenberg et al. (2009) found that depression in college
students was a major indicator of lower grades and resulted in a higher likelihood of leaving school.
Joe et al. (2009b) obtained similar results among American students in Grade 12, with Evans et al.
(2018) showing that high school students with depression had substantially lower grade point
averages than their classmates without depression. The research has thus empirically demonstrated
that mental health is associated with poor academic achievement across all grades, ranging from
Grade 1 to college.

Globally, the outbreak of COVID-19 caused significant psychosocial and mental health
problems including depression, anxiety, obsessive behaviours, paranoia, post-traumatic stress
disorder, hoarding, and acute panic among both children and adults subjected to the real and
perceived threat of the virus (Dubey et al., 2020). Research focussing on people in quarantine
during the COVID-19 pandemic, published at the beginning of the present study, found that being
in quarantine was associated with negative mental health outcomes in both adults (Brooks et al.,
2020; Elmer et al., 2020; Pandey et al., 2020) and children (de Figueiredo et al., 2021; Kilincel et
al., 2021). Given the immediate and significant effects of the pandemic on mental health across a
wide range of population groups, including children, and the established relationship between poor
mental health and lower academic achievement, this study expected to find a negative effect on the

perceived academic achievement of its cohort correlated with problems with mental health.

2.6 The Adverse Influence of Disasters on Children and Learning

Disasters, both natural and human, constitute “a significant and growing threat to the

wellbeing of children,” and children “under the age of 18 years are a particularly vulnerable
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population” (Lai & La Greca, 2020, paras. 1-3). During the COVID-19 crisis, not only were
children faced with an imminent life-threatening disease but normal family, social, school and other
structures were also totally disrupted. Therefore, in understanding the way children’s mental health
was affected during the unexpected life changes caused by the global pandemic and widespread
lockdowns, it was useful to review how other types of crisis events had triggered profound
emotional responses (Berger et al., 2018). According to several authors (e.g., Cahill et al., 2013;
Cahill et al., 2020a; Di Pietro et al., 2020), severe accidents and natural disasters such as fires,
floods, earthquakes, or cyclones could be devastating and overwhelming for children and young

people and have a major mental health impact.

Trauma could reasonably be assumed to affect children and adults differently, particularly
because children are more emotionally vulnerable than adults to adverse effects following exposure
to trauma (Le Broque et al., 2017). Le Brocque et al. (2017) asserted that children and young people
(aged 18 years and under) are more vulnerable to the effects of disaster-related trauma than adults.
This finding could be because children and young people have less developed coping mechanisms
(Diehl et al., 1996), rely on others for social support more than do adults (Po Sen et al., 2010), and
are at a developmentally sensitive period in their lives (Blakemore & Mills, 2014). Moreover,
research indicates that the duration of such events significantly influences their harmful impact,
with longer-lasting events exacerbating the mental health effects (Le Brocque et al., 2017). In the
context of the COVID-19 lockdown in KSA, which lasted for approximately two years, there might
be potential for increased adverse mental health consequences due to the prolonged duration of

impacts.

Additionally, the post-traumatic effects of an ordeal can be at least as damaging as the
original event (Kolaitis, 2017). According to Cahill et al. (2013), in the immediate aftermath of a
disaster, it is common for children and young people to experience and display signs of distress.
Cahill et al. (2020a) reported that common responses of children and young people to disasters

include heightened distress well after the danger has gone, sleeping and learning difficulties, issues
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with behavioural and emotional control, challenges in handling anger and conflict, anxieties about
the consequences on their own and their family’s future, and difficulties in getting along with
others. In general, about one in four young people directly exposed to a catastrophe still have post-
traumatic symptoms three months after the incident (Le Brocque et al., 2017). In the context of a
catastrophe, Cahill et al. (2020a) pointed out that post-traumatic symptoms can include: (a)
increased peer conflict or issues within social relations; (b) behavioural changes (withdrawal,
“acting out,” or aggression); (c¢) preoccupation with the re-enactment of traumatic incidents in plays
and stories; (d) difficulty focusing on learning; and (e) safety anxieties even though risks are no
longer apparent. These effects can negatively impact student relationships, academic achievement,

and physical or mental health.

Disruption to learning may occur when school buildings are destroyed, teachers become
inaccessible or are concerned about the effect of disasters on their own lives, or when children need
to be moved due to school closures (Cahill et al., 2020b). Students may find it difficult to participate
in learning activities and focus on demanding tasks when coping with emotional impacts.

The increased behavioural problems that can follow a catastrophe may also influence
learning (Le Brocque et al., 2017). For example, in the 18 months following the 2011 Christchurch,
New Zealand earthquake, instructors reported that student behavioural issues more than doubled
(Liberty et al., 2016b). In another study examining the effects of the 2014 Hazelwood Mine fire in
Victoria, Canada, teachers indicated that students’ academic achievement had been affected by
diminished commitment, problems of inattention, heightened anxiety, increased peer tension, and
increased family violence and instability (Berger et al., 2018).

While longitudinal studies on the effects of trauma have been limited, a 20-year follow-up
study of Australian bushfire victims explored the impact of the disaster on children and showed that
they were less likely than the comparison group to continue their education and careers (Van Hooff,
2010). Long-term impacts on achievement have also been observed; for example, a study by Gibbs

et al. (2019) followed the academic progress of students in Australia who were exposed to the
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trauma of a major bushfire. Their study showed that the size and severity of the disaster event, and
therefore the extent of the impact on students, determined how long they were affected, and that
student literacy and numeracy were adversely affected in the years following the disaster. They also
found that the impact on primary school students’ academic achievement was greater in learning
domains requiring the highest degree of focus, such as math and reading. The scale and impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic represented a major disruption in the lives of this study’s target group, as
it did for populations around the world. This study therefore expected to find significant levels of

mental health problems among the participating students.

2.7 The COVID-19 Lockdown and its Impact on Learning

An obvious concern during the pandemic and subsequent lockdown was the effect the
radically changed conditions would have on student learning. This concern was particularly salient
because of social distancing, the sudden cessation of normal classroom education, and the lack of

normal peer interactions (Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020; Di Pietro et al., 2020).

Considering the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is plausible to assume that students
who experienced this disaster scenario may also experience apprehensions about the financial
stability of their families and their levels of academic achievement, which is what would be
expected from pre-pandemic research (Stallman, 2008; Stewart-Brown et al., 2000). However,
Gibbs et al. (2013) had found that students’ ability to handle emotional stress after exposure to
disasters such as earthquakes, floods, and famine was an important factor in preventing academic
delay and dropout. This study expected to find levels of distress among students related to the
sudden switch to online learning in the wider context of the pandemic and associated disruptions,
and generally negative perceptions of distance learning. It was expected that these problems would

lead to negative perceptions of their academic achievement.
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2.7.1 Changes of Modality in the Learning Process During COVID-19 Lockdown

Lack of proper preparation for the sudden transition from a traditional classroom to remote
online learning during the pandemic was recognised as problematic for both educators and learners
(Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020; Hodges et al., 2020). Bergdahl and Nouri (2020) showed that although
Swedish schools were prepared for the technical aspects of transition, pedagogical strategies had not
been developed. These authors found that teachers had not written comprehensive lessons to deliver
the curriculum effectively online, had not prepared methods for assessing online student work and
participation, and had not established formal methods of providing feedback to students. As a result,
the rapid and forced transition from a traditional classroom environment to remote learning resulted
in serious challenges for both students and teachers (Di Pietro et al., 2020; Hodges et al., 2020). For
instance, Di Pietro et al. (2020) found that students attempting to learn remotely during the COVID-
19 lockdown tended to spend significantly less time on academic work and experienced difficulty in

focusing on their studies.

Evidence supports a view that any type of rapid change in the learning environment, like the
closure of schools in a crisis, disrupts learning (Andrew et al., 2020). For instance, Baytiyeh (2018)
showed how natural disasters often forced individuals to rely on online learning, disrupted face-to-
face teaching, and diminished access to school. Thus, given the evidence from studies on the
impacts of crises on educational outcomes, investigating the current circumstances of students from
KSA during the COVID-19 lockdown to determine how they had been affected was of pressing
importance. It was expected that the sudden shift to online learning necessitated by the
circumstances of the pandemic, which prevented any sustained planning of new pedagogical
approaches, would have a negative effect on the students’ perceptions of their academic

performance.

2.7.2 Internet Connection and Online Education During Lockdown

Although KSA had seen relatively rapid development in the distribution of communication

infrastructure and services in the past, the nation had been a latecomer to the rollout of digital
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technologies and the internet (Al-Hajery, 2004; Alshahrani, 2016). Nevertheless, according to
Saquib (2020), due to a ten-fold increase in internet coverage in the previous decade, over 90% of
KSA'’s population had internet connection during 2020, with the majority of adolescents having
access to personal electronic devices. Nevertheless, there remained a significant disparity in access
between rural and urban areas, with one 2019 case study finding that only 53% of all homes had a
computer (UNESCO, 2020). This apparent contradiction can be explained by the prevalence of
mobile Smartphone ownership as the preferred technology device for online social communication
and entertainment in KSA, whereas laptop or desktop computers, such as would be needed by a
student studying remotely from home, were much less common (Aldhaban et al., 2020).

Although landline and WiFi connections were commonly used in the regions of Taif and
Mecca, broadband speeds and the range of available devices for internet access varied. Studies had
found that slow internet connections were common in urban areas, while rural areas faced
significant challenges in internet connectivity and infrastructure development (Alanezi et al., 2012;
Alkraiji, 2020). In particular, slow internet connections in some urban areas of Taif and Mecca have
been attributed to factors such as outdated infrastructure, limited competition among internet
service providers, and high demand for internet services in these areas (Alkalash et al., 2023).

To compensate for the lack of or disparity in availability of internet for education purposes,
during the pandemic, the KSA Ministry of Education moved to shift public school education to its
distance learning television portals by redirecting the “Eye Gate” Ain educational channel and the
corresponding YouTube channel to provide live home tutoring for all school subject levels, with
lessons daily from 8:30 a.m. to 12 p.m. on weekdays (Hoq, 2020; Smith, 2020; World Bank, 2020).
Through the options provided by the Ministry of Education for distance education, the Ain
educational platform allowed students to continue their studies at a time that suited them, aiming to
reduce any educational losses and ensure progress of the educational process by minimising the
interruption caused by normal classroom teaching during the pandemic restrictions (Hoq, 2020).

The students who were to participate in this study had therefore experienced an extreme change in
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the medium of instruction and had to quickly adopt the technical solutions offered by the Ministry
of Education. It was expected that students would find this change difficult, and that many would

experience problems with technical issues including internet connectivity.

2.8 Relationship of Demographic Background on Academic Achievement

Socioeconomic status factors, including parental education and household income, as well
as demographic factors, such as gender, age, and number of siblings, have been found by previous
research to play a crucial role in middle school students’ perceptions of academic achievement (e.g.,
Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; Sirin et al., 2005; Nyama, 2011; Liu et al., 2022). These studies
concurred that a higher level of parental education and greater household income provided better
opportunities and resources. Resources included the amount of time available to support a student’s
learning process and the capacity of parents to understand and explain educational content to their
children (Kalil et al., 2012), which led to improved academic achievement.

Lower socioeconomic status is commonly related to lower academic achievement. As
reported by Erdem and Kaya (2021), “It is well documented in the literature that SES is a notable
predictor of academic achievement, and the results of the current study lend support to these
claims” (p. 14). In the United States, Chen and Weikart (2008) also concluded that the “poverty and
minority status of student populations predict school disorders” (p. 3), with lower levels of SES
being positively associated with lower academic achievement. Supportive of this view, Suna et al.
(2020) demonstrated that students whose SES was significantly higher than average achieved higher
academic scores in language, math, and science assessments. In the UK, Caro et al. (2009) reported
findings regarding variations in socioeconomic status (SES) and academic achievement and found
that as student age increased, the disparity in SES and academic achievement remained relatively
constant from age 7 to 11 years but escalated significantly from age 11 to 15 years.

Broer et al. (2019) reviewed the literature on the relationship between socioeconomic status
and educational achievement, specifically in light of the Trends in International Mathematics and

Science Study (TIMSS), an international assessment of math and science knowledge among fourth
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and eighth-grade students. The study analysed 319 articles published between 1995 and 2015 and
found that SES was a strong predictor of educational achievement, with students from higher SES
backgrounds performing better on the TIMSS assessments than students from lower backgrounds.
However, the relationship between SES and educational achievement was complex and
multifaceted and was influenced by factors such as parental involvement, school resources, teacher
quality, and cultural background. Broer et al. also noted that the relationship between SES and
educational achievement could vary across different countries and educational systems. Therefore, a
crucial aspect of this study was considering SES in relation to educational achievement, as
multifaceted factors including access to resources, cultural context, and levels of parental
involvement had been shown to affect the impact of SES on academic achievement.

Although the above studies described the relationship between SES and academic
achievement under normal school conditions, under the unusual conditions of a COVID pandemic
and lockdown, these relationships presented a completely new panorama. During the lockdown,
students were compelled to spend almost all their time at home with their families. Factors such as
level of parental education, parental involvement in their children’s education, access to resources,
and level of financial security were thus predicted to heighten the impact of SES on academic
performance.

This study considered socioeconomic status (SES) as a factor that may have affected the
perceived academic achievement of the student participants, expecting to find that there would be a

positive correlation between higher SES and academic performance.

2.8.1 Parents’ Education and Academic Achievement

Parents’ education is considered an important factor in child development and academic
achievement (Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; Idris et al., 2020; Nyama, 2011). Lawson and Farah (2017)
and Li and Qiu (2018) have shown that parent’s level of education is positively associated with their
child’s cognitive development and academic achievement. This is generally due to higher parental

education correlating with an intellectually stimulating home environment, often including
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educational activities, availability of books, and access to technology. Additionally, parents with
higher education tend to have the knowledge and skills to support their children’s learning and
academic success. Lower levels of parental education and household income have been found to
negatively impact on academic achievement due to lower educational standards among parents,

fewer resources and diminished educational opportunities (Chung, 2015; Ferguson et al., 2007).

Mother’s and father’s education levels are commonly used as indicators of socioeconomic
status as they are related to access to economic resources, social networks, and opportunities for
upward mobility (Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; Idris et al., 2020; Nyama, 2011). Higher education is
associated with higher income, better job opportunities, and access to resources that can impact
students’ academic achievement, such as a parent’s ability to assist with homework or be a positive
role model. Finally, parents with higher levels of education may have relatively progressive
parenting styles, which can influence children’s development and academic achievement (Lareau,
2011). For example, parents with higher levels of education may be more likely to use authoritative
parenting styles, which, because of the warmth, support, reasoning, and positive reinforcement
characteristic of that style, are associated with higher levels of academic achievement in children
(Baumrind, 1991). However, it is important to note that parents’ education level alone does not
necessarily causally impact academic achievement. It has been suggested that the provision and
effective utilisation of resources, such as educational materials, technology, extracurricular
opportunities, and access to tutoring, promote academic success (Li & Qiu, 2018). The influence of
parental education on children’s development and academic achievement can thus be both direct

and indirect (Li & Qiu, 2018).

Findings regarding how much a father’s or a mother’s educational level impacts their
children’s academic achievements are inconclusive. Some studies have found that the educational
level of the mother was a stronger predictor of a child’s academic achievement than the father’s
(Abuya et al., 2015; Hanafi, 2008). This may be because mothers are typically the primary

caregivers and tend to spend more time with their children, providing them with more direct support
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and guidance. For instance, Nyama (2011) noted that in the majority of families, mothers are the
first teachers of children and the first reviewers and supervisors of homework and the learning
process. Additionally, mothers tend to be more involved in children’s education, including
attending parent-teacher conferences, volunteering at school, and helping with homework. Other
studies have shown that mothers with low educational levels were less interested in their children’s
education, which can affect their educational future and achievements (Hanafi, 2008). A study by
Soharwardi et al. (2020) agreed that the mother’s education level had a greater effect on their

children’s academic performance than the father’s.

Other studies have found that the educational level of the father was more strongly
associated with children’s academic achievement than the mother’s (Schurer & Roos, 2018). For
example, a study by Alabdulkarem et al. (2021) conducted in KSA found that the father’s education
was a stronger predictor of academic performance in university students. Various reasons why the
father’s education level may be a more powerful predictor of perceived academic achievement than
income are possible. Previous research has shown a positive association between the strength of a
child’s relationships with their fathers and academic achievement (Chung et al., 2020; Marissa &
Ishaaq, 2012), the beneficial effects of fathers’ involvement in their children’s education (McBride
et al., 2005), and the possibility that the influence of the father may mitigate other factors affecting
academic performance among adolescents (Gordon, 2016). Moreover, cultural factors and gender
roles may also contribute to this association. In certain traditional cultures, such as KSA, the father
may be perceived as the primary provider and decision-maker, thereby increasing the impact of his
education level on the family’s socioeconomic status and children’s academic outcomes (Al-Khraif

et al., 2020).

2.8.2 Household Income and Academic Achievement

Household income has been widely recognised as an important indicator of socioeconomic
status, with Darin-Mattsson et al. (2017) concluding that it strongly contributed to SES, while
others have found that SES was solely dependent on household income (Saif-Ur-Rahman et al.,
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2018). However, Antipova (2020) viewed income and education as separate factors contributing to
SES and insisted they must be understood as two different, independent factors that cannot be
interchangeable. She found that household income served as a proxy measure for the type of school
and resources a family could afford. Household income was a valid indicator of SES because it
directly related to accessing economic resources and opportunities, including the basic needs of
food, shelter, healthcare, and other resources that improve overall wellbeing.

Most significant for the current study, however, was that household income was also the key
to determining access to quality education, including digital devices suitable for online leaning,
which had a direct impact on academic achievement and SES. Thus, it can be concluded that both
household income and access to quality education may positively influence students’ learning
processes and enhance their ability to achieve positive academic outcomes in remote learning
situations.

Many families in KSA experienced a sharp drop in household income due to job losses or
reduced working hours because of the lockdown, which significantly impacted household
functioning (Al Gahtani et al., 2020). This, in turn, contributed to feelings of insecurity and
financial worry in many homes (Al Gahtani et al., 2020). In such challenging circumstances,
students might spend less time studying, with heightened potential for psychosocial problems,

domestic violence, bullying, and child abuse (Campbell, 2020; United Nations, 2020).

Carlsson et al. (2015), suggested that spending less time in learning can lead to low
academic achievement. Further, lower-income households have been shown to suffer from digital
inequality in relation to accessing online educational resources (Harris et al., 2017; Katz, 2017,
Levine et al., 2016; Zhang, 2015). Supporting the expectation that the pandemic might exacerbate
this digital inequality (Goudeau et al., 2021), post-pandemic research has shown that families with

higher incomes showed more readiness and acceptance towards eLearning (Khasawneh, 2023).

As with other countries, the home environment of students in KSA was critical to the

learning and academic achievement of Saudi students. As discussed, the home environment
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includes factors related to SES in terms of educational expectations and access to resources, in
particular digital and technological resources. Further, other social and cultural factors may have
been significant; a systematic search across 18 studies involving 5,831 school-aged students in eight
countries over 19 years has shown that intellectual stimulation in the home, as well as the
sociopsychological environment, are more closely linked to ability and achievement than parental

SES (Iverson & Walberg, 2015).

In Saudi Arabia, cultural factors, including the home environment, have been identified as
influential in students’ engagement with and learning of science (Alghamdi & Malekan, 2020), and
more broadly in terms of educational achievement and expectations (Almalki & Ganong, 2018).
Consequently, it was essential to examine the unique circumstances children faced during lockdown

in terms of their academic achievement.

2.8.3 Gender

Cultural expectations regarding gender roles and responsibilities have been shown to
influence the amount of time and resources that female students have available for studying in
comparison to their male counterparts (e.g. Alomair, 2015; Nasseef, 2015). Song (2019) pointed out
that this may be due to factors such as social and cultural norms that prioritise domestic and familial
responsibilities of females over academic pursuits. These cultural factors suggest that during the
period of lockdown, female students in KSA might have faced more challenges in focusing on their
education than their male peers.

However, other research has suggested that girls may have adjusted more easily to the shift
to online education than boys. Although the results of previous research on gender differences in
ability to adjust to new circumstances have been complex, Akhtar & Alam (2016), among
secondary school students in India have shown that girls adjust more readily than boys, particularly
in relation to academic performance. Girls have also been shown to access more sources of social

support, aiding their ability to adjust (Rueger et al., 2008).
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Further, self-regulated learning behaviours have been found to play an important role in
outcomes in online learning (Cho & Shen, 2013; Wang et al., 2013), and externalised behaviours
related to mental health difficulties have been found to negatively affect academic performance
during adolescence (Deighton et al., 2018; McLeod et al., 2012). Deighton et al. (2017) also found
that boys were more likely to exhibit externalising behaviours. As boys are also more likely to have
difficulties in self-regulation (Cho & Shen, 2013; Wang et al., 2013), it was considered possible that
boys would face more difficulties in the shift to online learning than girls, with consequent negative

effects on their academic performance.

As the factors influencing the relationship between gender and academic performance are
complex, and their effects during the pandemic in relation to education in KSA were unknown, this
study considered gender to be an important element for investigation when exploring the perceived

academic performance of students in the lockdown.

2.8.4 Number of Siblings

The number of siblings a student has in a given household could potentially influence their
academic performance, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. This is because in
households with more siblings, distractions and noise might increase, possibly impacting a student’s
concentration. Such situations can lead to limited access to resources, such as shared computer
devices, quiet study spaces, or personalised parental attention (Downey & Condron, 2004), which
might negatively impact students’ academic achievement. Previous scholarship has suggested that
resource dilution might have both direct and indirect influence on academic achievement (Gibbs et
al., 2016; Steelman et al., 2003). Oberg (2017) suggested that having more siblings might limit a
student’s access to essential resources, such as technology or private study spaces, potentially

leading to lower academic outcomes.

Conversely, more siblings could mean more opportunities for peer support and learning

during the lockdown. Siblings can assist each other with studies and provide emotional support
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during challenging times. Furthermore, within larger families, more diverse perspectives and
experiences might enhance the children’s knowledge and understanding, leading to better academic

outcomes (Downey & Condron, 2004).

However, the specifics of how the presence of siblings impacts academic performance may
vary greatly, depending on cultural, familial, and individual factors (Oberg, 2017). The role of
siblings and their potential influence on academic achievement during the COVID-19 pandemic

lockdown therefore warranted careful consideration in this study.

2.9 Conceptual Model for Study

Based on the findings from previous research and the three theoretical frameworks on which
this study is based, a conceptual model to depict the relationships between wellbeing, mental health
(depression and anxiety), demographic background, socioeconomic status, schoolwork, and
perceived academic achievement, was developed (see Figure 2.1). This model was then used to

derive the research questions and related hypotheses.

2.9.1 Study Research Questions and Hypotheses

Primarily, this study sought to determine how wellbeing, mental health (depression and
anxiety), demographic background, and the amount of schoolwork were associated with perceived
academic achievement for middle school students during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown in

KSA.

The research questions comprised the following:

1. TIs there an association between wellbeing and perceived academic achievement in middle
school Saudi students? It was hypothesised (H1) that there is a statistically significant
association between students’ wellbeing and perceived academic achievement.

2. Is there an association between mental health (depression and anxiety) and perceived

academic achievement in middle school Saudi students? It was hypothesised (H2) that there
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is a statistically significant association between students’ mental health and perceived

academic achievement.

3. Is there an association between demographic background and perceived academic

achievement in middle school Saudi students?

Is there an association between gender and perceived academic achievement in
middle school Saudi students? It was hypothesised (H3a) that there is a
statistically significant association between students’ gender and perceived
academic achievement.

Is there an association between age and perceived academic achievement in
middle school Saudi students? It was hypothesised (H3b) that there is a
statistically significant association between students’ age and perceived academic
achievement.

Is there an association between SES (mother’s education, father’s education,
household income) and perceived academic achievement in middle school Saudi
students? It was hypothesised (H3c) that there is a statistically significant

association between students’ SES and perceived academic achievement.

4. TIs there an association between the amount of schoolwork done during lockdown and

perceived academic achievement in middle school Saudi students? It was hypothesised (H4)

that there is a statistically significant association between students’ amount of schoolwork

and perceived academic achievement.

The study method was thus developed to gather data to address the research questions and

hypotheses.
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Figure 2.1

Conceptual Model Showing predictors of Perceived Academic Achievement
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In the subsequent chapter (Chapter 3), the mixed methods of the current study are detailed to
address the research questions. The quantitative research questions tackle the associations between
wellbeing, mental health, demographic background, and the amount of schoolwork in relation to
perceived academic achievement among middle school students during the COVID-19 pandemic
lockdown in KSA. Qualitative research questions unveil students’ experiences, insights, and

perceptions related to their mental health, wellbeing, and academic progress during the lockdown.
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods

This study was conducted using a mixed-method sequential-explanatory design (Creswell &
Clark, 2017) to investigate the impact of the COVID-19 lockdown on the mental health, wellbeing,
and perceived academic achievement of middle school students in KSA, following a two-phase
design as shown in Figure 3.1. Adopting this pragmatic approach was useful for generating

comprehensive data to answer the research questions.

Figure 3.1

Research Methods in the Two-Phase Design

2: Qualitative Phase
Semi-Structured

1: Quantitative Phase

Survey (closed- and

open-ended questions) Interviews (in-depth

questions)

The sequential-explanatory mixed-method approach consisted of two distinct but closely
related phases. In the first phase, a survey questionnaire was administered to collect quantitative
data, which was analysed using inferential statistical methods. Those methods were used to examine
hypothesised relationships in the data arising from the conceptual model (see Figure 2.1 in Chapter
2) and research questions (see Section 2.12 in Chapter 2). In the second phase, semi-structured

interviews with participants from the same population as the first phase, provided an in-depth
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exploration of adolescents’ experiences, perceptions, and insights related to the COVID-19
lockdown.

