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1. Abstract

The Covid-19 health emergency has affected educational institutes worldwide, with lockdown restrictions and rushed transitions to emergency online learning. The current research aimed to examine how these changes affected students psychologically, with a focus on social anxiety, self – efficacy and sense of belonging. The study sought to explore differences in levels of these variables between students who were learning exclusively remotely and those who were educated via face – to – face and remote modes. 74 third-level students took part in a cross-sectional study by means of an online questionnaire. The survey was comprised of self-report measures for social anxiety, self – efficacy and sense of belonging, based on Likert scale responses. Mean scores, T-test and Pearson’s Correlation were applied by SPSS26. The results showed no significant differences between remote and combination groups but reported a positive correlation between self – efficacy and sense of belonging. Limitations and implications for future research were addressed. 


2. Introduction 

Covid-19 has had a widespread detrimental effect on societies worldwide, in losses of life, social isolation, and the abrupt move from onsite working and learning to remote situations. Recent studies show (Kelly, 2020) that one in five people in Ireland (and elsewhere) reported increased psychological distress (anxiety, depression, panic) with 20% reporting clinically meaningful anxiety in March 2020. Since the announcement by the World Health Organisation