The details of the methods used in each phase are provided in this chapter; however, it is
worth noting that the findings from the quantitative data in the first phase were used to inform the
conduct of the second qualitative phase of the data collection process, which facilitated an emergent
approach that brought forth multiple perspectives on the research problem, which centres on the
impact of COVID-19 lockdowns and altered learning modalities on the academic achievement,
wellbeing, and mental health of middle school students in KSA. The rest of the chapter presents the
methodological design, research methods and the ethical considerations made in the conduct of the
study. To ensure clarity, the two phases are addressed separately, however, the link between the two

phases is made explicit.

3.1 Methodological Design

This study embraced a pragmatic philosophical stance by employing both quantitative and
qualitative methods. Pragmatism, as an approach to research, has been supported by several
scholars (e.g., Brierley, 2017; Creswell & Clark, 2011; Johnson & Gray, 2010) who have argued
that it is an appropriate philosophical approach to use when conducting mixed-methods research.
For instance, Ivankova et al. (2016) asserted that in practice, a pragmatic approach allows the
researcher to develop a practical “procedure for collecting, analysing, and ‘mixing’ or integrating
both quantitative and qualitative data . . . within a single study for the purpose of gaining a better

understanding of the research problem” (p. 81).

Pragmatism was chosen for this study due to the constraints imposed by COVID-19
lockdowns and restrictions. The inability to conduct face-to-face interviews or engage in prolonged
interactions with participants meant that more flexible and practical approaches were required.
Pragmatism allowed for the simultaneous use of quantitative and qualitative methods, which could
be adjusted according to the limitations of remote data collection. Alternatives, such as a purely
positivist approach focusing solely on quantitative data or an interpretivist approach relying entirely
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on qualitative methods, were considered. However, given the urgency and complexity of
understanding students’ wellbeing and academic outcomes during the pandemic, these approaches
were insufficient in isolation. The mixed-methods approach allowed for the integration of both
numerical data and the lived experiences of participants, providing a more complete understanding

of the research problem under these unique circumstances.

While quantitative methods provide an understanding of an objective reality by studying and
assessing individuals’ behaviours, perceptions, and beliefs, qualitative methods help to
contextualise those objective findings based on the participants’ lived experiences (Creswell, 2014).
By combining both quantitative and qualitative methods in an explanatory sequential design, this
study aimed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the mental health and wellbeing of
middle school students during the COVID-19 lockdown in KSA—the qualitative data was

employed to explain the quantitative findings.

In integrating the data from both phases, the quantitative findings were first analysed to
identify trends in students’ wellbeing, mental health, and academic achievement. These findings
were then compared with the qualitative data from the interviews. For example, in cases where
quantitative results suggested that wellbeing had not been as severely compromised as expected, the
qualitative interviews provided further context. The interviews explored new aspects of students’
experiences during the lockdown, which helped to provide a more nuanced understanding of the
factors influencing their wellbeing and academic outcomes. Further details on these findings can be
found in Chapter 4 (see Section 5.2, qualitative study). This process of triangulating the data
allowed for a more nuanced understanding of how different factors interacted and influenced

students’ wellbeing and academic outcomes.

As explained by McCrudden et al. (2019) and Bryman (2006), quantitative phases of mixed
methods study provide a broad overview and generalisable insights, while the qualitative phases

delve deeper into individual experiences and perspectives.- Both quantitative and qualitative
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approaches have their own distinct strengths and limitations (Kumar, 2018). Therefore, the
combination of these approaches was deemed necessary to address the research questions that
focused on exploring the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on students’ mental health and
wellbeing as well as its impact on students’ academic achievement. The mixed method research
design enabled the generation of quantifiable data as well as qualitative data, which helped to
develop a holistic understanding of how the COVID-19 lockdown impacted the mental health,

wellbeing, and academic experiences of KSA middle school students.

Quantitative research uses a post-positivist perspective to drive research as a process of
scientific inquiry (Creswell, 2014). Utilising a post-positivist perspective, the quantitative phase
was driven by an ontological and epistemological quest to find objective answers to the research
questions. Creswell (2014) explained that post-positivism aims to refine understanding of a social
phenomenon by investigating the association between the variables in a study. In this study, these
variables included perceived academic achievement, wellbeing, and mental health among Saudi
middle school students during the COVID-19 lockdown.

While a quantitative approach was used to reveal the existence and strength of relationships
between these variables, it did not explain the origins of these relationships. It is against this
backdrop that the study complemented the data generated in the quantitative phase with qualitative
data generated in the second phase of the study. The semi-structured interviews carried out in the
second phase of the study facilitated the exploration of how living circumstances and
socioeconomic factors were associated with students’ wellbeing, depression, and anxiety, as well as
the implication of these for the perceived academic achievement among middle school students in

Saudi Arabia during the COVID-19 lockdown.

3.2 Population and Sample Selection

The study involved working with students drawn from Saudi Arabia’s middle schools.
Given the time constraints, a sample was drawn using convenience sampling of middle school

students in Mecca and Taif, two important cities in KSA. Mecca province in particular experienced
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a higher reported incidence of COVID cases in the early period of the pandemic lockdown than
less-populated or more remote regions in the country as documented in a report by the World
Health Organization [WHO] (2020b). This earlier exposure to the COVID-19 outbreak and the
subsequent imposition of restrictions resulted in a longer duration of disrupted routines, limited
social interactions, and heightened uncertainty for middle school students than in other regions of
the country (Bawashkhah et al., 2022). These prolonged and intensified effects may have
contributed to a more pronounced impact on students’ academic achievement, mental health, and
overall wellbeing. The unique cultural context, combined with the pandemic-related restrictions,
offered a unique opportunity for study as the impact on middle school students in these regions was

unknown.

The two cities, Mecca and Taif, were selected as the study locations due to their status as
gateway cities, which were consequently, more exposed to the pandemic (Bawashkhah et al., 2022).
In addition, it was convenient for the researcher to collect data from educational institutions in

Mecca and Taif due to her familiarity with the locations and their school systems.

The age range (10-18 years) of participants covers the early and middle adolescent years as
young people are beginning to forge their own identities and develop their independence (Newman
& Newman, 2017). This age range was chosen because middle school students are undergoing a
period of personal growth and a tendency for increased emotional sensitivity (Casey et al., 2008)
when how an individual is seen by others becomes particularly significant. It was during this critical
developmental phase that the school closures due to the COVID-19 lockdown occurred. As
presented in Chapter 2, this could have contributed to heightened mental health problems and

challenges to wellbeing (Lee, 2020; Aucejo et al., 2020; Chetty et al., 2020).

3.3 Participant Recruitment

To invite volunteer participation in this study, the researcher emailed a request and

recruitment letter to the Saudi Administration of Education for both the Mecca and Taif regions
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(Appendix A, letter A). Upon receipt of approval to recruit in these regions, the Saudi Planning and
Development Department emailed a recruitment letter (see Appendix A, letter B) to all middle-
school principals in the two regions.

Principals who agreed to involve their schools in the study were then asked to sign a letter of
consent. Principals who consented to participating in the study were then sent recruitment letters to
forward to parents of children enrolled in the school. Parents were asked to provide consent on
behalf of their children to participate voluntarily in the survey, including those enrolled in both
advanced placement (AP) and learning difficulty (LD) classes at their schools (see Appendix A,
letter C). The objective of this approach was to ensure that both high and low achievers had equal
opportunity to participate in the study. The parent and child recruitment letter contained a link to
both the electronic consent form (see Appendix A, letter C) and to the online questionnaire
(Appendix B) as one document. Three reminders were sent to schools after one, two, and four
months (see Appendix A, letter I).

The recruitment process for the qualitative phase was similar to those steps followed in the
quantitative phase of this study. However, additional parental consent (see Appendix A, letter H)
for the qualitative study was obtained separately after the quantitative phase.

To initiate the approval process for the qualitative phase, a recruitment letter was emailed to
the Administration of Education for both the Mecca and Taif regions (see Appendix A, letter D).
Upon receipt of approval to recruit from these regions, the Planning and Development Department
was tasked with emailing a recruitment letter (see Appendix A, letter E) to the principals who had
previously consented to their schools participating in the quantitative phase.

Principals who consented to participate in the study were sent recruitment letters to forward
to parents of children enrolled in the school who were asked to provide consent on behalf of their
children to participate voluntarily in the qualitative study (see Appendix A: letter F). The parent and
child recruitment letter contained a link to an electronic consent form (Appendix A: letter F), which

was uploaded in Qualtrics. The consent form consisted of a “yes” or “no” click option indicating
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having parental consent to participate in the study. If participants selected “yes,” they were
contacted to set up a time to conduct the interview. The participating students also provided their

assent for both the questionnaire and interviews.

3.4 Consent and Ethical Considerations

The researcher obtained ethics approval from the Flinders University Human Research
Ethics Committee (HREC) to conduct the quantitative first phase of the study. The approval letter
can be found in Appendix A (see Social and Behavioural Research Ethics Committee (SBREC)
Approval Letter). Upon receipt of consent from HREC, the conduct of the study was then approved
by two educational jurisdictions in Mecca and Taif (see Appendix A). Quantitative data were
collected from June 1 to September 30, 2020. The documents for obtaining consent, the recruitment
letter to the principal and parents can be found in Appendix A. A copy of the research instruments
used for collecting quantitative data can be found in Appendix B.

Before conducting the interviews, all participants signed a consent form confirming that
they were made aware of their rights before participating in the study. No monetary reward was
offered to participants to avoid any feeling of coercion. Further, while participants’ names were
collected on the consent form for organisational purposes, no personal identifying information was
associated with the interview data to maintain privacy and confidentiality. All data were stored on a
password-protected data storage device or the Flinders University Microsoft OneDrive data storage
to which only the researcher had access. No other files or data were stored with the research data.
The researcher did not have any conflict of interest in conducting the research. However, the
potential for a conflict of interest due to the researcher’s insider perspective as a teacher and
researcher in the context of the study is acknowledged and addressed through reflexivity (see

Chapter 4, Section 4.6).

3.5 Data Collection
The initial quantitative phase of the study was informed by the procedures used in a global

study conducted by the Global Research Alliance (GRA) (see https://www.research-all.org/covid-
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19-lock-down-questionnaire-for-students.php), which collected data during 2020 to assess the

impact of the COVID-19 lockdown on student wellbeing and experiences of peer
aggression (Skrzypiec & Wyra, 2020). Only selected parts of the complete questionnaire that
related to the specific objectives of the current study were used, which included 25 selected items

and several subsections (as discussed below).

3.5.1 Quantitative Data Collection

Questionnaire respondents were asked to share their experiences during the COVID-19
lockdown, including their sense of wellbeing, mental health, amount of schoolwork, and their
perceptions of their academic achievement. The survey instrument also included an open-ended
invitation for students to share their thoughts on the best and worst aspects of school closures and
remote learning during the lockdown. The last part of the questionnaire collected demographic data,

including age, indicators of socioeconomic status, and gender.

As shown in Table 3.1, the questionnaire employed the Depression, Anxiety Stress Scale
(DASS-21) (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1996) to measure mental health, while the Mental Health
Continuum-Short Form Scale (MHC-SF) (Keyes, 2006a, 2006b) was used to measure overall
wellbeing. The questionnaire also included a single question on participants’ perceptions of their
academic achievement. The demographic data were collected through ten questions with varying
response options. The open-ended questions in the questionnaire allowed participants to provide

further insight into their experiences during the pandemic lockdown.
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Table 3.1

Survey Scales and Their Description

Construct measured Scale name Scale description Reference

Mental hpalth Depression, anxiety stress 21 questions, 4-point (Lovibond & Lovibond,

(depression, stress, and  scale (DASS-21) .

. . . Likert-type scale 1996)

anxiety) questionnaire
Mental health continuum- 14 questions. 6-point

Wellbeing short form scale (MHC- rd » 0P (Keyes, 2006a, 2006b)
SF) Likert-type scale

Perceptions of 1 question, 5-point

Created for this study (NCVER, 2009, p. 41)

achievement Likert-type scale
Demographic .

. grap 10 questions
information

3.5.1.1 The Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale. The Depression Anxiety and Stress
Scale (DASS-21) used in this study was a shortened version of the original 42-item scale
developed by Lovibond and Lovibond (1995). The self-report scale was designed-to create a more
focused and practical measure tailored specifically to capture anxiety, stress, and depression. It
consists of 21 questions using a four-point Likert-type scale ranging from (1) “did not apply to me

at all” to (4) “applied to me very much, or most of the time” (see Table 3.2).

Analysis of the DASS-21 has consistently presented a three-factor structure (Brown et al.,
1997; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1996) and is made up of three sub-scales: depression, anxiety, and
stress. Each scale consists of seven items. The depression scale assesses dysphoria, hopelessness,
devaluation of life, self-deprecation, lack of interest/involvement, anhedonia, and inertia (Antony et
al., 1998; Brown et al., 1997; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1996). The anxiety scale assesses autonomic
arousal, skeletal muscle effects, situational anxiety, and subjective experience of anxious affect
(Antony et al., 1998; Brown et al., 1997; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1996).The stress scale is sensitive
to levels of chronic non-specific arousal and assesses difficulty relaxing, nervous arousal, and being
easily upset/agitated, irritable/over-reactive, and impatient. Scores for depression, anxiety and stress
are calculated by summing the scores for the relevant items (Antony et al., 1998; Brown et al.,
1997; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1996). The three DASS-21 domains and the items they include are

shown in Table 3.2.
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Research exploring the reliability of DASS-21 using Cronbach’s alpha suggests that it is a
reliable questionnaire (Coker et al., 2018). Further, prior research exploring the reliability of the full
DASS in its 42-item form in Arabic revealed a Cronbach’s alpha for the three subscales of .93 for
depression, .90 for anxiety, and .93 for stress (Moussa et al., 2016). The construct validity of the
scale is evidenced by its strong correlation with other self-rating depression and anxiety
scales (Coker et al., 2018; Moussa et al., 2016). Therefore, the Arabic version of this instrument
was considered empirically reliable and valid for the measure of these three constructs of
depression, anxiety and stress. However, it is acknowledged that the study population in this
research primarily consisted of adolescents, and while the DASS-21 has been used in various
populations, its specific validation for adolescents in KSA is limited. To address this limitation,
alternative scales, such as the Arab Youth Mental Health Scale (AYMHS), were considered. The
AYMHS is designed for younger populations and assesses mental health in Arab youth across
multiple domains. Although the AYMHS was a viable alternative, the DASS-21 was selected due to
its more established use and validation in prior research, including in Arabic-speaking populations,

and its ability to measure anxiety, stress, and depression with a concise set of items.
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Table 3.2
Depression and Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-21) Questionnaire Items and Sub-Scales (Brown et al.,

1997; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1996)

Domain Individual item
Depression

3. I couldn’t seem to experience any positive feeling at all.
5.1 found it difficult to work up the initiative to do things.
10. I felt that I had nothing to look forward to.

13. I felt downhearted and blue.

16. I was unable to become enthusiastic about anything.
17. 1 felt I wasn’t worth much as a person.

21. I felt that life was meaningless.

Anxiety

2. I was aware of dryness of my mouth.

4. I experienced breathing difficulty (e.g., excessively rapid breathing, breathlessness in
the absence of physical exertion).

7. I experienced trembling (e.g., in my hands).

9. I was worried about situations in which I might panic and make a fool of myself.

15. 1 felt I was close to panic.

19. I was aware of the action of my heart in the absence of physical exertion (e.g., sense
of heart rate increase, heart missing a beat).

20. I felt scared without any good reason.

Stress

1. I found it hard to wind down.

6. I tended to overreact to situations.

8. I felt that I was using a lot of nervous energy.

11. I found myself getting agitated.

12. 1 found it difficult to relax.

14. 1 was intolerant of anything that kept me from getting on with what I was doing.
18. 1 felt that I was rather touchy.

3.5.1.2 Mental Health Continuum-Short Form. The Mental Health Continuum-Short
Form (MHC-SF) scale, developed by Keyes (2009), is an abbreviated version of the original long
form, which consisted of 40 items. The short form consists of 14 items across three dimensions:
emotional wellbeing (EWB), social wellbeing (SWB), and psychological wellbeing
(PWB) (Lamers et al., 2011) that is used to assess the state of wellbeing of young adolescents as

flourishing, languishing, or having moderate mental health.

The MHC-SF items were rated on a six-point Likert-type scale from “Never” (1) to “Every
Day” (6). Students responded to questions about how they had been thinking “over the last
week you were in lockdown—or last week if you are still in lockdown” (e.g., “That your life has a
sense of direction or meaning to it”’). Prior research suggests that this scale has shown “excellent
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internal consistency (o = >.80) and discriminant validity in adolescents (ages 12—18) and in

adults” (Keyes, 2009, p. 1). Table 3.3 depicts emotional wellbeing and psychological and social
wellbeing as identified by the 14 questions on the MHC-SF (Keyes et al., 2012, p. 127). As with the
DASS-21, the MHC-SF was selected for its ability to measure multiple dimensions of wellbeing in
a concise manner. While other scales, such as the Arab Youth Mental Health Scale (AYMHS), were
considered, the MHC-SF was preferred for its established reliability and validity across different
cultural contexts, including limited research in Arabic-speaking populations. The MHC-SF also
aligned with the study's focus on capturing a comprehensive understanding of overall wellbeing,

including emotional, social, and psychological wellbeing.

Table 3.3
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Items in the MHC- SF (Keyes,2009)

Type of Wellbeing  Corresponding MHC-SF questions
Emotional wellbeing
“How often during the past month did you feel...”

1. Happy
2. Interested in life

3. Satisfied

Social wellbeing

“How often during the past month did you feel...”

4. That you had something important to contribute to society. (Social contribution)

5. That you belonged to a community (like a social group, school, or neighbourhood).

(Social integration)

6. That society is becoming a better place for people like you. (Social growth)

7. That people are basically good. (Social acceptance)

8. That the way our society works makes sense to you. (Social coherence)
Psychological wellbeing

9. That you liked most parts of your personality. (Self-acceptance)

10. Good at managing the responsibilities of your daily life. (Environmental mastery)

11. That you had warm and trusting relationships with others. (Positive relationship

with others)

12. That you had experiences that challenged you to grow and become a better person.

(Personal growth)

13. Confident to think and express your own ideas and opinions. (Autonomy)

14. That your life has a sense of direction or meaning to it. (Purpose in life)

3.5.1.3 Perceptions of Academic Achievement. This study used the perception of
academic achievement question based on the approach taken for the Longitudinal Surveys of
Australian Youth or LSAY(NCVER, 2009, p. 41), a survey that tracks the progress of cohorts of
young Australians as they move from school into further education and employment. The
perception of academic achievement question stem for this study was altered slightly from the
original LSAY version (NCVER, 2009, p. 41) used by the Australian Council for Educational
Research [ACER] (ACER, 1997, p. 9). The original LSAY question was: “Compared with other
students about your age, how well do you achieve in [reading/mathematics/overall]?”. However,
this current study altered that to: “Compared with other students about your age, how well do you
achieve [academically overall]?”. The original five-point Likert-type scale used in the LSAY
consisted of (1) “very well” to (5) “very poorly”’; however, for this current study it was changed to
(1) “much better than others” to (5) “much worse”. This was done to encourage the respondent to
make comparisons between themselves and their peers. Additionally, ACER conducted an

objective achievement test, revealing a strong correlation between self-reported achievement and
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the assessment results (ACER, 1997). This correlation served as a sound basis for choosing to use

this modified item.

According to Jansen et al. (2022), comparisons with peers are important sources of self-
development during adolescence, as previous studies have shown (Miiller-Kalthoff et al., 2017;
Wolff et al., 2018). While self-perception holds value, the act of comparing oneself with peers
sheds light on aspects of perceived achievement that may have remained unseen through individual
self-assessment alone (Wolff et al., 2018). For example, Miiller-Kalthoff et al. (2017) used this
approach asking students to evaluate their own performance within the context of their age group.

According to researchers such as Marsh and Hau (2004) and Scott et al. (1992), self-
reported achievement, which encompasses individuals’ perception and assessment of their academic
performance in comparison to their peers, can be taken as an acceptable alternative to an objective
measure of achievement. The self-report method, therefore, served as a suitable measure for
academic achievement, given that the lockdown prevented other means of obtaining this

information, such as objective achievement test scores, teachers’ observations, or academic reports.

3.5.1.4 Other Questionnaire Data. The quantitative study included questions designed to
gain an understanding of the behaviour, beliefs, and perceptions of experiences during lockdown.
Examined aspects included students’ activities during the lockdown, their open-ended responses
about the lockdown experience, and demographic information. The questionnaire also took into

account the potential impact of social desirability on responses.

3.5.1.4.1 Frequency of Activities During Lockdown. Participants were asked eight
questions about the frequency of their activities before and after the lockdown. The questions
covered a range of activities, including doing schoolwork, watching movies, playing online
games, socialising with friends, playing games, and exercising. These items were rated on a 5-
point Likert-type scale, with response options ranging from (1) “much less than before lockdown”

to (5) “much more than before lockdown”. Skrzypiec and Wyra (2020) developed these questions
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for the purpose of measuring whether activities during the lockdown had increased or decreased.
However, in the current study, only the frequency of schoolwork engagement was analysed. By
focusing specifically on the relationship between the amount of time spent on schoolwork and the
correlation with academic achievement, this study aimed to analyse the association of schoolwork
on students’ learning outcomes during the lockdown. Other variables, such as TV watching and

online gaming, were not relevant to this research and were not included in the analysis.

While the initial intent was to focus exclusively on schoolwork due to its direct relevance to
academic achievement, the collected data on other activities such as TV watching and online
gaming became useful for contextualising students' overall lockdown experience and were therefore
included in the analysis presented in Chapter 4, section 4.1.6. This approach allowed for a more

comprehensive understanding of the broader behavioural changes during lockdown.

3.5.1.4.2 Open-Ended Items. Two open-ended items, adopted from the original research
questionnaire (Skrzypiec & Wyra, 2020), were included that gave students the opportunity to
provide comments about their own thoughts and/or experiences about being in lockdown. These
items were situated following the administration of the DASS-21 and MHC-SF scales but
preceded the section collecting demographic information. Participants were asked, “Please tell us
what for you has been the worst part about being in lockdown?” and “Please tell us what for you
has been the best part about being in lockdown?”” The answers served to illustrate the nature of

the experiences and feelings expressed by the students and to incorporate their voices.

3.5.1.4.3 Demographic Questions. Demographic information was gathered in relation to
age, gender, grade level, school name, family structure, and socioeconomic status. Demographic

questions are included in Table 3.4.
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Table 3.4

Demographic Information and Response Options

Demographics information Response options

Age 10/11/12/13/14/15/16/17/18

Gender Male/Female/Prefer not to say

School name .l

Family composition Father/Mother/Grandparent/ Uncles/Aunts/Brothers/Sisters /Other Relatives

No formal/Primary/Intermediate/ High school graduate/
Bachelor’s/Master/Doctoral

No formal/Primary/Intermediate/ High school graduate/
Bachelor’s/Master/Doctoral

Under 2,000 Riyals/5,000 Riyals/5,000 to 10,000 Riyals/10,000 to 15,000
Riyals/15,000 Riyals and greater/ prefer not to say

Father’s education level

Mother’s education level

Household income

Only two categories—male and female—were used for gender because, due to Saudi
Arabia’s strict religious adherence, gender is considered a binary variable. Family structure in this
study was measured by asking participants to indicate whether their family consisted of or included
brothers and sisters and extended family members (such as grandparents, aunts, and uncles).
Examining family structure during lockdown was considered essential as it would unveil how the
pandemic may have affected students across diverse family arrangements. It was not known
whether family structures could hinder or support students’ academic endeavours, thereby directly
influencing students’ capacity to navigate remote learning and manage the challenges posed by
lockdowns.

The participants’ socioeconomic status was measured by asking questions about their
parents’ income and level of education. Generally, socioeconomic status (SES) is measured by
occupational status, income, and education (Conger & Donnellan, 2007; Duncan & Magnuson,
2003; Winkleby et al., 1992). Parents’ education level is commonly used as an indicator of
socioeconomic status as it is related to access to economic resources, social networks, and
opportunities for upward mobility (Assari, 2018). In this study, parents’ education was measured
by asking participants to report the highest level of education completed by their fathers and

mothers.
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Household income is widely recognised as an important indicator of socioeconomic
status. Darin-Mattsson et al. (2017) concluded that income is one of the most strongly contributing
factors to SES. Hence, household income is a core SES indicator and in various studies the SES
measure is solely dependent on household income or per capita income (Saif-Ur-Rahman et al.,
2018). Household income serves as a proxy measure for the type of school and resources that an
individual can afford in many contexts including some research conducted in Saudi Arabia (e.g, Al-
Khraif et al., 2020; Alfaraidy, 2020; Almalki & Ganong, 2018). Household income is also
considered a valid indicator of SES because it is directly related to a family’s access to economic
resources and opportunities (Darin-Mattsson et al. (2017).

In this study, participants were asked about their monthly household income in Saudi Arabia
Riyals (SAR) (1 riyal = 0.27 USD, 0.37 AUD), which is the official monetary unit of the country.
Since the disclosure of a person’s income is sensitive information and some participants may not
have felt comfortable sharing details of their family’s income, participants were also given the
option of “Prefer not to say.” The data on SES was used to examine the associations between
socioeconomic status and academic achievement.

According to Conger and Donnellan (2007), the dimensions of occupational status, income,
and parental education can be considered either separately in any analysis of SES (Li & Qiu, 2018),
or by using a composite latent construct that aggregates all three dimensions. In educational or
child-development studies, SES is related to the student’s family, not the individual (Li et al., 2020).
Therefore, income is measured by household income and other indicators related to household
income, while education and occupation may be related to both parents or only to one parent
(Duncan & Magnuson, 2003). The use of the mother’s education, father’s education, and household
income as a composite measure of socioeconomic status is a widely accepted practice in the
research literature (Li et al., 2020; Li & Qiu, 2018). Additionally, using these three as a composite
measure of SES can help to control for the high correlation between the three components, which

could lead to multicollinearity issues if used separately.
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In this study, a preliminary investigation yielded a one-factor model of SES, combining
indicators of mother’s education, father’s education, and household income. This model produced
an SES factor score, incorporated as an observed variable in the final Structural Equation Model
(SEM). This approach led to a more parsimonious model for analysis, preserving critical SES

information while ensuring a practical, easily understandable analytical model.

3.5.1.4.4 Socially Desirable Responses. The questionnaire included a social desirability
(SD) sub-scale to determine whether any responses showed bias and reflected socially desirable
views rather than truthful answers, specifically acquiescence, which is the tendency where some
respondents predominantly agree with all statements regardless of the content of the questions
(Krosnick et al., 2005). The SD sub-scale consisted of three items: “I have always told the truth,”
“I always share my lollies/sweets/treats,” and “I like everyone I have met.” All items on the scale
are rated on a five-point Likert-type scale, ranging from (1) “not true at all” to (5) “true nearly all
the time”. Askell-Williams et al. (2016) and Liddle and Carter (2010) reported that respondents
answering a maximum score on the SD scale suggest a positively biased response. Moreover,
Liddle and Carter (2010) argued that SD questions are key to identifying those people who do not
answer the questionnaire properly and therefore should be removed. Accordingly, and similar to
the procedure used by Askell-Williams et al. (2016), questionnaires from participants with

maximum SD scores were removed.

3.6 Questionnaire Translation

According to Cha et al. (2007), when conducting research with non-native English-speaking
populations, it is crucial to be thorough in the examination of the translation of scales originally in
English. This includes performing a back translation, as well as considering the cultural context of
the translation (Al-Amer et al., 2016; Aloudah, 2022). Since Arabic is the first language of the
participants, the researcher translated the questionnaire from English into Arabic and sought
translation feedback from a panel of experts fluent in Arabic who work in the education sector and

are part of the researcher’s professional network. The DASS-21, which had been previously
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translated into Arabic and then checked for reliability in a prior study (Moussa et al., 2016), did not
require renewed translation.

The translation process involved the researcher and another bilingual Ph.D. student
specialising in English linguistics at Flinders University. Two educators proficient in Arabic and
English reviewed both versions of the translated questionnaire and provided feedback on clarity and
comprehensibility. No substantial differences were found between the two versions.

A certified National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters (NAATI)
translator back translated the final draft of the Arabic version in order to confirm that the intended
meaning of the content was not lost. In each case, cultural and contextual correspondence and
accuracy was reviewed and discussions were carried out and settled on the usage of certain words
and their translation, so that translations matched the intended meaning accordingly and to ensure
the validity of the translations.

One instance that illustrates the nature of these discussions concerns the translation of the
term lockdown, during which some complexity was encountered in finding the right translation that
accurately described the concept of large-scale compulsory physical distancing and movement
restrictions during the pandemic (WHO, 2020). After careful consideration, the decision was made
to use a common term in KSA, which is the combination of two Arabic words, 3l ,»all meaning
home quarantine, to convey the idea of being confined to home, in lockdown, and not being able to
go to school, places of worship, or public places. During the back-translation review, no major
differences were found between the original and back-translated versions.

The MHC-SF and DASS-21 scales had been previously used in Arabic-speaking populations
and those applications provided insight into the potential cultural appropriateness of the scales (Ali
et al., 2021; Moussa et al., 2016). In the case of the MHC-SF, there had been only limited research
on its use in Arabic-speaking populations; nevertheless, studies by Salama-Younes (2011) and
Saleh and Kazarian (2015) suggested that MHC-SF is a valid and reliable measure of wellbeing. As

noted above, the DASS-21 had been translated and validated in prior studies (Ali et al., 2021;
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Moussa et al., 2016) and therefore did not require translation. All forms used in this study were in

Arabic and are provided in Appendices B.

3.7 Qualitative Data Collection

Qualitative data was collected using semi-structured interviews that sought the views and
experiences of participants regarding their general wellbeing and their perceived levels of
depression and anxiety and how, in their view, these factors impacted their academic achievement
during the lockdown. Since there was no opportunity to probe or follow up on the written responses
in the open-ended questions on the survey questionnaire, the second phase using semi-structured
interviews provided an opportunity to generate in-depth data and more clarity on the responses as
there was an opportunity to elucidate and elaborate that data through the use of probing questions.

During the interviews, participants were encouraged to elaborate on their perspectives
through open-ended responses and cross-questioning interactions with the researcher. This approach
aimed to enhance the richness and depth of the study findings by enabling participants to express
their thoughts and experiences in their own words. The researcher utilised active listening skills
(Louw et al., 2011) to encourage participants to share more information, leading to the emergence
of personal stories related to depression, anxiety, coping, and the perceived influence of the
lockdown on academic achievement. In each interview, a repertoire of questions was used. Table

3.5 shows some of the interview questions from the semi-structured interview guide.
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Table 3.5

Semi-Structured Interview Guide Questions

Issues

Interview questions

Views about online classes/Home environment

1. What was it like to be at home?

2. Who helped you with your classes during the day?

3. While learning online, what are the challenges you faced?

4. Can you describe the difference in the amount and kind of homework/schoolwork
you received while schooling online versus in the classroom?

5. Do you think that learning online instead of face-to-face affected your academic
performance?

6. Can you describe your learning strategy with class materials when in face-to-face
classes, versus while conducting classes online?

7. Compared with other students about your age, how well do you achieve overall?

Living arrangements

8. Tell me a little bit about your living arrangements when you were in lockdown.
9. Do you have any friends or relatives that are at your home often?

10. What was it like to study when you had this kind of family structure?

11. How do you perceive your home environment to have impacted your learning
during the pandemic lockdown?

12. To what extent has Islamic religious belief enabled you to persist during the
Covid-19 lockdown?

Impact of COVID on the wellbeing of students

13. What is the best part of coming back to school?

14. When you returned to school, were you excited about seeing your classmates
and friends?

15. What kind of things worry you most or do you find most challenging as a result
of COVID?

16. How well did you cope with the lockdown situation? Probes: a feeling of fear
regarding COVID situation

17. What kind of pressures have you experienced?

18. What about your feelings, what emotion did you feel the most during online
learning?

19. Is there anything that your teachers or classmates did to better help you adjust to
the new learning platform?

The link between wellbeing and academic achievement

20. Do you think that your wellbeing or health has any kind of impact on your
academic performance or achievement?

21. Do you believe, and in what way, does your happiness affect your level of
academic achievement?

22. Do you believe, and in what way, does your belief about your potential to
succeed affect your academic achievement?

Mental health

233. How do you feel about the whole COVID and lockdown situation and how did
you cope with that?

24. How would you say your mood changed, if at all, as a result of the lockdown?
25. Were you able to talk to your friend or family member about this situation?

26. As compared to when you were physically in school, can you describe any
changes in your level of happiness or ability to function in everyday life or in
getting your school work done while in lockdown?

The link between mental health and academic achievement

27. Do you think that feeling of [whatever student state in previous question] had an
impact on your learning and academic achievement?

28. How would you say COVID or lockdown affected your motivation to attend
class and study?

29. During the lock down, did you experience any difficulty with your online
classes as a result of a change in your mood?
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Interview questions shown in Table 3.5 explored the impact of the home environment,
including inquiries about the participant’s living arrangements during lockdown and any relatives or
members who formed part of their household. These questions aimed to reveal the potential
influence of these living arrangements on students’ pandemic learning experience detailed further in
Chapter 4. Other questions elucidated the extent to which students communicated online with
friends to discuss their situation.

Similarly, questions examining perceived impacts of COVID-19 on student wellbeing
probed into emotional changes, pressures experienced, and coping mechanisms adopted during the
lockdown. Insights from these responses, which are discussed in-depth in Chapter 4, also informed
the link between wellbeing and academic achievements, with questions exploring whether students
felt their emotional state and beliefs about their ability to succeed could affect their academic
performance. Lastly, inquisitive prompts seeking to analyse the connection between mental health
and academic achievements were included, examining perceived impacts of the pandemic on
student motivation and potential challenges experienced in online classes as a result of mood
changes.

The interview protocol and the full interview questions are provided in Appendix C:
Interview Protocol. The use of semi-structured interviews, where the researcher poses similar
questions, in the same sequence, to all interviewees, can ensure that the responses from all
interviews can be effectively aggregated and systematically analysed (Peters & Halcomb, 2015).

The qualitative phase of this research involved eight female students, with no male
participants included. Due to cultural and religious norms within Saudi society, direct
communication between unrelated females and males, such as would be necessary in conducting
interviews, is prohibited and meetings or other interactions were therefore not practicable.
Consequently, as a Saudi female, it was not culturally or ethically permitted for the researcher to
interview Saudi males, even online, and this is one of the acknowledged limitations of this study.

This aspect of gender-based segregation in Saudi Arabia was discussed in Chapter 1.
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Interviews with the eight female participants, aged 13—15, were conducted using Microsoft
Teams after obtaining their consent as well as that of their parents. The interviews lasted from 20 to
25 minutes, with an average length of 22 minutes. Interview length varied depending on the extent
to which the researcher was able to establish an empathetic relationship with each participant.
According to Corbetta (2003), interviews will “have an extremely individual character and will
differ widely in terms of both the topics discussed and the length of the interview itself” (p. 276).

Recruitment for the qualitative phase was stopped after eight participants because no further
individuals expressed interest in participating following the initial outreach. Despite efforts to
recruit additional participants, this sample size reflects the limited response from the targeted
population, highlighting a limitation of the study. Data collection was intended to continue until
data saturation was achieved, which is the point at which no new data or themes emerge during
interviews, and additional participants do not alter or add to the research findings (Saunders et al.,
2018). However, the decision to proceed with eight participants aligns with a pragmatic
methodology, focusing on the feasibility and depth of data collection rather than a larger sample
size. This approach allowed for in-depth exploration of participants' experiences, consistent with the
study's qualitative design. Nonetheless, the limited number of participants constrains the
generalisability of the findings and should be considered when interpreting the results.

At the beginning of each interview the researcher explained the purpose of the study and the
voluntary nature of participation so that participants understood they could withdraw from the study
at any time without consequence, as well as request that any part of the interview be omitted. There
were no withdrawals requested by participants.

All the interviews were conducted and recorded in Arabic, which is the first language of the
interviewees. The researcher, being fluent in both English and Arabic, listened to the recordings in
Arabic and selected relevant segments for coding and analysis. Subsequently, selected segments of
the interviews were translated into English to facilitate the presentation and interpretation of the

data.
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3.7.1 Data analysis

Statistical methods were employed to analyse data collected from the survey of middle
school Saudi students. The main focus of the quantitative analyses was the construction and testing
of the hypothesised structural model relating wellbeing, depression, anxiety, demographics, and
amount of schoolwork to perceived academic achievement (see Figure 4.4 in chapter 4).

Basic descriptive analysis was performed for various individual demographic groups,
including an examination of latent variables (i.e., mental health and wellbeing in this study), which
are defined by Raykov and Marcoulides (2012) as hypothetical constructs or factors that cannot be

directly measured.

3.7.1.1 Data Cleaning and Preliminary Analysis. In this study, the process of data
cleaning and preliminary analysis is fundamental to ascertain the reliability and validity of the
datasets (Baur et al., 2015). This step was crucial, as it enhanced the overall data quality, mitigated
potential bias, and therefore improved the subsequent data analyses (Baur et al., 2015; Ehrlinger &
Wa8, 2022). The methodologies employed in this study encompassed: managing missing data
(Dong & Peng, 2013), examination of data distribution (Field, 2018), performing a Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) of scale scores (Kline, 2016), calculating mental health and wellbeing
scores (Keyes, 2009), measuring Socioeconomic Status (SES), checking for potential clustering
(Moineddin et al., 2007), and conducting the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) tests (Field, 2018)
and a Multinomial Logistic Regression (MNLR). Each of these aspects are discussed in detail in

the following subsections.

3.7.1.1.1 Missing Data. To understand the incidence of missing data and investigate
possible reasons for it, missing data values were coded for all variables. In this study, the code
“77” indicated that a question was not applicable to the respondent, while the code “99” was used
when a question was not answered due to non-response or refusal. The initial participant pool
consisted of 497 cases, and cases were excluded in listwise fashion in the following sequence:

those without parental consent (19 cases), those with high scores on social desirability (23 cases),

87



and those with more than 50% missing data on any of the major constructs (MHC-SF and DASS-
21 scales, and demographic variables) (53 cases). A 50% threshold was adopted as a conservative
measure to balance data sufficiency, potential bias reduction, and analysis validity. This threshold
was chosen based on past research findings and practical considerations (Dong & Peng, 2013),

further detailed in Appendix D. Upon final exclusion, 401 cases were available for analysis. Table

3.6 summarises the sequence of case inclusion and exclusion.

Table 3.6

Case Inclusion and Exclusion
Case stage Initial deletion Second deletion Final deletion
Total cases 497 478 455
Cases removed (listwise deletion)
No consent 19 N/A N/A
Max. Social desirability N/A 23 N/A
50%+ missing data (DASS-21) N/A N/A 4 cases (1.1%)
50%+ missing data (MHC-SF) 9 cases (2.4%)
50%+ missing data (Demographic) 41 cases (12.2%)
Remaining cases 478 455 401

Individual cases were excluded through listwise deletion (Chen & Astebro, 2003; Peugh &
Enders, 2004), maintaining as much of the original participant pool as possible within each scale
and demographic variable. While listwise deletion is widely criticised as “one of the worst
available” (Hayes et al., 2008, p. 351), methods for analytic purposes this approach was used due to
its simplicity and for pragmatic reasons. For example, cases for which consent was not indicated,
ethical requirements dictated their removal. Further, for cases with high proportions (more than
50%) of missing responses, the judgment was made that they should be deleted because the
substantial proportion of missing data would likely compromise the validity and reliability of the
subsequent analysis and potentially introduce bias (Madley-Dowd et al., 2019). This process left
some cases with missing observations (less than 50%) and these were managed through the use of
the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) option in analyses conducted using Mplus
(Muthén & Muthén, 2009). FIML ensures unbiased parameter estimates and is as effective as

Multiple Imputation methods under the conditions of missing completely at random (MCAR),
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which was the situation that was encountered in this study (Dong & Peng, 2013; Zhang & Savalei,

2018).

It is acknowledged that missing data, which amounted to a significant portion (20%) of the
total data, could impact the generalisability and statistical power of the analyses performed.
However, to diagnose the nature of missing data for the 401 cases left in the final analysis, Little’s
(1988) MCAR was performed. The results showed that the missing observations were missing at
random for all variable data, where missing instances are independent of both observable variables
and unobservable parameters of interest (Kang, 2013), allowing their use in subsequent analyses. In
such a scenario, listwise deletion can offer unbiased estimates, albeit at the peril of reduced
statistical power (Kang, 2013). Enders (2010) Juhola and Laurikkala (2013) asserted that missing
data rates of less than 20% insignificantly affect the results, and thus, this study’s missing data rate

of 19.3% was deemed acceptable.

3.7.1.1.2 Data Distribution. Normality tests and identification of outliers were also
conducted during the preliminary analysis. No outliers were found in the data, and therefore, as

argued by Aguinis et al. (2013), no data points were excluded from the final analysis.

As recommended by Wulandari et al. (2021), normality of data was assessed through
descriptive statistics including mean, median, mode, skewness, and kurtosis values using Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Graphical evaluation using histograms, box plots, and
normal probability plots was also conducted to determine normality. These statistics provide
valuable insights into the central tendency, symmetry, and shape of the data distribution, which
aided in determining its adherence to a normal distribution (Field, 2013). Data were also checked
for normality using Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) tests and skewness statistics as well as graphically
using frequency graphs and normal probability plots (Elhan et al., 2006; Field, 2018). The results of
the Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p <.05) showed that the distributions of these variables were not consistent

with the assumption of normality (Field, 2013 pp. 179-181).
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While non-normality of predictors is not a concern in regression models, including SEM, the
issue arises when they are dependent variables (Li et al., 2012). In this study, the dependent
variable, perceived academic achievement, exhibited a non-normal distribution. It is crucial, to
consider the context of non-normal distribution in further interpretation and statistical procedures.
In order to handle the non-normality of the data, MLR (Robust Maximum Likelihood) estimation
method was used in all Mplus analyses. This estimation method includes robust algorithms

specifically designed to appropriately handle skewed data (Muthén & Muthén, 2009).

3.7.1.1.3 CFA of Scale Scores. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) procedures were used to
test scale coherence and to calibrate the scales used to measure wellbeing, through the MHC-SF,
and mental health (depression and anxiety) through the DASS-21 questionnaire. Latent variable
scores were calculated using factor score coefficients derived from the CFA using the method
described by Holmes-Smith and Rowe (1994) after model trimming (Kline, 2016). These are

reported in Appendix D.

The objective of CFA is to test whether a hypothesised measurement model fits the data
(Brown, 2015a; Goretzko et al., 2023). During the CFA, a small number of items were removed that
did not make substantial contributions to their conceptualised factors either because they had high
cross loadings, had low loadings on the intended factor, or showed highly correlated errors. Items
were dropped where they had a loading of less than 0.5 or where their loadings were greater than
0.5 on two or more factors (Hair et al., 2010). A cut-off point of 0.5 or greater was selected in this
study because this threshold value was deemed crucial to ensure practical significance for sample
sizes of 150 and above prior to conducting confirmatory factor analysis (Hair et al., 2010; Ledesma
& Valero-Mora, 2007). Adjustments, including removing poorly performing items with high cross-
loadings, low factor loadings, or highly correlated errors, as well as correlating items that suggested
the presence of a sub-factor, were made to ensure an adequate model fit (Kline, 2016). These

modifications were necessary as the concepts may not have been salient to KSA adolescents.
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For example, the item “that you had warm and trusting relationships with others” within the
psychological wellbeing (PWB) factor of the MHC-SF (Keyes, 2006) is one instance where item
modification was found to be necessary and this item was subsequently dropped. This item might be
difficult for some participants to assess given that young people are still in the process of
developing their own identity and interpersonal relationships (Rotenberg, 2019). Consequently, they
may not have given much thought to their trust in relationships, making the concept difficult to
assess.

The final scales used in structural equation modelling (SEM) were based on the refined
scales. During this refinement process, two items were dropped from the DASS-21: one from the
depression factor “I found it difficult to work up the initiative to do things”, and another from the
anxiety factor “I felt I was close to panic”. In the case of the MHC-SF scale, five items were
removed, consisting of two items from the SWB factor: “That our society is a good place, or is
becoming a better place, for all people” and “That people are basically good.”, two from the PWB
factor: “That you had warm and trusting relationships with others” and “That you liked most parts
of your personality.”, and the item, “Satisfied with life,” was dropped from the EWB factor. For a
comprehensive understanding of the refinement process, a detailed discussion is available in the

data preparation section in Appendix D.

Having well-fitting measurement models are essential as they directly influence the study’s
validity, reliability, and the accuracy of the hypothesised relationships examined in the SEM (Kline,
2016). They also improve the interpretation of results, enhance predictive accuracy, and eliminate
the possibility of misleading conclusions. Therefore, the quality of inferences from the SEM model

is fundamentally tied to these measurement models.

3.7.1.1.4 Mental Health and Wellbeing Scores and Categories. An overall student
wellbeing score (a latent variable comprised of 9 items from the MHC-SF questionnaire) was
calculated using the saved factor score coefficients derived from the MHC-SF measurement

model, as shown in Appendix D, CFA section. The MHC-SF items were selected based on their
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demonstrated reliability and validity in measurement, which provides a comprehensive evaluation
of students’ wellbeing (Keyes, 2009; Williams & Smith, 2018). The resulting factor score
coefficients were used in the calculation of the overall student’s wellbeing score. These
coefficients were summed, and each coefficient was then divided by the total sum to ensure scores
remained on the original scale. This approach aligns with established practices (Keyes, 2009;

Williams & Smith, 2018), allowing for an accurate calculation of the student’s wellbeing score.

Subsequently, this overall wellbeing score was used to determine whether a student was
flourishing, languishing, or had moderate mental health. Languishing was categorised as “never” or
“once or twice,” moderate mental health was categorised as “about once a week” and “two to three
times per week,” and flourishing was categorised as “almost every day” and “every day,” according
to the respective scale. The classification of student wellbeing into three categories (languishing,
moderate mental health, or flourishing) is consistent with the developer of the MHC-SF
questionnaire, according to Keyes (2009). These three categories were used in subsequent analyses

to classify students’ wellbeing.

The stress factor was removed after CFA due to poor fit with the current adolescent sample
and overlaps with anxiety and depression symptoms (Jovanovic et al., 2021; Shaw et al., 2017).
Other researchers studying adolescents have also found a two-factor model (depression and anxiety)
to provide a better fit than a three-factor model (DASS-21) (Shaw et al., 2017). This is due to the
overlapping symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression in adolescents, making it difficult to
distinctively measure stress using the DASS-21 questionnaire (Jovanovic et al., 2021; Shaw et al.,
2017). Additionally, the current research focus was on depression and anxiety, further justifying the
exclusion of the stress scale. Hence, only depression and anxiety factors were used to calculate the
overall student mental health score. For further details on the additional investigations and decisions

made regarding mental health variables, refer to Appendix D.
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A second order factor model (depression and anxiety factors) was estimated to calculate an
overall student mental health score, while the depression and anxiety factors were also estimated
separately (see Appendix D, CFA section). The resulting predicted metric scores, measured in the
natural metric of the assessment instrument, were then converted to z-scores. The conversion to z-
scores was necessary because items were removed from the original scales during the refinement
process, as shown in detail in Appendix D, CFA section. Relying on raw scores or the usual metrics
associated with these questionnaires could lead to potential inaccuracies in interpretation due to
different possible maximum raw scores. Z-scores allow for standardisation of scores across scales
measuring negative factors (Andrade, 2021). For depression for example, a z-score of less than 0.5
was used as a cut-off to indicate a “normal” level of depression, as suggested by Douglas et al.
(2018) and Lovibond and Lovibond (1996). To convert the predicted metric scores into z-scores, a

standard scale with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1.0 was used.

Subsequently, the z-scores were categorised into different levels of severity for depression
and anxiety symptoms as reported by the students, according to the cut-off scores from Lovibond
and Lovibond (1996). The severity for depression ranges from 0-28+ (where 0-9 is normal, 10-13
is mild, 14-20 is moderate, 21-27 is severe, 28+ is extremely severe), and for anxiety from 0-20+
(where 0-7 is normal, 8-9 is mild, 10-14 is moderate, 15-19 is severe, 20+ is extremely severe),

with higher scores indicating an increased level of symptom severity

3.7.1.1.5 Measures of SES. The initial data analysis involved determining a measure of
socioeconomic status (SES). This process included examining the data for SES variables and
assessing multicollinearity among them. A one-factor model was conducted using three key
indicators, mother’s education, father’s education, and houschold income, which resulted in a
saturated model with zero degrees of freedom. To address these constraints, a factor score for SES
was generated from the latent construct in the saturated model, integrating it as an observed
variable in the final Structural Equation Model (SEM). This led to a more parsimonious model for

analysis while retaining essential SES information, as detailed in Appendix D.
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The multicollinearity among the SES variables (mother’s education, father’s education, and
household income) was evaluated using a correlation matrix using SPSS (Lorenzo-Seva &
Ferrando, 2006). The Spearman correlation coefficient was calculated to determine the correlation
between the SES variables, as this method is appropriate for ordinal or non-normally distributed
data (Schober et al., 2018), which is often the case in social science research and is the case here.
The guidelines suggested by Hair et al. (2010) were used to ensure that there was no essential

overlap between the variables, which is defined as a correlation coefficient greater than 0.8.

3.7.1.1.6 Potential Clustering. The interclass correlation coefficient (ICC) was computed in
Mplus to determine the possible clustering in the datasets to explore whether the clustering of
students by school was associated with their responses. The outcome indicated that ICC values for
all variables were less than 0.1, indicating that multilevel modelling was not necessary for this

analysis (Moineddin et al., 2007; Ntani et al., 2021).

3.7.1.1.7 The Analysis of Variance test. A one-way ANOVA test was used to determine
the significance of the association between each student’s academic achievement scores (note: this
is not a “score” in its literal meaning, but a self-rating measure relative to peers) and several
factors, including SES, schoolwork levels, demographic variables such as age, and gender. The use
of one-way ANOVA aimed to identify variables with substantial associations with perceived

academic achievement, providing justification for their inclusion in the final SEM.

As described by Field (2018) and Higgs (2009), the ANOVA test was used to determine if
there was a significant difference in means between groups when there were three or more groups
on independent variables. ANOVA has three assumptions: data normality of the dependent variable,
independence of groups, and homogeneity of variance across groups (Field, 2018). However, it is
worth noting that the assumption of data normality may be challenging to fulfill in the case of self-

rated relative achievement, as it represents a subjective rating rather than a traditional continuous
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variable. Nevertheless, ANOVA still allows for the comparison of means among groups and

assuming independence of groups (Field, 2018).

3.7.1.1.8 Multinomial Logistic Regression (MNLR). A Multinomial Logistic Regression
(MNLR) (results outlined in Appendix D) was performed in SPSS to analyse the outcome variable
of subjective academic achievement and predictor variables, which included wellbeing, mental
health, SES, age, gender, and schoolwork. This analysis was chosen because the outcome variable,
subjective academic achievement, is categorical but has been treated as continuous in the SEM.
The objective was to determine whether treating it as categorical yielded different results,
specifically, whether the predictors reported in the SEM were consistent with those in the MNLR.
The MNLR findings aligned with the observations from the path model presented in Chapter 4,
reinforcing the model’s consistency and reliability. Both MNLR and SEM analyses emphasised
that wellbeing consistently emerged as a significant predictor. This consistency supports the
decision to treat subjective academic achievement as continuous in SEM, reinforcing the model’s

robustness and explanatory capacity.

3.8 Structural Equation Modelling

The Structural Equation Model (SEM) provides robust information about the relationships
between variables, since it takes into account the measurement error of the observed variables being
studied (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2012). Mplus was used to conduct the SEM analysis, as outlined
by Geiser (2012). Mplus, a syntax-based program, was deemed more desirable than AMOS and
SPSS due to its greater flexibility (Narayanan, 2012). Mplus is particularly advantageous for
analysing both categorical and continuous data (Muthén & Muthén, 2010).

To assist in building the SEM model, several factors were tested separately for their
predictive associations with self-perceived academic achievement, including wellbeing, depression,
anxiety, the amount of schoolwork, SES factors (specifically the father’s education, mother’s
education, and household income), and demographic factors, such as gender, and age. Additionally,

SES factors were examined both separately and as a latent variable.
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Path analysis was conducted to test the effect of all these factors on self-perceived academic
achievement. Significant associations were identified, and fit indices were examined. Based on the
results, all the factors were added to the model and SEM with a series of direct and indirect paths
was used to test hypotheses (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2012). SEM was used to examine the middle
school Saudi students’ perceived academic achievement association with wellbeing, mental health
(depression and anxiety), and their demographic information.

The black-coloured paths in the SEM model (see Figure 4.4 in Chapter 4) indicate
significant associations (p < 0.05), while the grey paths indicate non-significance. Despite not being
significant, a non-significant path has been included in the model due to its theoretical interest and
relevance for the study. In the structural part of the model, a line with one arrow (—) represents a
direct association between two variables, with the arrow pointing towards the dependent variable.
These arrows are referred to as beta coefficients, representing associations between the variables. In
contrast, in the measurement part of the model, the arrows represent residuals or error variables.
These residual arrows represent the variance that is not predicted by the independent variables
(Ullman, 2006), as they signify that “nothing is perfectly predicted” (Ullman, 2006, p. 37). This
provides additional information about the relationship between the observed and latent variables.

A series of models were tested for absolute fit, which refers to evaluating the theoretical
model against observed variables (Brown, 2015b; Hox & Bechger, 1998; Kline, 2016).
Traditionally, model fit was assessed using the chi-square (*) statistical test, where a non-
significant value indicates an acceptable fit (Alavi et al., 2020; Kline, 2016). However, this measure
of absolute fit is sensitive to sample size and non-normal data, potentially leading to inaccurate
estimations (Hox & Bechger, 1998). Therefore, fit indices were also used in this research, including
the comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), and standardised root mean square residual (SRMR), which provide a
more holistic view of the goodness of fit. While there is no universally agreed-upon criterion for

acceptable model fit, Brown (2015) proposed that SRMR values close to or below 0.08, RMSEA
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values close to or below 0.06, and CFI and TLI values close to or greater than 0.95 indicate a
reasonably good fit.

The standardised factor loading coefficients greater than 0.60 show strong indicators for the
latent construct (Anderson & Gerbing, 1988). According to Hair et al. (2010) and Awang (2012),
items with loadings less than 0.5 should be removed from the model. Awang (2012) recommended
removing items one-by-one because the removal of one item can change the loading of other items
and the model fit as well.

To test model fit in this research, an algorithm based on the RMSEA approach was applied,
with consideration of the close-fit and poor-fit hypotheses. When RMSEA is less than or equal to
0.05, the close-fit hypothesis is not rejected, and when it is greater than or equal to 0.1, the poor-fit
hypothesis is not rejected (Browne & Cudeck, 1993). Browne and Cudeck (1993) recommended
that RMSEA values between 0.1 and 0.08 indicate mediocre fit, and values below 0.08 indicate
adequate fit, while values greater than or equal to 0.1 should be rejected.

The Hancock and Mueller (2001) coefficient H was used to estimate internal consistency
and scale the scores for the DASS-21 and MHC-SF scales in this study. This coefficient has been
shown to be a better indicator of reliability than Cronbach’s alpha. Unlike alpha, which assumes
equal weighting of all indicators and calculates construct reliability based on their weights
(Brunner & Sii3, 2016), coefficient H takes into account the different factor loadings of the items. It
creates a scale that is optimally weighted, with each item contributing varying amounts of
information to the overall scale score. Consequently, coefficient H yields more accurate estimates
of reliability compared to Cronbach's alpha. Similar to Cronbach's alpha, an H value above 0.70

indicates acceptable factor reliability (Hancock & Mueller, 2001).

Robust maximum likelihood (MLR) and full information maximum likelihood (FIML)
estimations were used in all analyses using Mplus (Muthen & Muthen, 2010). MLR is robust to
skewed data, which is to be expected when measuring wellbeing and depression and anxiety and its

related factors in a non-clinical sample. The MLR estimation method was used, where parameter
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and standard error estimates were corrected for non-normality (Muthén & Muthén, 2009). Further,

the FIML estimation method was employed in Mplus to handle missing data.

3.9 Qualitative Data Analysis

A six-phase thematic analysis approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used to
analyse the data. This six-phase thematic analysis, as described in Chapter 4, consists of (a)
familiarisation with the data through transcription, reading, and re-reading while taking notes; (b)
noting of interesting features and coding in a systematic fashion; (c) grouping the codes into
themes; (d) reviewing the themes for relevance as they related to the initial coding and overall
emerging themes; (e) clearly defining and naming the themes; and (f) finally describing the results.
Once all participant responses were transcribed, they were uploaded into the NVivo 12 software
program. In addition to interview data, open-ended survey answers were also analysed thematically
following the same six-phase approach. The initial data analysis steps involved transcribing the
Arabic audio and translating participants’ responses into English. Relevant information within the
scope of the study was then identified in the transcripts to extract key insights, which were

subsequently categorised according to the framework and emergent theme.

3.10 Rigour of the Qualitative Study

In qualitative research, rigour signifies the meticulous measures applied to affirm the
trustworthiness and credibility of the study’s methods and findings (Amankwaa, 2016; Morse et al.,
2002). The rigour of this study was ensured following a prudent course of strategies that focused on
two integral aspects: inter-rater reliability and the credibility of findings (Korstjens & Moser, 2017).
This section sheds light on these strategies, articulating how each enhances the rigour of the

qualitative investigation.

3.10.1 Inter-rater Reliability

The rigour and credibility of the data analysis process was reinforced through the use of

inter-rater reliability—a key qualitative research concept. This was achieved through an inter-rater
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reliability assessment conducted in collaboration with two Arabic-speaking PhD colleagues
specialising in the education field to ensure the robustness of qualitative data analysis.

Chosen for their proficiency in Arabic and expertise in education, they were essential for
accurately interpreting qualitative data gathered from interviews conducted in Arabic within the
Saudi Arabian context. Their academic background, familiarity with qualitative research methods,
and shared cultural understanding of the study population’s context ensured nuanced interpretation
in qualitative analysis. Their specialisation in education validated their suitability for the inter-rater
reliability assessment process, contributing to the credibility and reliability of the qualitative data
analysis in this study focused on mental health, wellbeing, and student achievement during the
COVID-19 lockdown in KSA.

Inter-rater reliability refers to the extent of agreement between two or more independent
coders when interpreting and coding qualitative data (Gwet, 2014; Tinsley & Weiss, 2000). As Cole
(2023) argued, implementing inter-rater reliability methods can enhance the transparency and
consistency of qualitative case study data analysis by ensuring the development of robust codes and
constructs from raw data. By involving multiple coders, the aim was to minimise potential biases
and subjectivity, thus elevating the dependability of the study’s findings (Burla et al., 2008).

In this process, a randomly selected data segment, a 10-minute transcription from an
interview was shared with the partnered colleagues. These colleagues coded the transcription
independently and compared the results to evaluate the level of agreement between interpretations
Agreement or disagreement on each instance was assigned a score. For instance, a score of 1 was
given when both colleagues concurred with the researcher’s code, whereas disagreement from one
resulted in a score of 2. This scoring process was repeated for the entire transcription, with the
cumulative scores being converted to a percentage of total coding instances. The established goal
was achieving an agreement rate of 75% or higher. Following this method enabled the assessment
of compatibility between coding approaches and further enhanced the rigor and trustworthiness of

the qualitative analysis. While the established goal was to achieve an agreement rate of 75%, the
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actual rate reached was 70%. Although slightly below the targeted threshold, this level of agreement
is still within an acceptable range and is considered sufficient to ensure reliability in qualitative
research (Gwet, 2014). The 70% agreement reflects a substantial level of consistency among coders
and demonstrates a strong alignment in coding practices, thereby contributing to the study’s rigor.
For instance, it was found that themes coded by Coder 2, such as “Stress related to perceived
lack of sufficient learning”, corresponded with those from the researcher’s coding, such as
“Academic achievement: Lack of feedback and motivation”. Similarly, the theme “Wellbeing:
Family assistance”, interpreted by Coder 3, aligned closely with researcher’s theme “Wellbeing:
Family support”. This broader analytical approach allowed for themes identified by Coder 2 and
Coder 3 to be mapped onto the principal categories defined by the primary researcher. This
comprehensive method accounted for the complexity and nuances of human interpretation and
qualitative data coding while ensuring an adequate level of consistency. Ultimately, seven out of ten
primary codes matched across all three coders. Consequently, an agreement rate of 70% was
achieved, thereby reaching the targeted degree of inter-rater reliability (Gwet, 2014). This approach
helped ensure that various perspectives were included and integrated into the analysis, which

enhanced the rigour and trustworthiness of the study.

3.10.2 Credibility

Credibility in qualitative research refers to the extent to which the findings accurately
represent the participants’ experiences and the phenomena being studied (Denscombe, 2017) and
involves establishing the trustworthiness and authenticity of the research findings. To enhance the
credibility of this study, the findings, identified themes and corresponding quotations were shared
with a purposively selected group in KSA, consisting of five middle school students aged 15, 16,
16, 17, and 16 (four females and one male), and three mothers of these students. Although the study
initially faced constraints in directly interviewing male participants due to cultural considerations
(See Section 3.7, Chapter 3), the inclusion of one male student in this feedback group was justified

as part of a strategy to ensure broader representation. This male participant was not directly
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interviewed earlier in the study but was included at this stage to capture feedback from a male
perspective within the same cultural and age context. These individuals, chosen for their direct
experience of the pandemic and from the same cultural context, were given a succinct two-page

summary of the findings and themes via email.

The invitation for participation was distributed through popular WhatsApp groups, used by
parents and teachers of middle school students in KSA for convenient information exchange.
Inclusion in the feedback process was limited to those who expressed interest. They were requested
to provide feedback on the representation accuracy of experiences of middle school students during
the COVID-19 lockdown. This included whether they found the findings authentic and relatable,

and their overall impression of the results.

Participants in this process, consisting of both five middle school students and their mothers,
confirmed their agreement and endorsement of the findings. They were also encouraged to offer any
additional insights and suggest any necessary modifications, which were reported in Chapter 4,
Section 4.8. The use of this approach served to ground the study’s conclusions in the firsthand
experiences of the participants. This approach for checking the credibility of study findings has
augmented the primary themes discovered, grounding the findings in the lived experiences of the
participants. It has thereby reinforced the credibility and trustworthiness of the study, demonstrating
the research’s commitment to accurately representing the experiences of middle school students

during the COVID-19 lockdown and the consequent shift to online learning.

3.11 Scope and Limitations of the Study

The scope of this research was deliberately restricted to the geographic location of Saudi
Arabia and middle schools in Mecca and Taif. A further limitation in scope of the research was the
restriction in the voluntary response sampling of participants who were recruited online for the
study. The participants were all of Saudi Arabia nationality, Arab ethnicity, and Islamic faith

(which involved daily prayers and reading the Quran), and were between the ages of 10—18 years at
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the time of the study. Given that the religious tenets of Islam played a significant role in
participants’ lives and responses to the challenges of the pandemic, this study’s insights may not be
applicable to students of differing religious backgrounds. Furthermore, while both genders were
included in the quantitative phase, only female participants were involved in the qualitative phase of
the study. This lack of male participation restricted the inclusivity of male perspectives during the

interviews, and is therefore a limitation of this study.
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Chapter 4: Quantitative Results

The purpose of this study was to identify the associations between perceived academic
achievement among middle school students and their wellbeing, mental health as indicated by
symptoms of depression and anxiety, demographic backgrounds, socio-economic status (SES), and
amount of schoolwork during the COVID-19 lockdown in KSA. This chapter presents the
quantitative findings emerging from the initial phase of the study, culminating in the development
of a model elucidating relationships amongst the key constructs, as detailed in Section 4.3 (SEM
result). Those results are depicted in Figure 4.4. The following chapter (Chapter 5) presents an
analysis of responses from open-ended survey questions and participant interviews. This part of the

study sought to provide interpretations and explanations for the observed quantitative results.

4.1 Study Participants

In total, 497 middle school Saudi students provided information for the quantitative portion
of this study. Following data checking and cleaning, as discussed in both Chapter 3 and Appendix
D, 96 cases (19.3%) were discarded due to lacking parental consent, exhibiting social desirability
bias, or having more than 50% missing responses in the scales and demographic data. Thus, the
number of students who participated and were included in the quantitative phase of the study was
401.

As shown in Table 4.1, just over half of the participants were from Mecca city, while
slightly under half were from Taif city, with 66 (16.5%) failing to report their city of residence. The
gender composition of the sample was well-balanced with the percentage of females (50.3%) only
slightly more than males (48.6%) but were not significantly different (x*(1) = 0.10, p=0.752,
missing = 4)!. The average age of participants was approximately 15 years (mean =14.70, SD =

1.52), with ages ranging from 10 to 18 years. Most students (80.2%, n = 288) were aged between 13

! Independence of Observations: Each participant’s gender was considered independently of others, ensuring that the observations were not related.

Expected Frequency: The expected frequency for each category was greater than 5, meeting the chi-square test assumption that each cell should have
an expected frequency of at least 5. This was verified by the sample size and distribution, as both categories (male and female) had sufficient counts.
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and 15 years, which is consistent with the typical ages of students in Saudi middle schools at
between 13 to 16 years (OECD, 2020a). In 2019, there were 784,360 male and 751,519 female
students enrolled at middle schools in Saudi Arabia (Statista, 2020), which is fairly consistent with
the national gender proportions in this age group of 51% male and 49% female (Statista, 2020). The
sample of middle school students participating in this research therefore represented an
appropriately proportional cross-section of the population of Saudi middle-school students in terms

of gender and age.

Relevant information regarding the SES of the participants’ families in the study is shown in
Table 4.1. Overall, the participants’ parents were reported as being well-educated, as nearly half
were reported as having bachelor’s degrees, while only a small percentage—2.5% of fathers and 6%
of mothers—were reported as having no formal education (see Appendix D). An OECD (2019)
report showed that 57% of Saudi adults aged 25—64 had upper secondary education, indicating a
notably higher level of education attainment in the broader adult population compared to the
participants’ parents in this stud, as 41.7% of fathers and 25.6% of mothers in this study were
reported as having education levels below upper secondary. Further, only 24% achieved tertiary
education, which is significantly lower than the tertiary education levels observed in this study,
where 59.3% of fathers and 48.6% of mothers were reported by participating students as having
attained tertiary education. This comparison with national averages rather than regional averages is
made to provide a broader context of the educational background of the participants’ families
relative to the general population. National averages offer a comprehensive benchmark for
understanding how the sample’s socioeconomic status fits into the larger national context,
especially when regional data may not be as readily available or might not fully represent the
diverse educational backgrounds across the country. Therefore, the students in the study sample

came from households with highly educated parents.

Due to the small percentage in the “No formal education” (2.5% of fathers and 6% of

mothers) and “Primary or intermediate school education” (6.9% of fathers and 18.4% of mothers)
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categories (see Appendix D), the researcher merged the two categories into a single “Primary or

intermediate school or lower” category in subsequent statistical analyses (see Table 4.1).

Approximately one quarter of respondents (23.9%, n = 96) reported that their household
income was 20,000 riyals or more, as indicated in Table 4.1, which is well above the 2018 average
household income in Saudi Arabia of approximately 14,000 riyals a month (Holtmeier, 2020). Only
a small percentage (2.2%) specified that their income was under 2,000 riyals, as shown in Appendix
D, which suggests that low-income households were under represented in this study. Due to this
low incidence, the two categories of “Less than 2,000 riyals” and “Less than 5,000 riyals” were
merged into one category: “5,000 riyals or less.” This data led the researcher to create four
categories of income for further statistical analysis (see Table 4.1). Slightly less than one quarter,
21.9% of the total participants, had missing data on household income in the study, which could be
a reflection of the students’ uncertainty or reluctance to indicate an income amount because they

“do-not-know” what to enter (De Leeuw, 2001; Mirzaei et al., 2022, p. 148).
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Table 4.1

Demographic Characteristics of Saudi Middle School Student Study Participants

Category Frequency Percentage Valid percentage
Location
Mecca 174 43.4 51.9
Taif 161 40.1 48.1
Total valid 335 83.5 100.0
Missing 66 16.5
Gender
Male 177 441 48.6
Female 183 45.6 50.3
Prefer not to say 4 1.0 1.1
Total valid 364 90.8 100.0
Missing 37 9.2
Age

10 1 0.2 0.3
11 3 0.7 0.8
12 2 0.5 0.6
13 65 16.2 18.1
14 107 26.7 29.8
15 116 28.9 323
16 18 4.5 5.0
17 7 1.7 1.9
18 40 10.0 11.1
Total valid 359 89.5 100.0
Missing 42 10.5

Mother’s education
Primary or intermediate or less 89 22.2 24.5
High school graduate 80 20.2 22.0
Bachelor degree 165 41.1 453
Master or Doctoral degree 30 7.5 8.2
Total valid 369 90.8 100.0
Missing 37 9.2

Father’s education
Less than high school completion 34 8.5 9.3
High school graduate 93 22.9 253
Bachelor degree 137 43.1 47.5
Master or Doctoral degree 65 16.2 17.9
Total valid 364 90.8 100.0
Missing 37 9.2

Household income
5000 Riyals or less 34 8.5 10.9
5,000-10,000 Riyals 70 17.5 22.4
10,000-15,000 Riyals 113 28.2 36.1
15,000 Riyals or greater 96 239 30.7
Total valid 313 78.1 100.0
Missing 88 21.9

4.2 Household Composition
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The analysis of family composition variables, which included siblings, parents, and
extended family member details, showed a significant lack of responses. While 84% (n=341)
reported having their father in the family, 96.5% (n=387) withheld information about their mother’s
presence in the family. Similarly, details about grandparents were not provided by 93.5% (n=375),
although a majority, 86% (n = 345), affirmed the presence of uncles or aunts. Considering the
significant amount of missing data and the risk of introducing bias, it was determined that these
variables should not figure in subsequent statistical analyses. Refer to Appendix D for additional

details.

Regarding family structure, 13.9% (n=56) of participants refrained from responding.
Likewise, 31.9% (n=128) and 38.9% (n=156) did not offer information about brothers and sisters,
respectively, (see Appendix D, Table F.9). A small percentage (10.3%) of participants reported
having 7-11 siblings. Considering this, family size was classified into three categories: three or

fewer siblings (42.2%), four to five siblings (33.8%), and six or more siblings (24%).

4.3 Perception of Academic Achievement

Students’ perceptions of their relative academic achievement (see Table 4.2) suggested that
most participants (88.8%) perceived their academic achievement during lockdown to be better or
equivalent to that of their peers. This imbalance of perception indicates a potential bias with well
over half of participants tending to perceive themselves as performing on par or superior to their
peers. Participants perceiving their academic achievement to be lesser than their peers were not well
represented in the sample. How participants perceived their academic achievement during the
lockdown in relation to their peers is explored further in the qualitative results discussed in the

second part of this chapter.
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Table 4.2

Perceived Academic Achievement During the Lockdown

Academic Achievement Frequency Percentage Valid percentage
Much better than others 113 28.2 30.9

A bit better 107 26.7 29.2

About the same 105 26.2 28.7

A bit worse 33 8.2 9.0

Much worse 8 2.0 2.2

Total valid 366 91.3 100

Total 401 100.0

Note. Missing = 35 (8.7%)

4.4 Wellbeing

As shown in Table 4.3, the MHC-SF scale analysis suggested that a substantial portion of
the sample were classified as flourishing, because they reported feeling a sense of wellbeing
“almost every day” or “every day.” However, not all the students in the sample flourished or were
classified as moderately mentally healthy during the lockdown. The study found that a smaller
number of students were considered to have been languishing, since they reported experiencing a

sense of wellbeing “never” or “once or twice” while in lockdown, as shown in Table 4.3.

Table 4.3

Participants’ Experience of Wellbeing Using MHC-SF Composite Measure

Wellbeing Frequency Percentage
Flourishing 158 41.2
Moderate mental health 184 48.0
Languishing 41 10.7
Total 383 100

Note. Missing =18, 4.4%

4.5 Mental Health

As shown in Table 4.4 and Table 4.5, DASS-21 scale analysis indicated that over three-
quarters of students showed no signs of depression or anxiety, suggesting that these students were in

the normal group. A smaller group of students reported moderate levels of depression and anxiety.
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Further still, a minor portion of students reported severe or extremely severe levels of depression

and anxiety.

Table 4.4

Distribution of Respondents by Severity of Depression
Depression Frequency Percentage
Normal 312 77.81
Mild 21 5.24
Moderate 37 9.23
Severe 29 7.23
Extremely severe 2 0.50
Total 401 100

Table 4.5

Distribution of Respondents by Severity of Anxiety
Anxiety Frequency Percentage
Normal 311 77.56
Mild 35 8.73
Moderate 30 7.48
Severe 17 4.24
Extremely severe 8 2.00
Total 401 100

Table 4.6 presents the overall mental latent health scores, encompassing depression and

anxiety, as measured by the DASS-21 questionnaire. This data summarises and underscores the

patterns observed in Tables 4.4 and 4.5, which show that most participants experienced no signs of

mental health issues and only a small portion reported having severe mental health problems (see

Table 4.6).

Table 4.6

Distribution of Severity Levels of Mental Health Issues (Composite Anxiety and Depression) in the

Sample

Mental health Frequency Percentage
Normal 309 77.06

Mild 28 6.98
Moderate 35 8.73

Severe 27 6.73
Extremely severe 2 0.50

Total 401 100
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4.6 Activities During Lockdown

Figure 4.1 depicts students’ engagement in various activities during the lockdown period. As
would be expected, surfing the internet, online gaming, and using social media increased, while
time spent doing schoolwork (64.5%, n = 253) and exercising decreased. Interestingly, students
communicated online with friends (77.2%, n = 249) and played offline games (67.7%, n = 266) to

the same extent or more often than they did before the lockdown.

Figure 4.1

Participants’ Reported Activities During Lockdown

OLess than before the lockdown B The same B More than before the lockdown
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School work 14.03%
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4.7 Summary

Descriptive statistics from this sample suggest that most middle school participants in this
study (88.8%) perceived their academic achievement during lockdown to be better than or
equivalent to the academic achievement of their peers. Participants indicated that their academic
and other activities substantially changed after the lockdown began, during which they engaged

with schoolwork in the home environment less frequently than before in classroom learning but
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spent more time on social media and gaming. A significant portion of the sample (41.25%)
experienced flourishing levels of subjective emotional and psychological wellbeing while only a
small proportion of the sample (10.70%) were considered to be languishing. Regarding mental
health, most participants in the study (77.1%, n = 309) reported no significant depression or anxiety
symptoms during the lockdown. A smaller group (15.7%) experienced mild to moderate levels of
depression and anxiety, indicating some degree of mental health duress during the lockdown. Only
a small number (7.2%, n = 29) reported experiencing severe to extreme depression and anxiety

during the lockdown.

4.8 Hypothesised Model and Model Refinement

In this section, the hypothesised model and model refinement are detailed to provide insights
into the Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) used in Mplus to examine the factors associated with

students’ perceived academic achievement.

4.8.1 DASS-21 and MHC-SF Factor Structure
The structural validity of the DASS-21 and MHC-SDF scales was assessed using CFA (see

Figures 4.2 (a) and (b)). The CFA of the initial model, encompassing all indicators alongside
depression, anxiety, and wellbeing latent predictor variables, revealed poor fit (y2 (76) = 193.67, p
<0.001, RMSEA =0.062, CFI =0.93, TLI = 0.92, SRMR =0.055) for DASS-21, and (2 (74) = 263.76, p
<0.001, RMSEA =0.082, CFI1=0.91, TLI = 0.89, SRMR =0.046) for wellbeing, which was not
satisfactory (Further details are available in Appendix D). The analysis identified various indicators
with multiple factor cross-loadings, low loadings on intended factors, or highly correlated errors.
Removing these items significantly enhanced the model fit, importantly increasing the model’s

reliability for precise insights from the SEM analysis (see Appendix D for details).

In the process of achieving a reliable and valid measure, some items were excluded from the
models. On DASS-21, for example the items: “I found it difficult to work up the initiative to do

things” and “I felt I was close to panic” were excluded. For the MHC-SF, the excluded items were:
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“That our society is a good place, or is becoming a better place, for all people”, “That people are
basically good”, “That you had warm and trusting relationships with others”, “That you liked most
parts of your personality”, and “Satisfied with life”. Their exclusion was due to high cross loadings,
low loadings on the intended factor, or highly correlated errors (see Appendix D for detailed item

removal process).

Consequently, significant enhancement of the model fit was achieved, resulting in improved
precision for insights from the SEM analysis. The results of the final CFA comprising of models of
the Depression Anxiety Scale (DASS-21) and the Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF)
predictor variables with standardised factor loadings are shown in Figures 4.2 (a) and (b). The
results showed that all tested factors were reliable with Coefficient H values that ranged between
0.74 (Social Wellbeing) and 0.90 (Psychological Wellbeing) on MHC-SF. On the DASS-21, the
reliability for Anxiety was 0.86 and for Depression it was 0.89. All factors had good model fit
indices.

The DASS-21 and MHC-SF models, as depicted in Figures 4.2 (a) and (b), were a well-
fitting model, although it did not pass the chi-square test (p < 0.05) (see Section 3.8, Chapter 3).
This may be attributed not solely to the large sample size (n=401) (Hox & Bechger, 1998), but also,
as suggested by Klein (2016), the model may not be considered the best model due to indicators not
making substantial contributions to their conceptualised factors. This is evidenced by the exclusion
of certain items, as outlined above in this section, from the instruments due to poor fit, signalling a
need for refinement to better cater to younger cohorts (see Chapter 6, Limitation, and Further

research sections).

All models had RMSEA values that were less than 0.05, which suggested they were well
fitting models; all had a lower RMSEA 90 C.I. equal to 0.000. This indicated that the “close-fit”
hypothesis was not rejected for any of them; and all had an upper RMSEA 90 C.I. that was less than
0.10. This indicated that the “poor-fit” hypothesis could be rejected for all of them. For all models,

the probability that RMSEA was less than or equal to 0.05 was greater than 90%. The findings
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provided good evidence that these measurement models were reliable measures of the wellbeing
and DASS-21 constructs. Consequently, these indices suggest a close match between the observed
and the predicted models. These satisfactorily fitting models of the DASS-21 and MHC-SF were
then added to the larger measurement model that tested the hypotheses. All the factor loadings were

greater than a cut-off point of 0.5 (Hair et al., 2010).

Figure 4.2
DASS21- and Wellbeing Predictors: CFA Models

(a) Standardised Estimates for the Final DASS-21 Factor Model (12 Items, 2 Factors)
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(b) Standardised Estimates for the Final Wellbeing Factor Model (9 Items, 3 Factors)
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4.8.2 Predictors of Perceived Academic Achievement

The capacity of each factor for predicting perceived academic achievement was tested
separately. Specifically, the individual associations between the variables were examined using path
analysis and the model’s fit to the data was assessed. Only the most significant associations were
included in the final model.

Including only the most significant variables in the final SEM model leads to a more
efficient model, as stated by Kline (2016), which reduces the risk of overfitting and minimises
unnecessary complexity. Focusing on the most significant variables also increases the
interpretability of the model by highlighting the most important factors related to the dependent
variable. Therefore, self-perceived academic achievement in each of the models was measured
using the indicators shown in Figures 4.3 (a) — (d). The path analysis results demonstrated that age,
gender, the amount of schoolwork and SES exhibited significant associations with perceived

academic achievement (see Figure 4.3 (a)-(c)).
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Factor scores for SES were generated (see Section 1.6.1 in Appendix D for details) and SES
was subsequently integrated as an observed variable into the final SEM model (as shown in Figure
4.4). This emphasises, as others have found (Chen & Weikart, 2008; Erdem & Kaya, 2021) the
theoretical significance of SES as a predictor of subjective academic achievement.

Further, depression and anxiety (latent) grouped as a second-order measure of mental health,
and wellbeing factors were identified as significant predictors of perceived academic achievement,
supported by good fit indices and with Coefficient H values that indicated they were very reliable
measures,-as shown in Figure 4.3 (d) and (e). As illustrated in Figure 4.3 (d) and (e), regression
models of wellbeing and depression and anxiety had RMSEA values less than 0.05, suggesting that
they were well-fitting models. All models had lower RMESA 90 C.I. less than 0.1, indicating that
the “close-fit” hypothesis for these models was not rejected. Similarly, higher RMSEA 90 C.I. was
less than 0.1. This implies that the “poor-fit” hypothesis could be rejected for all these tested
models. The probability that RMSEA was less than or equal to 0.05 was greater than 50%. These
findings suggest that wellbeing and depression and anxiety factors were significantly associated

with self-perceived academic achievement.

As discussed above (Section 4.2.1 of this chapter), the final models for wellbeing and
depression and anxiety were re-specified prior to conducting the SEM (For further elaboration on
the process see Appendix D). As shown in Figure 4.3 (a) to (e), the latent variable of wellbeing was
found to be the strongest predictor of perceived academic achievement, suggesting it accounted for
much of the variance in the models of perceived academic achievement. Still, it only explained 13%
of the variance.

The latent variable of depression and anxiety was the next strongest predictor, accounting
for just 7.6% of the variance in perceived academic achievement. While weaker than these factors,
demographics were still a significant predictor of perceived academic achievement, as illustrated in
Figure 4.3 (a), which explained 5.8% of the variance. These R-square values and standardised

coefficients (see Figure 4.3 (a) to (e)) were overall low, suggesting the presence of other factors
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beyond those captured in the final SEM model that may be associated with perceived academic
achievement outcomes.

The subsequent qualitative analysis identified additional factors, such as self-regulation
behaviors among students, which were not measured in the quantitative analysis but could
potentially impact academic success, as supported in studies by Tee et al. (2021) and Biwer et al.
(2021) (see Section 5.2.5.2, qualitative study).

Careful consideration of data constraints and a holistic approach are essential for exploring
these varied factors and achieving a comprehensive understanding of academic achievement within
the studied population. Furthermore, as shown in Figure 4.3 (d) and (e), the regression models did

not pass the chi-square test (p < 0.05) (see Section 3.8, Chapter 3 for details).

Figure 4.3

Predictors of Perceived Academic Achievement

(a) Demographic Factors with Perceived Academic Achievement
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(d) Wellbeing with Perceived Academic Achievement
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(e) Depression and Anxiety with Perceived Academic Achievement
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While the second-order measure of mental health, age, and schoolwork variables showed a
significant association with academic achievement when assessed individually via path analysis
(bivariate, as depicted in Figure 4.3), their significance did not hold when their effects were
analysed together in the context of other variables (multivariate, as in the SEM model shown in the
subsequent section in Figure 4.4). This phenomenon is not uncommon in quantitative research and
is often due to the complex, multifactorial influences on the outcome being studied as corroborated
by Lutz and Eckert (1994) and Shifrer et al. (2011). The p-values for the estimated parameters are
detailed in Table F.18 in Appendix D.

As described in Appendix D, the findings from the Multinomial Logistic Regression
(MNLR) analysis aligned with the observations from the path model (presented in the following
section) as the predictors identified in the SEM analysis remained significant in the MNLR context,
reinforcing the robustness of the SEM model. This supports the choice to treat “perceived academic
achievement” as an interval variable in SEM.

Based on the outcomes of the data preparation and model refinement process, the final SEM
model, with its satisfactory fit indices and statistical reliability, was employed to address the
research questions proposed in this study. The subsequent section presents the comprehensive

results and interpretations of the final SEM analyses.

4.9 SEM of Factors Associated with Perceived Academic Achievement

The hypothesis that wellbeing, depression and anxiety, demographic factors, SES, and the
amount of schoolwork all contributed to perceived academic achievement was tested using SEM.
The SEM analysis revealed that the direct effects of depression and anxiety, the frequency of
schoolwork involvement, and age on perceived academic achievement were not significant,
whereas the students’ subjective wellbeing, gender and SES positively correlated with their

perceptions of academic achievement.
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Figure 4.4

SEM Model: Factors Associated with Academic Achievement During Lockdown
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Note. The black-coloured paths in Figure 4.4 indicate significant associations (p < 0.05), while non significance is

indicated by the grey paths.

As show in Figures 4.4, the fit indices suggested that it was a well-fitting model; however, it

did not pass the model chi-square test. Further, the slightly suboptimal CFI and TLI values, which
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were below the recommended threshold of 0.95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999), can be attributed to the
model’s complex nature and larger structure (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Hair et al., 2010). When
dealing with a large number of variables in a model can make achieving a good fit more
challenging, as noted by Klein (2016), underscoring the need for more parsimonious models. The
final model, comprising 26 observed variables with a sample size of 401, was deemed to provide an
acceptable fit considering the model complexity. Despite falling short of the “excellent fit” mark,

the CFI and TLI values were above 0.9—deemed indicative of a good model fit (Klein, 2016).

A significant and positive effect of subjective wellbeing on students’ relative subjective
academic achievement was found (5 = 0.26, p = 0.001), indicating that wellbeing was associated
with better self-perception of academic achievement. This implies that students with higher levels
of subjective wellbeing tended to rate themselves as achieving better than their peers. In contrast,
and not as expected, the depression and anxiety factor did not have a significant predictive effect on
self-perceived academic achievement. Also contrary to expectations, the frequency of schoolwork
involvement was not a significant predictor of perceived academic achievement. Regardless of
whether students reported doing more, less, or the same amount of schoolwork, students’ perceived

academic achievement remained consistent.

Across social demographic variables, gender was a significant factor associated with
students’ self-rated academic achievement (f =-0.11, p = 0.018). Female students generally showed
more positive perceptions of their academic achievement, rating themselves higher than their peers,
whereas males rated themselves as achieving lower than their peers. Therefore, female gender was
associated with higher levels of self-rated academic performance during lockdown. Regardless of
gender, age had no significant association with self-perceived academic achievement (5 = 0.10, p =
0.059).

The students’ SES was significantly and positively associated with self-perceived academic
achievement (f = 0.12, p = 0.011), indicating that higher SES (i.e., top quartile) was associated with

students rating their academic achievement higher relative to their peers. The strongest predictor of

120



self-perceived academic achievement were high SES (i.e., top quartile), positive wellbeing (higher

than the mean), and being female rather than male.

4.9.1 Conclusion

The results of the study supported the hypotheses that wellbeing, gender, and SES would
significantly predict self-perceived academic achievement in Saudi middle school students. In
contrast, depression and anxiety, the amount of schoolwork, and age, which were expected to play a
role, did not show significant associations with the students’ self-perception of academic
achievement during lockdown.

The following chapter (Chapter 5) discusses the qualitative results, to shed light on some of
the unexpected findings, while exploring the thoughts, feelings, and learning experiences during the

lockdown period.
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Chapter 5: Qualitative Results

This section reports the qualitative findings of this study from both the open-ended
questionnaire items and the semi-structured interviews. Three prominent theories, self-
determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), community of inquiry theory (Garrison et al., 2001),
and social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986), which make up the theoretical framework that
structured this study, provide an explanatory perspective for the insights derived from the data

analysis.

5.1 Open-Ended Question Results
Of the 401 female and male participants who completed the quantitative survey, 389 (97%)
participants responded to the two qualitative open-ended questions. The responses to the open-

ended questions focused on the best and worst experiences of being in lockdown.

The student responses were categorised into two main groups: “benefits” and
“disadvantages” (see Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.3 respectively). The thematic analysis of the responses
identified three themes related to benefits, namely 1) family gatherings, 2) religious growth, and 3)
personal development. In addition, as shown in Figure 5.1, eight subthemes were associated with
these, which were 1) religious connection, 2) quality family time, 3) activities during family
gathering, 4) religious observance, 5) enhanced spiritual connection, 6) increased time for religious

practice, 7) skill acquisition, and 8) personal growth.

Three main themes were identified regarding the disadvantages, namely 1) sedentary
lifestyle, 2) mental health, and 3) new ways of learning. As shown in Figure 5.3, these themes were
associated with ten subthemes: 1) reduced physical activity, 2) lack of outdoor activities, 3)
depression, 4) fear, 5) loneliness, 6) sadness, 7) stress, 8) difficulty understanding, 9) noisy

environment, and 10) reduced engagement.
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These results demonstrate that although closure of schools and lockdown restrictions during
the pandemic resulted in some difficulties and challenges for the students, participants also
identified several benefits arising from the unusual circumstances. Participant quotes are annotated
with their ages and a prefix, ‘F’ or ‘M’, to denote their gender; ‘F’ indicates a female participant
and ‘M’ denotes a male participant, each given along with their ages. After the gender marker, the
number serves as a unique identifier for each participant. Following the identifier, the age of the
participant is provided. For instance, in the annotation ‘F (012), 14°, ‘F’ indicates the participant is

female, ‘012’ is the unique identifier, and ‘14’ is the participant’s age.

5.1.1 Benefits of Being in Lockdown

Figure 5.1 shows the themes and subthemes derived from positive responses to the first
open-ended item in the questionnaire: “Please tell us what for you has been the best part about

being in lockdown.”

Figure 5.1
Benefits of being in Lockdown
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5.1.1.1 Family Gatherings. During the lockdown period, participants indicated that family

bonding became stronger than before the pandemic because families shared more time together in

the home and experienced more quality interactions. According to a considerable number of the

participants, religion played a fundamental role in enhancing spiritual connections and

relationships among family members. Comments that were common among participants included:
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We learned a lot of Islamic teachings, which made me feel closer to my parents. (M

(011), 18)

1 got closer to my family, I liked the Eid [an Islamic festival] experience this year

in our house as it was more intimate and inviting. (F (012), 14)

Got closer to my parents than before lockdown by group prayer at home. (M (259),

13)

In addition, the shared celebration of religious activities in the home, rather than
congregational worship in the Mosque, was reported by students to have reinforced family
relationships and improved their personal growth and development. This beneficial aspect of family
worship may have greater significance than might first be perceived because in the Mosque males
and females pray in separate rooms, whereas in the home, families tend to pray together — father
and mother, adults and children, including extended family members (Al-Khraif et al., 2020;

Binmahfouz, 2020). As students stated,

Praying together as a family at home was the best part about being in lockdown.
1t’s a beautiful experience to see my parents and siblings gathered in prayer,

especially in Ramadan. (M (075), 18)

We do the five times prayer when its time, as a group with my family members, and

read the Quran, especially in Ramadan. (F (070), 15)

Sitting with the parents and reading the Quran together. (M (156), 14)

1 got to know my family more and we bonded with each other, especially through

collective family prayer. (F (260), 15)

Consistent with social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986), these participants showed how the

social context of the family and the reciprocal relations between family members were major
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contributors to their capacity to navigate the lockdown. These relational dynamics were further
cultivated through shared experiences and communal activities which, in the cultural context of the
participants, often involved religious events or practices. Such communal activities might have
provided the family with more opportunities to connect, communicate, and support each other
during the lockdown period. This dynamic is a reflection of the principle of reciprocal determinism
in Bandura’s social cognitive theory (1986), where changes in the environment influence and are
influenced by personal and behavioural factors. The subsequent qualitative findings explore
whether and how these familial and cultural dynamics might have influenced the students’

experiences during the lockdown, potentially impacting their wellbeing and academic engagement.

Within the context of these qualitative insights, the dynamics of Islamic worship within the
home emerged as a noteworthy element. This encompasses the establishment in many homes of a
dedicated prayer room often regarded as a sacred space where individuals and families engage in
acts of devotion (Othman et al., 2015). As described by Mortada (2003) and Othman et al. (2015),
the dedicated prayer room in a Muslim family’s home is usually placed in a quiet, peaceful area
away from main living spaces. This positioning fosters a serene environment for contemplation and
spiritual connection. A separate room is chosen to uphold a sacred atmosphere, enabling
uninterrupted devotion to prayer and Quran recitation (Othman et al., 2015). This separation
underscores the significance of maintaining a dedicated, respectful space for spiritual reflection and
connection with God. Moreover, the intricate interplay of familial roles and gender dynamics

becomes evident during this sacred practice.

Traditionally, within the context of congregational prayer at mosques, men and boys pray in
one room, while women and girls’ worship separately in another room (Mortada, 2003; Othman et
al., 2015). However, the confinement of lockdown led to a distinct transformation, where family
members, regardless of gender, convened in a unified prayer space within the home. In this altered

setting, both male and female family members, including parents and siblings, came together in
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collective acts of worship (Zatari, 2021). As seen in the quotations above, this change was

recognised by several participants in this study as a benefit of lockdown.

Apart from sharing religious activities, some students mentioned that they enjoyed spending time
with their families. This suggests that family gatherings reinforced the students’ sense of place with family.

Many students commented on closer family relationships arising from the lockdown. For example:

Sitting with all family members and the strength of bonding and participation from

everyone in everything. (F (032), 16)

My family gathering is the best part. (F (024), 18)

Family closeness is the best part. (F (018), 18)

Continuous meeting with the family is the best part. (M (009), 15)

Very close to the family, eating more than one meal together, and carrying each

other. (F (036), 18)

Strengthening the relationship between children and parents. (F (108), 13)

The best part of being in lockdown is the experience of regrouping with the family

and teaching us the value of the family in one home. (F (251), 13)

Time spent with family allowed participants to share a range of activities with their families,

enhancing their bonding and quality time together. For example, participants commented that:

I had time for everything, such as sitting and entertaining with my family. (F (115)

15)

My family participated in recreational games. (M (065), 18)

1 played PlayStation with my family. (F (333), 16)
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I also spent most of the time with my brothers, and we created activities such as

drawing or board games to avoid getting bored. (F (220), 18)

Student comments indicated that family bonds were strengthened during the lockdown
because they had more time available. This surplus of time led to increased interactions between
students and their family members, fostering shared activities of a diverse nature, ranging from
religious practices, such as group prayers and Quranic reading, to typical household tasks and
games, such as cooking together, attending to household chores as a team, and enjoying leisure

activities, such as playing board games or watching movies together.

Studies from other countries in the Persian Gulf region had similar findings. For instance,
Youssef (2021) found that conditions during the pandemic in the United Arab Emirates had been
conducive to the strengthening of family bonds, with lockdown facilitating more time for
communication and interaction and leading to closer family relationships. Likewise, Alfawaz et al.
(2021) found that the strength of family bonding among a group of Saudi university respondents
served as a coping mechanism during the lockdown, which was instrumental in maintaining mental
wellbeing and mitigating the risk of self-reported anxiety and depression. Similarly, Winkel et al.
(2023) found that in a group of Saudi female university students, the relationship with their families
was the most important source of support for wellbeing in mitigating sleep disturbances, anxiety,
and feelings of social isolation during the pandemic. Thus, the results of this current study regarding
the importance of family gatherings are consistent with other studies focusing on the same
phenomenon, and this demonstrates the significance of family relationships, quality time, and

sharing activities with family during the lockdown.

These results suggest that an increase in quality family time was generally beneficial for
family cohesion and the overall wellbeing of its members. This is consistent with suggestions by
Prime et al. (2020), who highlighted the positive effect that a family’s bonds could have on the

emotional states of children and adolescents amidst the pandemic. Prime et al. (2020) discussed the
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coping strategies that could be employed by families, emphasising their adaptive capacity in
effectively addressing the challenges posed by the pandemic through mutual support, while noting
the importance of considered the cultural and religious contexts of belief systems within the family.
For these students in KSA, the deeply ingrained cultural values that prioritise and strengthen family
ties, along with prevailing religious practices played a crucial role in safeguarding wellbeing during

the pandemic challenges.

5.1.1.2 Religious Growth. Many participants reported spending more time on religious
activities during the period of lockdown, and suggested that the consequent personal religious

growth was a benefit during this period:

I had time to memorise a part of the Holy Quran, and learn more religious matters.

(F (371), 18)

Reading a lot of the Quran. (F (329), 13)

Dedication to worship and reading the Quran. (M (359), 14)

Having plenty of time to read the Holy Quran. (M (377), 15)

Religious growth was an outcome of religious activity that included the amount of time
devoted to religious practice, the celebration of religious holidays during lockdown, and an

enhanced spiritual connection.

In terms of the celebration of religious festivities, participants expressed their pleasure and the
benefits acquired from participation in traditional religious customs and rituals during the lockdown period.

Students reported their strong enjoyment of the experience:

I loved the preparations for celebrating [the religious ceremony of] Eid and

receiving Eid clothes. (F (021), 11)

I loved the experience of making Ramadan and Eid decorations. (F (063), 14).
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Some students reported a deeper connection with their faith. Indeed, they felt closer to God while
engaging in more religious practices such as group prayer and reading the Quran, practices that they

engaged more deeply with during the lockdown:

Thank God, during the lockdown we got closer to God. (F (088), 15)

The best part is that I became a person who maintains my prayers more than before

the lockdown. (M (286), 18)

Time to get closer to God by more worshipping. (M (266), 13)

Engaging in more worship than before the lockdown. (M (039), 15)

5.1.1.2.1 Religious Faith as a Coping Mechanism. Participants’ responses suggest that
Islamic religious practices during the pandemic lockdown provided a form of spiritual support for
some participants by instilling a sense of calm and focus in their lives, enabling them to cope with

adversity and enhancing their wellbeing. This was well articulated by students, who said:

They [prayers] leave me feeling calm and spiritually inclined to focus on my

studies. (F (239), 15)

Iwas able to get closer to God, and that made me understand the value of
everything and become a more thankful person. Before the lockdown, I was often

complaining about even the simplest things. (F (087), 14)

Getting closer to God and engaging in more worship than before the lockdown has

brought me relaxation. (M (039), 15)

I'was able to focus and devote more time to my prayers and reading Quran. It made

me calmer and also stronger. (F (355), 15)
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Through dedicating more time to the conduct of religious obligations and spiritual
mindfulness, students reported they found solace, tranquillity, and comfort in prayer that
contributed to their wellbeing and enabled them to cope better with the challenges they faced. In
this sense, as has been suggested by Algahtani, Hassan, et al. (2021) and as was the case with the
current sample, the students’ quality of life improved because of the increased social relationships
between family members, and the religious practices and celebrations they shared. The results
suggest that religious growth, as part of the students’ spirituality may have influenced students’
wellbeing because shared religious activities may have contributed to an increase in family

cohesion, which in turn fostered the students’ mental health.

A recent study in Ireland by Bamford et al. (2023) revealed the importance of religion in
adolescents lives and its link to positive wellbeing. They found that adolescents from families
where religion was deemed important reported higher wellbeing compared to their peers from
families where religion was not similarly valued. However, the distinction across different religious
groups became insignificant when factoring in family activities. Concurring with Bamford et al’s
(2023) findings, the participants’ responses frequently linked the practice of their faith to their
wellbeing during lockdown. This underscores the potential significance of religious practices and in

promoting student wellbeing during challenging periods.

Other research has suggested that religious faith might promote wellbeing. Cosmas (2020)
conducted a study to determine the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on Malaysian university
students. The study examined the effects of coping skills and religious faith on uplifting happiness
among students during the initial 14-day lockdown period. The findings indicate that students’
coping skills contributed significantly to their happiness, and religious faith also played a key role
in developing inner strength that helped students cope with unexpected circumstances. Likewise,
the study conducted by Iswanto et al. (2022) examined the impact of Islamic religious beliefs on
Muslim students in Malaysia during the COVID-19 pandemic. They found that a higher level of

Islamic religious beliefs was associated with lower levels of depression, with prayer and other
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religious activities being particularly important in reducing the potential negative effects of the
pandemic on mental health (Iswanto et al.,2022). In alignment with the findings of Cosmas’s (2020)
and Iswanto et al. (2022), participants in this research confirmed the value of religious faith as a
coping strategy. Islamic practices offered spiritual support, cultivating tranquillity amid challenges.
These responses emphasise how religious activities foster wellbeing and family unity, showcasing
the importance of spirituality in enhancing overall wellbeing during difficult times. This
correspondence with other findings underscores the essential relationship between religious faith,

coping mechanisms, and wellbeing.

5.1.1.2.2 Religious Practices and Learning. In addition to providing a support mechanism
to assist students in coping with hardship, the beneficial influence of religious faith and practice
had also been found to support academic effort and performance in earlier studies, such as that of
Philip et al. (2019), which found that religion had a beneficial effect on academic performance
among university students. Among studies of the age group considered here, Horwitz (2021)
explored how religious commitment among adolescents correlated with short and long-term
academic outcomes. The study suggests that adolescents with stronger religiosity may achieve
better grades and pursue higher education levels, supporting the value of religious practices in an
educational setting. It is evident from the following quotes that prayers and other religious
activities were perceived as beneficial factors in students’ support and learning systems during the

lockdown:

Reading the Quran and praying supported me during the pandemic, making me
patient, especially with the change in studying mode. It helped me stay motivated in

my studies and encouraged me to continue learning. (F (377), 18)

Amidst the chaos of the pandemic lockdown, religion and spirituality were as

guiding lights, providing us with the strength to overcome. (F (364), 18)
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The recitation of the Quran, a practice of profound spiritual significance, assumed a renewed
prominence for students and their families during the pandemic lockdown. As seen in the quotations
above, participants described the solace and tranquillity derived from engaging in the recitation of
Quranic verses. This practice not only deepened their connection with their faith but also fostered a
sense of inner calm and contemplation. These observations are corroborated by a study by Ting et
al. (2021) which explored how individuals, including religious believers, responded to the COVID-
19 pandemic. The study found that religious expression, including practices such as reciting
religious texts, had a significant negative relationship with stress levels among different religious

groups during the lockdown period.

The benefits of these religious practices, highlighted by participants in this study such as
those shared by F (377), align with self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Specifically, the
practice of religion provides opportunities for competence development as learners engage with
religious texts, simultaneously addressing needs for autonomy and relatedness. Their engagement
with religious texts may enhance feelings of competence, and their decisions to turn to these
practices might reflect autonomy. Additionally, the shared experience of these activities within
families could foster a stronger sense of relatedness, fulfilling vital needs for emotional and
psychological wellbeing. These elements may have aided in coping during the lockdown,

potentially enhancing students’ wellbeing and academic performance.

The results, therefore, show that the participants in this study relied on faith as part of their
coping strategies. Religious practices and faith are consistent with Saudi core social values and
culture which, as Hammad et al. (2023) pointed out, is heavily influenced by Islamic concepts of
supplication, fasting, patience, mindfulness, and positivity in the face of adversity, such as in the

case of the pandemic lockdown.

Alsolais et al. (2021) undertook a comprehensive examination of the perceptions of risk,

fear, mental health status, and coping strategies among Saudi student nurses during the COVID-19
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pandemic. Religion emerged as a prevalent and influential coping mechanism, with almost half of
respondents acknowledging its role. The study elucidated that while the risk perception and fear of
contracting COVID-19 were modestly present, the prevalent practice of religion provided a resilient
anchor for these nurses, aiding in their mental health. This study emphasised the transformative role
of religious faith in bolstering coping strategies amidst adversity, and this resonates with findings

from this study of students’ reliance on faith.

Alghamdi et al. (2022) delved into the realm of perceived stress levels and coping strategies
within the Saudi Arabian population in response to the pandemic. Their exploration revealed a
complex interplay between socio-demographic variables, health factors, and coping mechanisms,
collectively influencing stress levels. Their exploration brought forth a nuanced relationship
between positive (adaptive) and negative (maladaptive) coping mechanisms and how they
influenced stress levels. Positive coping mechanisms, such as positive reframing and turning to
religion, served to alleviate stress levels, reflecting their adaptive nature. Contrarily, negative
coping mechanisms, such as venting and self-blame, were associated with increased stress levels,
demonstrating their maladaptive tendency. This balance encapsulates how coping mechanisms, both
adaptive and maladaptive, collectively impact an individual’s stress level. This insight aligns with
the nuanced interplay recorded in this study where participant responses detailed a range of ways
their religious practices and faith, shaped their coping strategies, underscoring their role in

managing stress and promoting mental resilience among the participants:

Focus and dedication to prayers and reading the Quran resulted in feeling calmer
and stronger. (F (355), 15)

Getting closer to God furthered my understanding of life’s value and fostered
gratitude. (F (087), 14)

In the face of pandemic-induced fear, solace was found in faith, providing

sustenance through the ordeal. (M (213), 19)
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These findings underscore the significant role of religion and spirituality as sources of
strength and coping strategies during the pandemic lockdown. Moreover, the studies by Alghamdi
et al. (2022), and Alsolais et al. (2021) shed additional light on the intricate relationship between
religious practices, faith, and coping strategies within the Saudi context. As evidenced by
participants’ responses, a distinct alignment becomes apparent between the empirical findings and
the qualitative insights derived from the lived experiences of the participants. The enduring threads
of religious faith, deeply embedded within Saudi culture and society, played a crucial role in

shaping coping mechanisms and promoting wellbeing during the pandemic lockdown.

5.1.1.3 Personal Development. The lockdown period also allowed students to focus on
self-development, including skill acquisition and personal growth. Many students reported learning

new skills, such as cooking, sewing, and learning new languages:

I learned to cook. (F (086), 16)

I learned to sew. (F (209), 18)

I learned new languages. (F (038), 18)

1 grew my talent and my English language. (F (049), 15)

The lockdown period provided some students with the time and space to engage in activities that

they may not previously have been able to do. For instance, students shared statements such as,

I became more patient, managed my affairs, learned to manage more tasks, read

more books. (F (102), 18)

[ learned to reduce unnecessary expenses. (M (016), 14)

Home quarantine taught me to eat healthy. (M (003), 16)

1 became more involved in reading novels and stories. (M (314), 14)
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These findings align with findings from the research conducted by Algahtani, Alzain, et al. (2021)
during the pandemic. They found that individuals in a Saudi community engaged in various self-
development activities during the lockdown, such as learning new skills, pursuing hobbies, and
exploring personal interests. The initiative to build new skills, manage time, and engage in personal
development activities indicates a heightened sense of autonomy and competence, which are key
constructs in self- determination theory. This underlines the potential for adaptability inherent in

such difficulties.

5.1.1.4 Summary of Advantages. According to survey participants, family gatherings,
religious growth, and personal development impacted the students’ wellbeing. Family, religion, and
personal development led to increased social cohesion and family support in the students’ home
environment where they shared common values and beliefs, norms, and religious practices, all of

which combined to contribute to student wellbeing.

The interconnectedness of family gatherings, religious growth, and personal development,
along with their suggested impacts on student wellbeing and academic achievement, can be better
understood through a cohesive rationale, as presented in Figure 5.2. As shown, the positive
elements of the lockdown experience allowed greater family cohesion and meaningful engagement
in religious activities, both of which enhanced wellbeing. High levels of wellbeing in turn
potentially supported a positive sense of academic achievement, as suggested by previous research
findings which have indicated a complex yet generally positive correlation between academic
achievement and wellbeing, notably more prevalent among younger students aged 10-14 (Ambholt et

al., 2020; Biicker et al., 2018).
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Figure 5.2

Family Cohesion and Wellbeing Contributes to Academic Achievement

Academic
Achievement

Positive elements
(family gathering,
religious growth and
personal development)

Wellbeing

Family cohesion

5.1.2 Disadvantages of Being in Lockdown

The study findings also showed that there were some perceived problems and challenges
associated with the lockdown. All 389 participants who answered the first open-ended question also
responded to the second question. Therefore, the number of responses in this section matches that of
section 4.5.1. Figure 5.3 shows the themes and subthemes that emerged in students’ responses to

the item: “Please tell us what for you has been the worst part about being in lockdown.”

The three main disadvantages of being in lockdown described by the students responding to
this item were having to assume a sedentary lifestyle (e.g., reduced physical activity and lack of
outdoor activities), leading to a negative impact on wellbeing; mental health issues (e.g., depression

and anxiety) during the lockdown period; and, the challenges of a new way of learning.

Some students reported how the lockdown period negatively impacted their mental health,
including feelings of anxiety, fear and frustration, sadness and loneliness, and stress. These issues
were assessed quantitatively in this study using the Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21)

(Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995), specifically designed to measure anxiety, stress and depression
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(Chapter 3, Section 3.5.1.1), with, of these, depression and anxiety measured in this study (Chapter

3, Section 3.7.1.1.3). The dimensions reported in the qualitative study (anxiety, fear, frustration,

sadness, loneliness, and stress), although not directly equivalent to the specific items in the

Depression Anxiety and Stress Scale (DASS-21), encompass aspects of emotional and

psychological experiences that may overlap with the anxiety, stress, and depression dimensions

assessed by the DASS-21. The qualitative findings provide insight into the diverse mental health

challenges experienced by the participants during the lockdown period, suggesting that some

students experienced aspects of poor mental health, although quantitative results did not show a

correlation between mental health problems and perceptions of academic achievement.

Figure 5.3

Disadvantages of Being in Lockdown

Disadvantages

Sedentary = .
Lifestyle Mental Learning
i Health .|
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activity activities
Anxiety Fear Loneliness Sadness Stress

5.1.2.1 Sedentary Lifestyle. One of the most significant impacts of the lockdown was the

impossibility of freely going outside the house, exercising, or playing in an outdoor setting, a

practice many students were accustomed to before the lockdown. As reported in the students’

responses, the restrictions impacted their ability to undertake active physical exercise, such as

running and walking. They spent increasingly more time engaged in sedentary activities. Typical

responses provided by the students included:

1 spent a lot of time on PlayStation. (M (025), 15)
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Children are sitting for long periods playing PlayStation. (M (023), 14)

Electronic games addiction. (M (014), 13)

The increase in sedentary behaviour such as playing video games reported by these students

corresponded with a decline in physical activity.

Many students reported the lack of opportunity for outdoor physical activities due to the
restrictions was a major disadvantage of the lockdown period. Typically expressed were concerns

about:

The lack of sport and outdoor walking. (F (81), 15)

Lack of exercise. (M (317), 14)

Not to freely do exercise. (M (013), 18)

Not moving and going out. (F (007), 14)

Not going out or walking in the gardens. (F (158), 15)

Not going out to school and club. (M (032), 14)

This shift has also been found in other studies. Based on interviews with the parents of
teenagers, Andriyani et al. (2021) reported less physical activity and greater use of screens among
adolescents during the pandemic. In a systematic review, Kharel et al. (2022) discovered that across
35 countries, children and adolescents were less active and spent more time both on screens and
sleeping. Another systematic review by Stockwell et al. (2021) similarly found less physical activity
and more sedentary behaviours, including among children, as did a review by Runacres et al.
(2021), with the latter noting that the increase in sedentary time was greatest among children under

18.
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The change to more sedentary behaviours and less physical activity was reported by many
participants in this study as a negative. The negative consequences of a more sedentary lifestyle are
recognised in much scholarly research, including pre-pandemic studies such as that of Rodriguez-
Ayllon et al. (2019), who report the negative effects on mental health of a lack of physical activity.
During the pandemic, the enforced shift to a more sedentary lifestyle has unsurprisingly been found
to have had a negative impact on children and adolescents. Runacres et al.’s (2021) review found a
correspondence between a more sedentary lifestyle and poor mental health and wellbeing. In a
study of Hungarian adolescents during the pandemic, Berki and Piko (2021) found that increased
screen time and lower levels of physical activity were associated with higher levels of depression.
Further, in an analysis of systematic reviews, randomised controlled trials and large-scale
observational studies, Scapaticci et al. (2022) discovered that less physical activity and more
sedentary behaviour among adolescents had concerning negative consequences for their physical
and mental health. The frequent reporting of less physical activity and a more sedentary lifestyle as
a negative by participants in this study is thus supported by other research, suggesting this change

was a significant problem during the period of lockdown.

5.1.2.2 Mental Health. Participants in this study reported feeling a sense of fear and

anxiety. Students expressed these feelings, often associated with feelings of isolation:

[Being in a] void that leads to thinking and anxiety. (M (199), 15)

The feeling of isolation and fear of the future. (M (150), 14)

Isolated and lonely. (F (253), 16)

Participants’ feelings clearly conveyed the psychological stress they were enduring, which

suggests a negative impact on their mental health:

Intellectual, nervous and psychological stress. (M (029), 15)

Impact on psychological aspect negatively and feeling boredom. (F (031), 15)
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Nervousness. (F (195), 15)

In addition to anxiety and fear for the future, participants experienced sadness and tension,

as the following quotes demonstrate:

Something unbearable is the deprivation of freedom from any human being: tension,

sometimes a feeling of distress. (F (018), 18).

Extreme fear. Sadness. (F (219), 14)

Very sad and lonely. (F (042), 14)

As seen in the negative feelings expressed about the enforced sedentary lifestyle discussed
above, the lack of activity that was imposed on the students impacted their sense of mental health.
A study conducted by Luijten et al. (2021) during the COVID-19 pandemic in the Netherlands shed
light on the impact of lockdown restrictions on the wellbeing of children and adolescents. This
research specifically examined two representative samples of Dutch children and adolescents, aged
8—18 years, comparing data collected before the pandemic (2018) with data collected during the
lockdown month of April 2020. The study’s findings underscored the profound implications of
lockdown measures on mental health as participants reported significantly worse mental health

outcomes during the lockdown, including elevated levels of anxiety and depression.

While previous studies have associated a lack of physical activity with mental health
challenges, as noted above, Brooks et al. (2020) identified other lockdown-related factors that
influenced mental health in their review of 24 peer-reviewed studies of the consequences of
previous pandemics. These included concerns about infection, experiences of frustration and
boredom, inadequate supplies and information, financial concerns, and the stigma associated with
the quarantine. The review emphasised that the mental health repercussions of the lockdown were
mainly attributed to psychological effects, such as heightened anxiety, fear, feelings of isolation,

and concerns about the future. These mental and emotional states were also reflected in student
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responses in this current study, further highlighting their role in shaping the negative mental health
impacts of the lockdown.

The issue of loneliness and its implications have been extensively studied (e.g., Hawkley &
Cacioppo, 2010; Khan & Kadoya, 2021; Weissbourd et al., 2021), both before and during the
COVID-19 pandemic and in several cultural and demographic contexts. Hawley and Cacioppo
(2010) found that loneliness had a wide range of negative consequences for both physical and
mental health, and that feelings of loneliness were most prevalent among under-18s. Khan and
Kadoya (2021) study in Japan during the pandemic also found that loneliness was more prevalent
among younger people, underscoring the relationship between loneliness and physical and mental
health. The strong link between loneliness and a range of serious physical and mental health
problems is again referenced by Weissbourd et al. (2021), whose study of US adults in 2020 found
significant levels of feelings of loneliness, again highest in the youngest cohort, aged 18 to 25, who

also experienced the highest levels of anxiety and depression.

These studies reflect the strong relationship between loneliness and adverse physical,
behavioural, and cognitive outcomes, including depression, anxiety, fear, poor subjective wellbeing,
emotional distress, and suicide ideation, which may be due at least in part to a perceived sense of
hyper vigilance for threat and heightened feelings of vulnerability (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015;
Surkalim et al., 2022). Furthermore, there may be a tendency for teens of middle school age, such as
those who participated in this study, and young people generally, to be particularly susceptible to
loneliness, which has also been found to intersect with excessive social media usage (Mueller-

Coyne et al., 2022).

In a collectivist society like KSA where students are accustomed to strong communal
interactions, the abrupt transition to isolation induced by the lockdown measures likely triggered
heightened feelings of loneliness. Heu et al. (2019) conducted a study of the relationship between
individualism-collectivism (IC) and loneliness in five European countries. They found that, contrary

to expectations, based on some previous studies, that loneliness would be higher in collectivist
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cultures, when considering individual perceptions of IC higher collectivism was related to lower
levels of loneliness. In pre-pandemic circumstances, collectivism was found to be a protective
factor against loneliness, but the authors noted the risk that the higher ideals for social connection in
collective societies might increase risk for loneliness should a gap be perceived between ideal and
actual circumstances. Given that the pandemic changed individual circumstances to reduce social
contact, it is possible that the greater gap between the ideals of a collectivist society and the reality
of the lockdown would increase the risk of loneliness. Conversely, the inherent strong familial and
communal bonds found in collectivist societies also provided a unique coping mechanism, as
reported by Taniguchi and Kaufman (2022), who found that people in more collectivist societies
experienced less loneliness. For the participants in this study, responses suggest that family served

as an invaluable life buoy, mitigating feelings of loneliness and providing emotional comfort.

The increased usage of digital platforms during the lockdown may also have been another
significant risk factor for feelings of loneliness, although previous research again shows the
complexity of this issue. Mueller-Coyne et al. (2022) research during the COVID-19 pandemic,
suggested that digital replacement for real-life social contact might not be satisfactory and could
potentially intensify feelings of loneliness. Masur (2021) reported that meta-analyses show a small
but positive relationship between use of digital communication and loneliness, although also notes
the limitations of previous studies and the importance of differentiating between passive and active
online communication. Lawrence et al. (2022) found similarly complex and bi-directional results in
their longitudinal study, with loneliness linked to later increases in gaming and passive screen time,
while engagement in various forms of screen activities, excluding passive screen time, led to
subsequent rises in isolation loneliness scores. However, this research took place over two years,

and thus was able to consider longer-term effects than those possible for analysis in this study.

Given the strong association between loneliness and poor mental health discussed above, it
is noteworthy that in a systematic review of studies examining digital media use and mental health

during the pandemic Marciano et al. (2022) found mixed results. While most studies indicated a
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negative association between digital media use and mental health, certain aspects of digital
communication had beneficial effects. Other research has suggested that the use of social media
could support adolescents during the pandemic by reducing feelings of anxiety and loneliness

(Cauberghe et al., 2021).

However, other studies have implied that the change to digital interaction may have
inadvertently escalated feelings of isolation among students. McKenna-Plumley et al. (2021)
suggested that prolonged reliance on digital communication as a substitute for in-person interactions
can lead to increased feelings of isolation and loneliness among adults, especially during periods of
social distancing and lockdown measures. Further, Marciano et al. (2022) indicated that excessive

digital media use could exacerbate feelings of loneliness and stress among adolescents.

In the present study, responses to the open-ended questions did not reveal direct associations
between the frequently expressed feelings of loneliness and the use of digital media and
communication. Further insights on this complex question are provided by the interview responses

discussed in Section 5.2, Student Interviews.

Moreover, loneliness of young people during the pandemic was noted to be widespread and
pervasive in many societies due to the closure of schools and isolation of many under government
precautions (Cooper et al., 2021; Farrell et al., 2023). Farrell et al. (2023), in a systematic review of
41 international studies of adolescents, found that many reported an increase in loneliness during
the pandemic, and that loneliness correlated with poorer mental health and wellbeing. However,
they note some contradictory results and the limited geographical diversity of the studies, which
were concentrated in Europe, the US and Australia. Among adolescents aged 11-16 in the UK,
Cooper et al.’s (2021) findings supported the established relationship between loneliness and poor
mental health, while also noting that those who felt close to their parents reported lower levels of
both loneliness and mental distress. The importance of connections with family is echoed in this

study, where participants reported closer family relationships as a benefit of the lockdown (Section
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4.3.1.1 above). However, while they may have acted as a protective factor against some of the
negative effects of loneliness and consequent poor mental health, family relationships could not
entirely mitigate these students’ feelings of isolation, as shown in the feelings of loneliness

expressed by some students in their qualitative responses.

As Weissbourd et al. (2021) suggested, young people’s vulnerability to loneliness and its
effects is particularly evident at critical times in life when their social connections and support
structures are transitioning from “inherited family” (parents, siblings) to “chosen family” (peers,
friends, relationship partners). Several participants mentioned increased feelings of loneliness, and
while they did not directly state that these feelings were due to the lack of in-person contact with
peers, this is inferred based on the overarching study findings and the context of the participants’
experiences during the lockdown. The disruption of social connections and shifts in support
structures from ‘inherited family’ to ‘chosen family’ mentioned by Weissbourd et al. (2021) likely
contributed to the heightened sense of loneliness experienced by many participants in this study.
Despite the absence of direct quotes on this specific point, the broader trends and impacts of social
isolation during the pandemic suggest a correlation between the lack of in-person peer contact and

increased feelings of loneliness among the participants.

Extreme fear as well as other negative emotions that participants in this study reported have
also been discussed in other studies, such as AlAteeq et al.’s (2020) examination of the impact of
the pandemic lockdown on high school and college students. Conducting a cross-sectional survey of
Saudi Arabian students (aged 13 — 18+) at different levels of schooling including secondary and
tertiary, AlAteeq et al. (2020) reported that over half of the participants overall showed at least
moderate levels of stress. Participants stated that they often felt stressed, anxious, nervous, and
overwhelmed by accumulated difficulties. Most respondents were of high school age, although the
minority of university students participating showed higher stress levels than the younger age
group. Alkhamees et al. (2020), in their study of the general population in Saudi Arabia, found that

between a quarter and a third of respondents reported moderate or severe negative mental health

144



effects resulting from the pandemic, suggesting that high school students could be at least as
vulnerable as adults to mental health difficulties in the period of the pandemic.

While it is important to be cautious about extrapolating the results of this study to other
nations and cultural contexts, beyond Saudi Arabia, the experiences of the lockdown concerning
mental health appear to have similar results in the different countries where studies about students’
anxiety and depression and wellbeing during lockdown have been conducted. For example, Aknin
et al. (2022) reviewed multiple international studies on the mental health consequences of the
pandemic, considering issues including loneliness, anxiety and depression. They found clear and
consistent evidence that these mental health problems became more prevalent during the early

stages of the pandemic, although note that the initial increase in mental distress had largely

disappeared within a few months.

Given the supporting evidence that both the population in general and adolescents
specifically experienced higher levels of mental distress in this period, the feelings of anxiety, fear
and loneliness reported by the sample in this study suggest that the pandemic and consequent
lockdown had an impact on the mental health of middle school Saudi students, causing some
emotional distress. These findings underscore the broader implications of the lockdown measures
on the psychological health of adolescents, aligning with similar observations in other studies
focused on various segments of the Saudi population and beyond.

The mental health challenges experienced by students during the lockdown resonate with the
concepts of social cognitive theory, particularly in terms of observational learning and
external/internal social influences (Bandura, 1986). Students’ reported feelings of anxiety, fear, and
isolation reflect the disruptive impact of the lockdown on their social and cognitive processes. The
lack of traditional social contexts and reinforcement mechanisms, as emphasised in social cognitive
theory, may have contributed to the heightened mental health issues observed among students,
highlighting the need to consider social and cognitive factors in addressing students’ psychological

wellbeing during crises. These findings underscore the broader implications of the lockdown
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measures on the psychological health of adolescents, aligning with similar observations in other

studies focused on various segments of the Saudi population and beyond.

5.1.2.3 Challenging Learning Environment. In addition to the emotional distress that the
participants experienced, they also reported experiencing cognitive and social difficulties during

the lockdown. For example, students stated that during the lockdown:

[it was] difficult to concentrate and remember things. (F (253), 16)

Being required to spend longer periods in front of screens has resulted in reduced

educational opportunities and hindered [my] learning. (F (381), 14)

I am getting less education and learning during lockdown. (F (093), 13)

Increased school homework, which made it almost impossible to manage time effectively,

negatively impacting the ability to focus in my important tests. (F (083), 15)

These remarks suggest a notable impact of the lockdown on the students’ cognitive abilities
and their educational attainment. Quotations from students’ express difficulties with the amount of
screentime, their ability to focus, and the amount of education they received. AlAteeq et al. (2020),
in their study of high school students in KSA during the lockdown, noted that secondary school
students in particular worried about the effect of the shift to online learning on their grades and
future education. In this study, concerns about “reduced educational opportunities” (F (381), 14)
and “important tests” (F (083), 15) suggest that participants experienced similar feelings regarding

the implications for their future of the disruption in their education.

Walters et al. (2022) also highlighted the negative impact of online learning during the
pandemic on concentration, engagement in schoolwork, perceived learning, and self-worth
compared to classroom education, especially for those with specific learning difficulties among
students aged 11-18 at a secondary education school in Wales. The study also associates the drop in
student experience scores due to online learning with poorer mental wellbeing. Concurring with
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Walters et al.’s (2022) findings, the responses of the participants further resonate with the
challenges of concentration, learning impediments, and time management issues identified. These
insights underscore the tangible impact of pandemic-related restrictions on learning outcomes and
academic performance, emphasising the need to address these challenges within educational

settings.

Students reported that difficulties in understanding the teacher, reduced engagement during
on-line lessons, and noisy home environments were negative factors affecting their learning
experiences while studying remotely from home. For instance, study participants reported the
difficulties they had in fully understanding remote lessons. These included a lack of understanding

as well as feelings of boredom and unproductivity:

[I do] not understand lessons remotely. (F (146), 16)

Bored sometimes, lack of productivity when doing school duties. (M (155), 18).

Online tests were particularly challenging due sometimes to a noisy home environment
which affected students’ ability to concentrate:

During my online tests, as all members of my family were at home (Which was unusual)
and the place was bound by noise, it became difficult to focus on my study or focus on test
questions. (F (151), 15)

These responses suggest that these challenges impacted students’ ability to concentrate on the
lessons, which undermined their cognitive ability to understand teachers, and possibly reduced their
performance during tests. Such findings underscore the complexities students needed to navigate in
transitioning to a new learning environment due to the COVID-19 lockdown.

The implementation of remote learning posed significant challenges for educational
authorities in Saudi Arabia. These complications primarily resulted from the exigency brought
about by the COVID-19 pandemic. In this context, the sudden shift to an online learning platform, a
change considered to be one of the most challenging outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic for this
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age group, affected students’ cognitive abilities and concerns about educational attainment,
reflecting findings of other researches (Commodari & La Rosa, 2021; Elashry et al., 2021;
Panagouli et al., 2021). For example, in a systematic review of the academic performance of school
students during the pandemic, Panagouli et al. (2021) found variable results, but concluded that in
general, the shift to online learning affected most students negatively. Considering upper secondary
school students in Italy Commodari and La Rosa (2021) found that most experienced difficulties
with organisation, distraction, and mental distress related to workload, including concerns about the
impact on their educational future. Further, Elashry et al. (2021) found that adolescents in Egypt
experienced high levels of stress during the shift to online learning, and, notably, that stress levels
were significantly related to perceptions of this new form of education. Some students in the current
study reported comparable feelings of concern about online learning, suggesting that this shift had a

significant negative effect on their educational experience during the pandemic.

The effectiveness of the remote learning method largely depended on students’ ability to
adjust to new means of knowledge acquisition. The challenge of this adjustment has been discussed
in other research; for example, Basar et al. (2021) examined the effectiveness of online learning and
the challenges faced by secondary school students in Melaka, Malaysia during the pandemic. The
study revealed that although students had access to necessary technological tools such as computers
or smartphones and internet connectivity at home, their motivation towards online learning was
found to be relatively low. Additionally, their ability to collaborate and work in groups was at a
moderate level, indicating potential challenges in interactive online learning environments.
Moreover, the study highlighted that students valued traditional face-to-face teaching methods,
underlining the importance of well-equipped facilities and stable internet connections for effective

online learning experiences.

The insights from Basar et al. (2021) align with the challenges faced by KSA students
transitioning to online platforms during the pandemic, emphasising the significance of addressing

motivational factors, collaborative learning opportunities, and the integration of traditional teaching
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approaches in online education. By recognising these challenges and leveraging the findings to
enhance online learning strategies, educational stakeholders can foster a more conducive and

impactful learning environment for students amidst the evolving educational landscape.

Potential obstacles, such as lack of engagement, inadequacy in understanding lessons, and
home environment distractions, might have influenced the academic performance of these students.
Chere and Kirkham (2021) found that adolescents from noisier homes reported higher levels of
annoyance and experienced hindrances in their home-learning, which was evident in their
performance on executive function tasks. Older adolescents from noisier homes seemed to lose the
efficiency advantage typically seen with age, and younger adolescents’ reaction times were less
impacted by accuracy in noisier environments. This suggests that noise levels at home can be
detrimental to students’ ability to focus and learn effectively. Considering the Chere and Kirkham
(2021) study, it is evident that students’ learning experiences can be significantly impacted by
obstacles such as lack of engagement, difficulties in understanding lessons, and distractions in the
home environment. These challenges may have indirect implications for students’ academic
performance and cognitive abilities in the remote learning context, underscoring the importance of
addressing these issues to enhance students’ learning outcomes during crises like the COVID-19

pandemic.

Further, the learning challenges faced by students, including difficulties in concentration,
understanding lessons, and managing distractions, can be analysed through the lens of self-
determination theory. The abrupt shift to online learning during the lockdown posed significant
obstacles to students’ autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs. Students’ adaptation and
progression towards overcoming cognitive barriers and educational impediments underscore the
importance of meeting their basic psychological needs, as outlined in self-determination theory. By
acknowledging the role of internal motivation and external support structures, such as family and

cultural resources, in facilitating students’ academic coping, self-determination theory provides a
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useful framework for understanding the cognitive and motivational aspects influencing students’

learning experiences in challenging circumstances.

Mental health issues such as depression, frustration, and a sense of isolation lead to health
problems, and a decreased ability to focus on studies. The interaction between lack of physical
activity, mental health and cognitive functioning was described well by one student, who described

the consequences of her negative feelings:

Depression, frustration, and a lack of physical movement have led to health problems and

less focus in my studies. (F (55), 15)

As she described, being confined to the home during lockdown restricted normal outdoor
activities and led to more sedentary behaviour, which resulted in frustration and also hampered

learning opportunities.

Students reported experiencing cognitive and social difficulties during the lockdown. For

example, one student described both reduced cognitive function and feelings of isolation:

Difficult to concentrate and remember things [...]. [Feeling] Isolated and lonely. (F (253),

16)

This suggests that this participant, like others in this study, experienced poor cognitive
functioning during her isolation as a consequence of her sense of loneliness. According to study
participants, lockdown and physical movement restrictions during the pandemic were conditions
that caused anxiety, fear and loneliness, which affected the students’ mental health and their ability

to focus on remote schooling.

The Saudi participants’ self-reported feelings of emotional distress impacting their mental
health and cognitive abilities align with studies such as that of Aknin et al. (2022), discussed above

in Section 4.3.2.2, which found significant mental health impacts arising from the pandemic
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lockdown. Overall, the findings of this study show the interlinked negative influences of a sedentary

lifestyle, greater stress and isolation, the challenges of online learning, and mental health issues.

5.1.2.4 Summary of Disadvantages. Based on the participants’ responses, a sedentary
lifestyle, mental health issues, and learning difficulties were the primary adverse impacts
experienced during the lockdown. The interplay of these factors resulted in mental stress, and poor
cognitive function, all of which affected some students’ mental health and academic achievement.
These combined effects underscore the comprehensive impact of the lockdown, extending beyond

just physical restrictions to affecting the mental and academic realms.

The negative side of the lockdown included a sedentary lifestyle (lack of exercise and
boredom), mental health issues (anxiety, depression, fear, and loneliness), and the challenges of
online learning. These negative aspects could adversely affect the mental health of students (as
shown in Figure 5.4), making it difficult for them to concentrate on remote schooling, which was

compounded by noisy home environments and increased screen time.

Figure 5.4

Learning Challenges and Mental Health’s Influence on Academic Achievement
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5.1.3 Conclusion

This study has provided deep insights into the potential advantages and disadvantages of the
pandemic-induced lockdown on middle school students in KSA. The findings suggest that the
lockdown experience was a complex interplay of positive and negative perspectives, as students
navigated through domestic, personal, religious and educational domains during this unprecedented

time.

The positive side of the lockdown was defined by the benefits of family gatherings, religious
growth, and personal development, as illustrated in Figure 4.6. The figure highlights that these
benefits strengthened family cohesion and religious activities, enhancing students’ wellbeing and
alleviating symptoms of anxiety and depression, which were common signs of distress during the
pandemic. Positive support from family members was crucial for students during this challenging

period and also may have contributed to their sense of academic achievement.

The disadvantages of the period were revealed in terms of the enforced sedentary lifestyle,
negative effects on mental health, and difficulties with the shift to online learning, which included
perceptions of reduced cognitive functioning. Several participant responses reported the interplay of
these factors, suggesting the possibility of a negative spiral of difficulties which could impact

academic achievement.

The results of this research on the mental health effects of the pandemic on academic
achievement align closely with those of other researchers, such as Bas (2021), who found that
lockdown had a significant negative impact on the general population, and especially on high
school students. Bas (2021), found a relationship between mental health and academic achievement
in adolescents using a meta-analytic model that incorporated data from 13 independent studies.
According to the result of the research, better mental health was found to positively correlate with

higher academic achievement (Bas, 2021).
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However, it is noteworthy that for most of our student participants, the disheartening aspects
of their lockdown experiences could have been substantially mitigated by the advantages -
improvement in wellbeing, strong family relationships, and religious practices. Students reported
that feelings of closeness with their family, the additional time available for personal development,
and the feelings of calmness and solace resulting from more time in religious practice enhanced
their wellbeing and helped them to navigate the difficulties of the pandemic. Thus, while seeking to
understand the lockdown’s impact on students’ academic experience, it is important to consider the
intertwining of these aspects. Taken together, these positive and negative aspects provide new
insights into the impact of the lockdown on students’ academic experience, as depicted in Figure

5.5.

Figure 5.5
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Considering the quantitative findings of this study (as detailed in Section 4.3, SEM result),
wellbeing was found to have played a significant role in student’s perceptions of their academic
accomplishment during this crisis. On the other hand, traditionally associated factors like depression
and anxiety did not significantly affect perceived academic achievement. This highlights the
complex relationship between students’ mental health status and perceived academic performance
during challenging times. It seems likely that for most students, the positive effects of the lockdown
on their wellbeing, which did correlate with perceived academic achievement, protected them from
the possible consequences of the disadvantages imposed by their lockdown. In this cohort, reported
advantages related to family gatherings and personal development were connected by the benefits
of religious faith and practice, both communally within the family and individually. Thus, to more
fully understand these layered and multifaceted experiences, it was essential to interact directly with

the participants.
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5.2 Students’ Interview Results

In this section, the main findings from the interviews are presented. Firstly, the details of the
interviewees are provided, followed by an analysis of the designated themes and subthemes derived

from student responses to the interview questions.

5.2.1 Participant Details

The qualitative phase of this study involved a total of eight female participants, whose ages
ranged from 13 to 15 years. No male students were interviewed due to cultural restrictions on inter-
gender communication in Saudi Arabia (see Section 3.7 in Chapter 3). Five participants were from
Taif city, while three participants were from Mecca. The participants were assigned a pseudonym
and were also given codes using the letters of the alphabet and their ages. For example, the first
participant was A15, which indicates that this participant was Abida, a 15-year-old female. Table

5.1 summarises the participants’ information including their pseudonym and code number.

Table 5.1

Participant Information
Interview # Pseudonym Age Code
1 Abida 15 Al5
2 Jalila 14 B14
3 Ketifa 15 C15
4 Farida 13 D13
5 Gamila 14 El4
6 Jesenia 14 F14
7 Nafisah 15 Gl15
8 Adara 15 H15

5.2.2 Results and Discussion

It is worth noting that some of the themes derived from the analysis of the interview data
(shown in Figure 5.6) are similar to those identified from the open-ended survey items; however,
participants were able to articulate their views more fully during the interviews than they were able
to do in their responses to the survey. Some new themes and subthemes were identified from the
interview data:

e Reflection on academic achievement
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e Challenges of online learning

e Facilitators of online learning (adaptation and self-regulation),

e Mental health (depression and anxiety),

e Wellbeing (home context, family structure, religious faith, socialisation activities)
Figure 5.6 summarises the themes and subthemes of the data analysis. Each point will be

elaborated further in the next section.

Figure 5.6
Themes and Subthemes Developed from the Student Interviews
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5.2.3 Reflections on Academic Achievement

One of the key goals of the present study was to obtain a deeper understanding of the extent

to which students’ wellbeing, depression, and anxiety were associated with their academic
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achievement during the pandemic lockdown. The analysis of interviews found mixed responses

about students’ perceived academic achievement.

For instance, out of the eight students interviewed, three students did not feel that the shift to

online learning impacted their academic achievement, remarking:

Despite the shift to online learning, my academic achievement remained consistent with the

pre-pandemic period. (B14)

1 do not see a change in grades since online. (E14)

About the same, I did not feel the change, Praise be to Allah. (F14)

Students appeared to be able to develop strategies to cope with the challenges imposed by

the move to online learning, as evident in Gamila’s statement:

Math was the most challenging subject, but there were ways to overcome this... once the
class ended, I would either go to the ‘Ain’ channel or ask my Mum for help, and this
strategy improved my understanding significantly. So, although there were difficulties, I did

not encounter any problem that could not be solved. (E14)

Therefore, no notable changes were observed by some students in regard to their academic

performance.

Three students felt that their academic achievement had improved since the lockdown.

Comments from these students included:

1t is a bit better in all subjects. (C15)

My academic achievement improved in all subjects. (G15)

My academic performance dipped slightly at the onset of online classes, however, as
1 became accustomed to the platform, my performance subsequently improved a lot.
(H15)
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By contrast, two students reported that their academic achievement had deteriorated. Abida

simply stated that her performance was:

My academic achievement was much worse. (A15)

Farida specifically criticised how the platform was used and its effect on her:

They would send files through links on the platform, which affected my academic

performance negatively. (D13)

Overall, the findings suggest a mixed picture regarding students’ perceived academic
achievement during the lockdown, but that, generally, students in the study were able to improve or
maintain their perceived academic achievement during the lockdown. This mirrors the variability
observed in the research of Panagouli et al. (2021), where the experiences of school-aged children
and adolescents during the pandemic were explored. Their systematic review discovered diverse
academic experiences - some students experienced a drop in their academic performance while
others, especially those studying mathematics, reaped benefits from the move to online learning.
The study highlights those outcomes substantially depended on students’ adaptability to new
learning methods and individual circumstances. This aligns well with the current study’s findings,

demonstrating a similar spectrum of experiences and outcomes during the lockdown.

5.2.3.1 Mental Health, Wellbeing and Perceived Academic Achievement. Interview
participants indicated that generally, their state of mental health did not impact their academic

performance. This was evident from statements such as:

My academic level has not changed even if I am not so happy. (B14)

In online classes ... I liked it, and no change in grades. (E14)

Despite feeling overwhelmed at times, I have always made sure it does not impact

my studies. (C15)
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Yes, my mood swings but this did not impact my learning because once I started

managing my stress, my academic performance improved. (A15)

Some students found online classes to be a positive and motivating learning environment.

Jalila recognised the efforts of teachers to promote motivation and interaction:

Lockdown did not affect my motivation to attend class because the teachers used to
get us enthusiastic and sent us interactive cards and so on. Actually, I was excited

for online classes. (B14)

Gamila preferred the environment of home education:

1 felt it was better than going to school, for example, I would get up and put down

my computer and drink my coffee, so I liked it. (E14)

Adara also preferred online learning, reporting that it improved her efficiency and

cognitive performance:

During online classes, I found that I could manage my time more effectively and

felt an enhanced level of focus. I perceive it as a positive encouraging learning

atmosphere. (H15)

There was evidence that family support played a crucial role in helping the students to
maintain their academic performance, even in the face of mental health challenges. For example,

students explained:
Even when I am sad, I still do well in class, my family is supportive. (A15)

My parents always made sure [ was in the right mindset for my studies. They had
been a huge factor in maintaining my academic performance, even when I felt

overwhelmed or tense. (F14)
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Further, interview participants generally indicated that their emotional state or state of
wellbeing had a significant impact on their academic performance. This was evident from

statements such as:

When I felt content and happy, I was more productive and more likely to approach
my studies with a positive attitude. This definitely impacted my academic

achievement positively. (B14)

On days when I was not excited or unwell, it was difficult to focus or understand

things, which affected my academic performance. (G15)

Students who exhibited good wellbeing in terms of feeling relaxed and those who
experienced good family relationships indicated that their academic performance had not been

impacted, as Jalila and Nafisah explained:

I have more time to learn and visit family, so I am more relaxed and do well in my

online class, just like in the classroom. (B14)

Spending quality time with my family has kept my stress levels in check and helped

me relax, positively influencing my academic accomplishments. (G15)

While the quantitative analysis did not show any association between mental health and
perceived academic achievement, the qualitative data provided a rich, nuanced understanding of the
participants’ experiences. Certainly, depression and anxiety may have initially affected the students’
mental health; however, none of these experiences seemed to significantly affect students’ academic
performance. This is indicated in the quotations above, which include the reports from Jalila and
Ketifa that their academic performance was maintained even when they felt unhappy or
overwhelmed, Abida’s feeling that she could manage shifts in her mood, and Gamila’s enjoyment
of online classes. Family support emerged as a prominent factor in maintaining academic

performance, as evidenced by Abida and Jesenia’s observations.
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The quantitative analysis revealed a significant association between wellbeing and perceived
academic achievement, prompting the exploration of this association through the qualitative study.
The qualitative results provided a deeper understanding of how individual wellbeing intersected
with academic achievement. These results underscored the indispensable role of family support in
improving wellbeing and in fostering and sustaining academic achievement amidst the challenges
posed by the online learning environment. This aligns with the findings of Jusien¢ et al. (2022),
who found in a sample of school students aged 11 to 19 that better relationships between them and
their parents significantly predicted their psychological wellbeing. The support and encouragement
received from family members positively assisted their academic achievements. Further, Soneson et
al. (2023) found that compared to their peers who experienced no change or a decline in wellbeing,
a greater proportion of children and young people who noticed improved mental wellbeing during
lockdown reported advancements in various areas. These areas included relationship building with
friends and family, reduction in feelings of loneliness and exclusion, decreased exposure to
bullying, improved school task organisation and completion, along with an increase in sleep and
physical activity (Soneson et al., 2023). Reflecting findings from these other studies, the
participants in this study reported that, with the support of family, the lockdown had no significant
negative impact on their wellbeing and academic achievement. These qualitative findings thus help
to explain the quantitative results, which showed an association between wellbeing and academic

performance.

5.2.3.2 Schoolwork and Perceived Academic Achievement. Participants provided insights
into their experiences with schoolwork during online learning and how it influenced their perceived
academic achievement. The overwhelming workload and sometimes disorganised distribution of
assignments perceived by Abida, which included ill-structured posting of tasks and frequent
allocation of multiple assignments per day contrary to the standard practice in face-to-face learning,

had potential consequences on students’ academic achievement. Abida stated:
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Overwhelming workload and disorganised distribution of assignments— characterised by a
lack of structure in how tasks were posted and a frequency in assigning multiple tasks a
day contrary to the usual one task per day in face-to-face learning — may have contributed

to a potential decrease in my academic achievement. (A15)

Abida’s perception that teachers were unable to be consistently clear and coherent in their

assignment of tasks created challenges in effectively managing and prioritising her workload.

This aspect of this study’s findings reflects that of Commodari and La Rosa (2021), who
found that among adolescents in Italy, online learning was perceived as involving more homework,

with consequent stress, as well as causing increased distraction and problems with self-organisation.

It is important to note, however, that the experience students had with schoolwork and

online learning in general varied from student to student, Jalila mentioned:

The amount of schoolwork during online learning remained similar to what we had before.
The same homework assignments were given, such as multiple-choice questions generated
through Teams or solving questions from the subject’s textbook. There were also
assignments that required writing a summary and submitting it as a Word file on Teams.
Despite the shift to online learning, my academic achievement remained consistent with the

pre-pandemic period. (B14)

On the other hand, Farida experienced a substantial increase in homework volume during

distance education, which negatively impacted her academic performance:

In face-to-face school, the amount of homework was minimal, but during distance
education, the amount of homework increased significantly. They would send files through

links on the platform, which affected my academic performance negatively. (D13)
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These different experiences with schoolwork during online learning highlight the diverse
impact it had on students’ perceived academic achievement. Three students reported that the
amount of schoolwork became repetitive, excessive, disorganised, and overwhelming and expressed
concerns about its negative impact on their academic performance, indicating the challenges posed
by the need to adjust to new methods of assigning academic work. In contrast, four students
mentioned that the amount of schoolwork remained similar to what they had before. Adara, even

stated that the workload decreased compared to the pre-pandemic period, explaining:

The homework were links across the platform, and the number of assignments
decreased because in the classroom, face to face, we were doing, for example, in-
depth research and it was more interactive, but through the platform, I could

quickly collect and send information. (H15)

Clearly, the transition to online learning brought about changes in the nature and quantity of
schoolwork, which influenced students’ ability to effectively manage their workload and achieve
their academic goals. While some students reported maintaining their academic performance, others
struggled with workload they found to be overwhelming and disorganised. As students differ in
their ability to manage their time and other learning resources, it is possible that those more adept at
self-regulation found the switch to online learning, with less time directed by the teacher and greater
demands for self-management, easier to cope with (Biwer et al., 2021). Others preferred the greater
direction and structure provided by the classroom environment. This suggestion largely aligns with
the perceptions of teachers using the Madrasati platform during the pandemic, as considered by
Aldossry (2021). His results, based on interviews with teachers, found that a disadvantage of the
platform from an educator’s perspective was students’ tendency to rely on live classes rather than
the asynchronous learning resources provided, use of which demanded greater organisational skills

and motivation from students.
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The qualitative findings from the present study align with the quantitative result in that the
amount of schoolwork done during lockdown was not a significant predictor of self-perceived
academic achievement for the majority of students. However, several students remarked that they
found it difficult to adjust to the changes arising from the delivery of lessons, including difficulty
with the online platform, and the increase in schoolwork. This suggests that other factors in addition
to the volume of schoolwork may have influenced students’ perceptions about their performance.
Factors such as the quality of instruction, engagement in learning activities, social support, and
individual coping strategies could potentially play a more important role in determining how
students perceived their academic achievement. For example, a study by Liu, Liu, et al. (2020)
conducted in a middle school in Bengbu, China, found that students who received high-quality
instruction such as utilising innovative internet-based instruction, individualised learning
experiences, interactive teaching utilising diverse multimedia (text, image, and animation), and
fostering student autonomy and active participation were more likely to maintain their academic

performance during online learning.

The qualitative findings offer valuable insights into the nuances of students’ experiences,
shedding light on the organisation and structure of assignments, effective workload management,

and the impact of the transition to online learning on perceived academic accomplishment.

5.2.4 Challenges of Online Learning

The responses obtained from the eight participants consistently reflected the challenges
associated with online learning, specifically those related to the use of the Madrasati e-learning
management platform used by the Ministry of Education (2023). The technological challenges
reported by the participants included internet connectivity issues, internet incapacity due to too
many users in the home, technical issues such as audio troubles, and difficulties associated with
how teachers used the Madrasati learning platform. The technical challenges reported again reflect

the perspective of teachers interviewed by Aldossry (2021), who noted technical problems such as
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internet disconnection, lack of devices and the lack of direct forms of connection through the

platform among its disadvantages.

The challenges experienced in maintaining functional learning communities during abrupt
and unprecedented changes, such as those created by the pandemic, illustrate the complexity of this
process. The difficulties the participants experienced with online learning, particularly related to the
technological aspects of the Madrasati e-learning platform, align with the theoretical underpinnings
of the community of inquiry (COI) theory (Garrison et al., 2010), providing a nuanced

understanding of the issues encountered in Saudi Arabia.

According to community of inquiry theory, three presences—social, cognitive, and
teaching—are crucial elements of a successful online learning environment. Evolving alongside
information and communication technologies since the 1980s, a central principle of COI theory is
that these presences are vital for effective distance and online learning, and that in this context a
community of inquiry involves interaction as well as independent learning (Garrison & Akyol,

2013).

However, the abrupt transition to online learning during the pandemic, did not allow a
considered development of the social, cognitive and teaching presences defined by COI theory as
necessary for successful higher-order learning. Issues with the platform caused limitations to peer
and teacher interaction, reducing social presence. Cognitive presence was affected as the platform’s
main function was information delivery, restricting collaborative discourse. Teaching presence was
also limited due to platform usability issues. These challenges encountered during the pandemic
highlight the complexities involved when establishing and maintaining an effective online learning

community during sudden, challenging circumstances like a global crisis.

Arguably, the pandemic’s impact on KSA’s entire educational system not only showcased
the difficulties of developing an effective online learning community, but also foregrounded the

relevance of COI theory in establishing the condition necessary for remote learning communities
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(as suggested by Garrison et al. 2010), illustrates the challenges experienced during the pandemic-
induced shift to distance learning. Teachers made great efforts to establish an online learning
community with their students, with support from both national and local educational authorities.
An OECD (2021) report into education in Saudi Arabia during the pandemic found that teachers
had relatively high levels of preparedness for ICT-based teaching, were open to change and
innovation, and received support in terms of strategy for educational continuity. However, in the
same report it was found that many teachers reported a reliance on improvisation. In the context of a
sudden and necessary shift to fully online learning, great demands were placed on both teachers and
students, and the required supportive technology in KSA was lacking, exacerbating these issues.
Figure 5.6 categorises and organises the identified challenges, along with their associated themes

and subthemes.

5.2.4.1 Internet Connectivity. Many of the respondents reported that the most difficult
challenge they faced during online learning pertained to technical issues, which made online
sessions unpredictable. These issues were mostly associated with unstable network connections,
which resulted in an inability to complete the sessions, missing out on studies and loss of marks

(responses) due to disconnection.

A few students expressed concerns about connection issues, citing the strain on the internet network
as a significant source of stress. Students stated:

The biggest challenge I faced is the pressure on the internet. (A15)

I always have problems with the internet, it is always in and out so I cannot hear or

understand instructions. (D13)

Interruptions on the service were of particular concern to students who could not complete lessons
or tests. As Nafisah stated:

1 do not have good internet at home, I have trouble with connectivity and

reception. During the online test, it might disconnect . . . [and] this made me lose a

mark or marks eventually. (G15)
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Similarly, Ketifa mentioned:
Since we all at home had online classes at the same time, the family all logged on
at the same time, and that made things difficult because sometimes when I had a
key test or important task, I could not log in due to weak internet connectivity or a
complete shutdown. (C15)
Gamila also said:
Sometimes the internet was disconnected so I did not understand and see the lesson well.
(E14)
Similarly, Jalila stated:

The internet may disconnect, and I did not hear the explanation of the teacher

clearly compared to when I was at school. I hear the teacher clearly at school and

understand - there is no internet disconnection. (B14)

Another challenge related to internet use those students faced was the simultaneous operation of
multiple devices on the same network, often while other family members were participating in online classes.
This concurrent use sometimes consumed the available bandwidth, which, could lead to connection dropouts
or slower internet speeds. The overall connectivity and range were poor, contributing to the loss of optimum
digital access. As Gamila put it:

Many devices at my home were on the same internet at one time so the connection

gets weak. (E14)

This was an experience that was also experienced by Ketifa:

As all the family entered, the platform was already taking a lot of networks, so it

was under a lot of pressure. (C15)

Likewise, Adara stated:
Many devices at my home and many people are on the same internet and at one
time consuming the platform and consumes a lot of internet and it is under pressure

and the connection gets weak. (H15)
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These issues negatively impacted students’ ability to access online platforms effectively and
compromised the quality of their digital learning experience. Consequences from this issue impacted the
perception that these students had about their academic performance, as Adara pointed out regarding her

problems with the internet and connectivity:

This affected my learning a little bit because there were classes that I could not
enter due to disconnection of internet. So, I had to move to another place within the
house that had a better network, causing a loss in concentration during classes.

(H15)

These statements about problems with internet connectivity and network access are evidence
of the degree of concern felt by the students during the lockdown while trying to maintain their
academic performance. The reported challenges with internet connectivity during online learning
highlight the significant impact of unstable network connections, interruptions, and disconnections
on the students’ ability to fully engage in online sessions and comprehend lesson content
effectively.

Garbe et al. (2020) demonstrated that students’ access to reliable and high-speed internet
was a significant factor for adjusting to online learning. Similar challenges were pinpointed by
students in this study, emphasising the global relevance of these hurdles. The critical need for stable
and affordable internet was underscored, given its direct impact on students’ academic journey and
mental health, thereby aligning with the findings of Garbe et al. (2020). Further, in a literature
review of inclusivity in education during the pandemic, Uleanya et al. (2021) found that internet
access and connectivity played an important role in allowing students to participate in high quality
education. Other studies among middle school students in Bhutan (Chogyel et al., 2021), school and
college students in India (Selvaraj et al., 2021), and university students in Bangladesh (Siddika et
al., 2021) and the Philippines (Dayagbil et al., 2021), also found poor internet connectivity to be a

key factor negatively affecting students’ experience of online learning during the pandemic. The
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frequent complaints about internet connectivity reported by participants in this study thus align with

other findings on the necessity of fast and undisrupted internet access for effective online education.

5.2.4.2 Quality and Online Platform Design. Another challenge during online learning
was audio problems with the online platform Madrasati. Students often experienced disturbances in
the Madrasati online platform’s audio and video quality, which affected their ability to concentrate
on the lessons and sometimes this caused them to miss parts of the lessons. Two participants,

Gamila and Jesenia, specifically mentioned audio issues:

I hate the Madrasati platform because it is messy, and there are many noises. For
instance, sometimes when the teacher unmutes a student, there is a lot of
background noise that makes it difficult to hear the teacher’s response and
understand what is being taught. (E14)

There is always loud noise coming from the speaker when attending online
sessions, and sometimes it is so bad that I cannot hear the teacher properly or

participate in class discussions. (F14)

These comments not only highlight the challenges students faced with audio difficulties
while using the Madrasati online platform, but also bring up concerns about the platform’s audio
features. This suggests that the platform was not effectively designed to deal with background noise
and that the teachers sometimes struggled to use the audio features effectively. These technical

issues posed a significant problem for students.

5.2.4.3 Teachers’ Technical Literacy. The teachers’ inability to impart online lessons
effectively and, particularly, to manage the Madrasati platform was a significant source of concern
among the students. This lack of technology literacy demonstrated by the teachers placed stress on
the relationship between the teachers and students and impacted the students, as reflected in the

students’ comments.
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The comments regarding teachers’ digital literacy add an interesting dimension to previous
research on this issue, most of which has focused on teachers own perceptions of their ability in this
area. For example, a large study of teachers of all levels in Spain found that many perceived their
digital skills as low, and recommended further training in this area (Sanchez-Cruzado et al., 2021).
In a literature review, Li and Yu (2022) found that many teachers reported various challenges
related to their digital literacy and a lack of technical support when teaching online. Cramarenco et
al. (2023), in a recent systematic review of student perceptions of online education during the
pandemic, did report that low technical literacy among teachers was a disadvantage in the period.
The findings of this study underline the importance of digital literacy training and technical support

for teachers adapting to online education.

Although participants did express concerns about teacher’s tech-literacy and its impact on
their learning experience, they did not specifically discuss its perceived effect on their own
performance. Therefore, additional research would be needed to determine if in fact this impacted
the students’ perception about their own performance, which would seem likely. During online
classes using the Madrasati platform, students struggled to participate in lessons and make

themselves visible to the teacher, an issue specifically brought up by Abida:

The teacher was unable to listen to my answers as a result of these disturbances.

This affected my participation because I hate to participate in the platform where

some teachers do not notice me, when I raise my hand and I can’t talk on the

microphone if [ am muted by the teacher. (A15)

Apart from technical communication problems with the Madrasati platform, students noted
difficulties on the part of teachers to manage the online lessons effectively, a concern identified in a
study Aldossari and Altalhab (2022), which explored teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of
distance education in Saudi Arabian public schools during the lockdown and the challenges they
faced as a consequence of lack of technical proficiency and poor training. The study utilised a

mixed-method approach, including a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews with 114 female
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secondary-level English teachers. The findings revealed that while there was an overall positive
view of distance education, teachers preferred traditional in-class teaching due to their familiarity

with it.

Challenges highlighted by teachers in the Aldossari and Altalhab (2022) study included a
lack of internet connection and human interaction, technical issues, assessment reliability, increased
workload, and students’ unwillingness to learn. The study recommended the implementation of
technical and pedagogical training for teachers, better technical support, and thorough online
learning training for students. These measures were highlighted as key to enhancing the efficacy of

distance education and assisting teachers in effectively navigating online teaching methods.

Students often remarked that their teachers had severe difficulties to teach effectively in an
online environment, which was a source of frustration. For example, Jalila noted that the messy
online platform and disturbances affected not only the students’ participation but made it difficult to

get the teacher’s attention:

The teacher did not answer me because she did not understand how to use the Madrasati
platform. (B14)
Meanwhile, Farida commented that:
Because the teachers are not clever in technology, for example, the teachers did not
understand the platform and how to deal with it. (D13)
Also, Ketifa said:
From the online classes, it was apparent that some of our teachers were not technologically
savvy. (C15)
Such struggles have wider implications, as indicated by the community of inquiry theory,
which highlights feaching presence as a critical aspect of a successful community of inquiry. It
refers to activities a teacher undertakes to create a purposeful and productive community of inquiry,

including the design and facilitation of cognitive and social processes for meaningful and
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educational learning outcomes (Anderson et al., 2001). Given the abrupt transition to distance
education prompted by the pandemic, it is plausible that attempting to establish a robust teaching
presence created considerable challenges for Saudi teachers, thereby inadvertently affecting the

broader learning community.

While the Ministry of Education, teachers, and students in Saudi Arabia made significant
efforts, they were met with considerable hurdles in establishing a community of inquiry during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Regardless, this study found that elements identified by the community of
inquiry theory — social, cognitive, and teaching — were present in this new learning environment,
albeit in different capacities and not within a typical collaborative community. As discussed above,
these elements proved to be crucial in understanding the challenges experienced during this period

and the potential effects on students’ learning outcomes.

This study has utilised the elements of the community of inquiry model as guiding principles
for understanding the unique dynamics of emergency remote teaching. However, it is important to
note that further research would be needed to establish and investigate a fully functional community

of inquiry within this context.

In spite of the many problems both teachers and students faced during the pandemic,
students nevertheless found support from their teachers in using digital media. For example, Adara

remarked on how she was supported by:

My family and my teachers. I can ask teachers via Teams and they offer support
with homework or anything I could not understand. (H15)
Similarly, Nafisah said:
1 can ask teachers and they supported me in understanding my homework. (G15)
In addition, Abida mentioned:
My teachers were always available on Teams and would say, ‘Pop up your question, and 1

will help.” They were really supportive and made sure we understood the lessons. (A15)
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From these students’ perspectives, it is evident that the teaching presence, in the sense
described in COI theory, was appreciated by some students despite the challenges caused by the

sudden adoption of online learning.

In addition to those students who experienced strong online support from teachers, a few
students evidently enjoyed studying online. They felt more animated, energetic, and motivated than

they usually did during in-person classes. For example, Nafisah stated:

I was feeling excited and motivated, not sleepy. I love the online classes. I hate to think

about going back to school after lockdown. (G15)

This sentiment resonates with the findings of Widnall et al. (2022), who found a reduction in
anxiety in UK students aged 13-14 during the first lockdown, attributed to relief from being out of

the in-school environment.

During the pandemic, some students in this study may have benefited from the home study
environment, which differed significantly from the traditional school environment. In the home
study environment, some students may have found greater security and support, and experienced
fewer peer-peer or student-teacher conflicts. This might explain why student Nafisah said:

1 hate to think about going back to school after lockdown. (G15)

Although this study primarily emphasises student experiences during pandemic-induced
remote learning, it indirectly hints at potential challenges some students might have faced upon
returning to the traditional classroom setting, particularly if they enjoyed fewer conflicts at home.
These students might have experienced difficulty and anxiety when reintegrating with classroom
learning post-pandemic. According to Widnall et al. (2022), these are valid concerns as their study
also raised similar issues about a potential increase in anxiety upon reintegrating into the traditional
school environment. A recent study in Chile (Caqueo-Urizar et al., 2023) also noted the complexity
of the relationship between mental health and school attendance during and after the pandemic.

They found that during the pandemic, students reported fewer problems related to peer relationship
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and the classroom environment, but that issues in these areas increased significantly when students
returned to in-person learning. It is worth acknowledging the possibility that further mental health
and educational challenges related to the pandemic may emerge when students return to school, but
a comprehensive understanding of these potential challenges would require additional targeted

research.

5.2.4.4 Changes in Instructional Practices. The lockdown forced schools, teachers, and
students to develop the teaching-learning process using a new online approach. Thus, the shift from
face-to-face classroom instruction to an online mode of teaching led to significant consequences for
both teachers and students. These concerns are grouped under themes and subthemes illustrated in

Figure 5.6.

5.2.4.4.1 Assessment Modifications. In the transition from face-to-face classroom
instruction to online teaching, there were significant changes in assessment practices. Three
participants stated they received less feedback on their homework and academic materials than if

they were in a face-to-face setting. Ketifa mentioned that:

1 did not receive any feedback because the Madrasati platform automatically corrected

your homework answers and gave the grades. (C15)

Jalila said:

I do not remember receiving any feedback from my teacher about my homework or

participation. I guess she just stopped because we are online now. (B14)

Adara had a similar perception, mentioning that:

We do not need feedback on our assignments anymore, everything is automated. (H15)

Likewise, Abida said:

Not really, | did not receive feedback, I do get more feedback face-to-face. (A15)
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Also, Farida mentioned:

The corrections are done electronically, and I am notified if my answers are correct or not.
If they are accurate, they mark it as ‘correct’, and if there is a mistake, they point out where
I went wrong. This is the only feedback I received, which is less than what I got during face-

to-face classes. (D13)

The nature of online communication and its dependence on technology for automatic
feedback was one of the difficulties students experienced in receiving the kind of elaborated

feedback normally provided by teachers that is essential in developing critical thinking skills.

Research by Hattie (2017), emphasised the significant impact of feedback on student
achievement. His meta-analysis of 80,000 independent studies revealed a large effect size of 0.70,
highlighting the crucial role feedback plays in enhancing student performance. Furthermore, the
meta-analysis by Wisniewski et al. (2020) revealed that feedback plays a significant role in student
learning and the development of critical thinking, with a medium effect observed overall. However,
the study emphasised that feedback should not be treated as a uniform treatment due to variations in
its effectiveness. It was also noted that the quality and specificity of feedback are crucial factors.
Feedback that is rich in information was found by Wisniewski et al. (2020) to be far more effective
than simpler forms of reinforcement and correction. However, in this study the students reported
that the feedback provided in the lockdown conditions was restricted in scope, lacking the depth and
detail typically received during face-to-face classes. Similarly, automated feedback on Madrasati

was scarce in information and deemed unhelpful.

In a study on online feedback pre- and post-pandemic in Germany and the Netherlands,
Sedrakyan et al. (2023) found that motivational and social aspects were lacking, and noted the
limited amount of research as yet available in the field. As the amount and quality of feedback

received through online learning platforms was a frequent complaint of participants, this study
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reinforces the need for more research into effective feedback in distance and online education.
Further, the reduced interaction between teacher and students and limited feedback resulting from
automation in the current study may have deprived students of timely and personalised guidance,

potentially hindering their academic performance.

5.2.4.4.2 Change in Communication Methods. Participants suggested that the shift to
online learning brought about changes in their social environment and, therefore, available
communication channels with peers and teachers. They expressed difficulties in articulating their
thoughts and emotions because of the nature of online communication, emphasising that it lacked

the same level of social interaction as a physical classroom. For instance, Abida stated:

1 find it difficult to talk using the online service, it just isn’t the same as being in class.

(A15)

Responses such as this demonstrated that before the lockdown, students were accustomed to
communicating freely with face-to-face interaction with teachers. In a traditional classroom setting,
students had the advantage of observing the body language and facial expressions of their peers or
teachers. However, with the onset of the lockdown, students and teachers were compelled to

communicate solely through digital platforms, such as Microsoft Teams, Snapchat, and Instagram.

Video technology such as Microsoft Teams limits the perception of verbal cues, found by
Dewan et al. (2019) to be an important aspect of engagement. However, the same study found that
facial expressions were a particularly important aspect of communication in online education. Due
to cultural factors in Saudi Arabia, students were unable to see their teachers’ facial expressions;
during online instruction, female teachers are required to cover their faces using a nigab or veil to
prevent them from being seen by others who may view the computer or mobile phone screen. This
is a restriction that does not apply when female teachers are teaching exclusively female students in
person. In an online environment, since the students were unable to see the teachers’ faces during
instruction, expressions and gestures were not readily visible.
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Two participants stated they experienced challenges in learning because they were unable to

see their teachers’ faces, thereby missing out on important elements of communication. Ketifa

explained the problems this caused for her:

1 did not understand some of the lessons, especially mathematics and science because 1
want to see the teacher face-to-face while she explains on the board. She is not visible for
me on the platform, I need to see teachers’ faces, and expressions to understand. (C15)
In a similar vein, Jesenia stated:
In face-to-face classes, I can see the teacher, see her facial expression. (F14)
These responses suggest that the teacher’s gestures and facial expressions are important
communication tools that the students were accustomed to in the classroom environment, and which
they noted the absence of during online classes dependent on the teacher’s voice. As Abida

explained, the lack of in-person, face-to-face contact reduced the quality of her interaction with the

teacher:

1 do not feel like there is a teacher in front of me. I cannot see her . . . Because on the
platform, we do not see a face, and there is nothing that can improve the interaction. (A15)

The dominant theme of student responses on this topic, however, related to the shift to more text-

based communication. For example, Ketifa mentioned:

We use Snapchat a lot to communicate now that we do not [physically] see each other daily.

(C15)

Farida shared that:

My teacher sends me a message on Instagram when she wants my attention. I had to create
an account once we started online schooling. (D13)

Jalila said:

In lockdown, I get tired of writing to my friend via phone, and I cannot write everything [

want. I express more face-to-face. (B14)
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Students did not report extensively about the limitations of texting during lockdown. However, the
quotations above suggest that for some students, the information they could have by looking at the
interlocutor’s face was lost; only the individual’s voice or written messages were the available
communication channels between the parties. Students remarked on the change in communication enforced
by the inability to speak in person, and for some students this circumstance prevented them from

interacting and reacting naturally as they would have in face-to-face communication.

Although not directly related to the pandemic, Bambaeeroo and Shokrpour (2017) explored
the role of non-verbal communication in teaching effectiveness—part of communication which was
not available during the lockdown. Their study highlighted the significance of non-verbal cues in
education and found a strong correlation between the quality and method of teachers’ non-verbal
communication and successful teaching outcomes. The study emphasised various patterns of non-
verbal communication, including “emotive, . . . supportive, imaginative, purposive, and balanced
communication” (Bambaeeroo & Shokrpour, 2017, p. 51), all contributing to enhanced learning and
academic success. While the current study focused on students’ experiences during the pandemic, it
echoes insights from the emphasis in Bambaeeroo and Shokrpour’s (2017) study on the importance
of nuanced non-verbal communication, which was limited by both text-based media (Snapchat and

Instagram) and video calling through Teams.

Students expressed difficulties adapting to the limitations of relying solely on voice or
written messages. The lockdown clearly forced schools, teachers, and students to confront the
realities and limitations of being forced to use an online approach. Thus, the shift from face-to-face
classroom instruction to an online mode of teaching initially presented challenges in developing an

effective social presence, which is essential in creating a functional community of inquiry.

However, these challenges also underscore that social technology functioned as a lifeline for
many adolescents. As such, these students proactively engaged with alternative digital platforms

such as social media to communicate, maintain relationships, and continue their studies, thereby
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fostering a sense of community. Consequently, the ability of these students to navigate the digital

landscape amidst the crisis reflects their adaptability (James et al., 2023; Orben et al., 2020).

James et al. (2023) identified that digital communication such as daily texting and video-
chatting during the COVID-19 lockdown with peers led to enhanced feelings of closeness and
improved emotional health, and reduced depressive and anxiety symptoms among adolescents.
Further, Orben et al. (2020) emphasised that digital social contact could reduce the negative effects
of physical isolation on adolescents during the COVID-19 pandemic. These factors are further
expounded upon in the subsequent section, (Section 4.6.5, Facilitators of Online Learning). By
integrating the insights from James et al. (2023) and Orben et al. (2020) with the responses of the
participants regarding the impacts of digital technologies, a comprehensive understanding emerges
of how these platforms play a pivotal role in supporting adolescents’ social connections and
emotional wellbeing amid challenging circumstances. This underscores the essential nature of
digital communication in fostering peer interactions and promoting adaptability during times of

isolation and change.

5.2.4.5 Difficulties Understanding Instruction. Aside from technical issues and the
challenges of online communication, one of the major difficulties students had during the
lockdown was in understanding the content and instructions from their teachers— which was a

consequence of both the technology and the nature of online communication.

Online instruction provided fewer opportunities for individual questioning, which is one of

the hallmarks of critical thinking. Farida said:

Often, I am unable to understand what my teacher is trying to say. It was so much easier

when I could wait for a class break and ask her in person. (D13)

Likewise, Jalila reported:

[1] faced difficulties in understanding compared to face-to-face classes. (B14)
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Gamila, stated that:

In my science class, my teacher does not provide the same examples online as she did when

we were in school. I find the classes so much more boring now. (E14)

From these experiences, it can be deduced that the online teaching modality reduced the
effectiveness of student communication with their teachers during the lockdown. Participants
mentioned difficulties in grasping the content, lack of individual questioning opportunities, and a
perceived decrease in engagement compared to traditional face-to-face classes. The participants
encountered challenges in comprehending instructions and learning in an online mode which was

generally seen as not as effective as in face-to-face classes. As Abida stated:

In mathematics, the teacher did not explain as she used to explain in the face-to- face lesson.
1 did not understand as much, for example, as when [ was in school, where the face-to-face

explanation was more interactive. (A15)

Abida elaborated on how changing the usual way of learning had a negative impact on her learning

experience, as she expressed her dislike for the transition to online learning:

1 did not like submitting assignments online because I used to work more with books in face-
to-face classes. Also, the teacher monitored me in person. When this changed, I did not like
it. I told myself, ‘How can a teacher explain things to me through my mobile phone?’ I hate

this way. (A15)

By contrast, Ketifa felt that learning in an online environment had actually improved her

academic achievement.:

My academic level improved in all subjects. I have family support, so I am not worried.

(C15)

180



Although this student did not find that online instructions impacted her academic
achievement, the lack of face-to-face communication was a frequent complaint among many of the

students interviewed.

Findings suggest teachers may have encountered challenges in explaining content online,
potentially due to the lack of visual cues and real-time interactions that are intrinsic to face-to-face
teaching. This insight hints at the difficulties teachers faced in adapting their instructional approach
to the virtual environment, which could have hindered their ability to effectively convey complex
concepts in an online setting. Aldossry (2021) emphasised the importance of technical knowledge
and training for both teachers and students to optimise the use of distance learning platforms. This
resonates with the challenges identified by students’ responses, particularly in terms of the
limitations of online instruction and the difficulty of maintaining critical thinking skills and
cognitive presence in educational settings. Aligning the difficulties faced by teachers with the call
for enhanced technical proficiency highlighted in the Madrasati Platform evaluation underscores the
necessity for robust training and support frameworks to facilitate effective online learning

experiences.

In the broader theoretical context, these experiences indicate potential issues with
maintaining cognitive presence, an essential aspect of a successful learning community as defined
by Garrison and Akyol (2013). They argued that cognitive presence is a vital element in enabling
learners to develop their critical thinking, and a key aim of educational practice well supported by
learning theory. In the context of a formal educational situation, critical thinking can be encouraged
by how students respond to the content provided by their teacher, by the questions they are invited
to ask, and by feedback on performance. All three of these avenues to critical thinking were limited
in the online learning context.

Overall, the participants revealed that the shift to new learning and assessment methods
during the pandemic was challenging. However, the majority of students did not report a significant

and ongoing impact on their academic performance, mental health or wellbeing.
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It can be argued that the two distinct perspectives about online learning among these
students, one being able to adapt and respond positively over time, and the other experiencing
significant mental health challenges yet demonstrating coping, can be explained by considering

individual factors and the corresponding household environments impacting each student.

There is evidence in the participants’ quotes that they are using digital channels, such as
Snapchat, Instagram and Microsoft Teams (Sections 4.6.4.4.2, and 4.6.5.2), for both social
interactions and academic support. Students mentioned working together in Teams and playing
games online. These interactions demonstrate some students’ engagement with web-based
technology, which helped them to better adapt to online learning. Magableh and Alia (2021)
reported that challenges in maintaining effective time management and a study-life balance were
the basis of the students’ difficulties to shift to online learning. These experiences align closely with

the challenges identified in the current study, adding depth to our understanding.

The impact of poor internet connectivity and the home environment, particularly the level of
noise and the number of household members, were common concerns in both this study and the
research conducted by Maqableh and Alia (2021). These shared concerns suggest a broader issue
affecting the quality of online learning experiences. Therefore, the two viewpoints hinge upon their
initial reaction to the shift to online learning and their subsequent ability to adapt, whether by self-
regulation or the development of coping mechanisms. The factors contributing to these differences
could include engagement with web-based technology, internet accessibility, home environment,
and religious belief and practices. The latter are discussed in Sections 4.6.4.1 and 4.6.7.1 and

4.6.7.2 below.

5.2.5 Facilitators of Online Learning

In spite of the many difficulties Saudi middle school students faced with the lockdown, one
of the major insights to emerge from the interviews was the extent to which these challenges served

as a source of development as the students adapted to this radically changed social and learning
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environment. Whereas the theoretical framework provided by the community of inquiry theory
helps in understanding how the students tried to adapt to new forms of social and cognitive presence
in the online learning environment, Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory specifically highlights
how these students employed observational learning and personal experiences, despite the
constraints of an online environment, to adapt and overcome the challenges they faced. This
perspective allows an understanding of the remarkable adaption these students showed in turning an

initially difficult situation into a successful and developmental learning experience.

The central concept of Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory is that learning takes place
in relation to a social context (such as with other students) and that there is a reciprocal relationship
and interactions with the environment (such as in a classroom) which are affecting the learning
process. In this sense, social cognitive theory encompasses interactions between external influences,
including motivation, attention, and memory, while it also implies that the learning process is

affected and influenced by rewards and observable consequences.

In a traditional face-to-face classroom, the task of the teacher is to inspire, encourage, and
engage students in a collaborative and inclusive educational inquiry environment dedicated to
achieving progress in their learning (Tissenbaum & Slotta, 2019); this is the environment
envisioned by the community of inquiry theory as possible in an online learning community should
the criteria of social, cognitive and teaching presences be met (Garrison & Akyol, 2013). However,
in online learning, the teacher does not have the same immediate presence as in a traditional
classroom. Therefore, in an online platform, it is more difficult for students to address the teacher
with their questions or engage in a learning dialogue. Similarly, teachers are prevented from
observing or engaging with students in online lessons, since they cannot use gestures effectively or
readily respond to students in an open classroom discussion.

Social cognitive theory sees learning taking place through social observation and direct
experiences, such as imitation and modelling, which are admittedly more difficult in the context of

remote learning. Consequently, the perception students in this study had about their academic
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achievement in the initial stages of the lockdown were of concern, given all the barriers Saudi
students needed to overcome. Therefore, students’ ability to adapt to and engage effectively with
online learning in the absence of social observation was crucial and several factors relevant to this

process are discussed in the next sections.

5.2.5.1 Adaptation. Suddenly confronted with a new way of learning, many students
initially reported mixed but often negative feelings. Indeed, some of their comments suggested
they felt unhappy and sad about having courses online and not being able to see and exchange
directly with friends and classmates, although many reported mixed emotions. For example,

Nafisah said that she:

Felt sad, the reason that I could not meet my teachers and friends although sometimes there

were happy moments. (G15)

Gamila reported that when she was on the internet:

1 felt mixed feelings, sometimes happy and sometimes sad... Mixed feelings. But later [

became happier. (E14)

Farida also experienced that:

There were some happy sides, and sometimes feel bored, it’s mixed feeling. (D13)

In contrast, Abida explained:

I'was sad, I could not meet my teachers and friends. (A15)

Therefore, students expressed mixed feelings and differed in some of the ways they

experienced studying in lockdown.

The students’ mixed feelings in this study were consistent with outcomes from research in

other countries. For example, Almendingen et al. (2021) reported that students attending a Norway
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university initially had mixed feelings about online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic,
expressing concerns about the lack of social interaction and reduced motivation. Likewise,
Cockerham et al. (2021) found that the majority (62.5%) of participants reported negative effects of

the transition to online learning, including anxiety, demotivation, and disappointment.

However, as Luszczynska and Schwarzer (2015) pointed out, a personal sense of control can make
behavioural change possible. They argued that when individuals believe they have the capability to take
action instrumentally to solve a problem, they are more likely to do so and feel a stronger commitment to
their decision. This sense of adaptability and capability was raised by participants’ responses in the current
study suggesting that their initial concerns were short-lived as they learned to adapt to their new learning

environment. As Nafisah said:

Maybe in the beginning, the online learning was strange to us, and I was not able to see

all my friends, but then I adapted. (G15)

Similarly, Gamila pointed out:
Shifting to online learning affected my overall happiness at the beginning, then I adapted
to the situation and did not feel any sadness. (E14)
Also, Jesenia said:
1 found the shift to online learning challenging at first, not seeing my friends every day
was difficult. However, I gradually adapted to it. (F14)

This adaptation was due in part to the family support and presence of religious faith in the
home environment, and students in this study generally reported positive perceptions of their
academic achievement during the pandemic lockdown. Some students even expressed a perceived
improvement in their academic achievement as they adapted to the changed circumstances.

In a pre-pandemic study of high school students in Australia, Burns et al. (2018) considered
adaptability and personal best goals in relation to the constructs established by social cognitive

theory (social support, self-efficacy, perceived control, self-regulation, and goal setting; Bandura,
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1986). They found that support from parents, peers and teachers predicted adaptability and the
pursuit of personal best goals, and that this pursuit, in turn, predicted academic achievement. As the
circumstances of the pandemic demanded rapid adaptation to new ways of learning, it is likely that
the ability to adapt was related to higher levels of perceived academic attainment, as seen in the
responses of these students. The findings here thus support those of Zhang et al. (2021), whose

study of university students suggested that adaptability correlated with positive academic emotion.

5.2.5.2 Agency and Self-Regulation

As discussed in Chapter 2, it was anticipated that during the pandemic and lockdown the
students’ perceptions about their academic achievement would be diminished compared to what
would have been expected in their former classroom learning environment. However, contrary to
expectations, the students in this study confirmed that they were to maintain or even improve the
levels of learning achievement during the lockdown. This finding contradicts findings from other
research, such as that of Cortés-Albornoz et al. (2023). In a systematic review, they found that
various factors including lack of motivation had a negative effect on academic performance. This
leads to questions about how it was possible that students’ academic performances were maintained

or even improved in the adverse conditions of the learning environment imposed by the lockdown.

In relation to this finding, another study, by Spitzer and Musslick (2021), found increased
academic performance during the lockdown. Conducting a large-scale study on the impact of school
closures on K-12 students’ performance in an online learning environment for mathematics, their
research revealed that students’ performance improved during the school closures in 2020 compared
to the previous year. Notably, the study found that low-achieving students showed more significant
improvements than high-achieving students, leading to a narrowing of the performance gap between

these student groups.

Possible factors contributing to the enhanced performance in mathematics during school

closures, according to Spitzer and Musslick (2021), include increased utilisation of online learning
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platforms, higher teacher incentives, reduced math anxiety in home schooling settings, and
minimised distractions for students studying at home. The research highlighted the individualisation
of problem sets in online learning environments as a beneficial strategy for supporting low-

performing students and closing the performance gap.

Although the current study did not categorise students into high or low-achievement groups,
the result resonate with the concept of increased or sustained perceived academic achievement
during the lockdown. The adaptability and coping strategies demonstrated by students in this study
enabled them to maintain or enhance their perceived academic performance despite online learning
challenges. These findings underscore the significance of adaptability, individual circumstances,

and effective online learning methods in promoting academic success during crises.

By drawing parallels between the current study and the research by Spitzer and Musslick
(2021), a better understanding of the diverse student experiences and outcomes during the pandemic
can be achieved. This comparative analysis sheds light on the various factors, such as adaptability,
coping mechanisms, and learning approaches, that impact academic achievement in remote learning

settings, offering valuable insights into navigating academic challenges during times of uncertainty.

Students in lockdown were not expected to have flourished or performed well academically
because of the restrictive social and environmental circumstances of the pandemic lockdown, given
that they were forced into relative isolation with limited support from the education system and
were unprepared for a radically different learning model. A central concept of social cognitive
theory, however, is agency, defined as a sense that an individual could influence events in their
environment (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020, p. 2). The students in this study demonstrated this
level of agency, as revealed in the subsequent participant narratives, through proactive self-

regulation, self-motivation strategies, and leveraging support tools and collective learning.

Participants’ responses provided evidence concerning their capacity to develop a sense of
agency, to learn to self-regulate their learning—and their lives— during the lockdown period, with
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some students stating that they learned greater self-reliance and independence in the period. The
operation of agency is particularly noteworthy as the student responses suggest that they proactively
employed self-motivation strategies and techniques to overcome the challenges of online learning.
Students also sought help from friends and family, as well as from other resources such as the ‘Eye
Gate’ AIN educational channel. In circumstances in which traditional sources of support in face-to-
face education were absent, most participants developed more autonomy and agency, enabling them
to manage their studies. That is, they looked for different strategies to maintain their performance

despite the changed condition of learning. For example, Farida said:

1 became more focused on myself because, in face-to-face classes, I was busy talking to my
friends and playing with them. Now my focus is more on myself, [I] rely on myself to
understand the lessons, and I concentrate more on the teacher on the platform. (D13)

In the same vein, Jalila mentioned that:
My academic level has not changed; it rose a little bit, and the reason is that I learned
independence and self-learning about anything I didn’t understand and seeking help
through the educational AIN channels. (B14)

Therefore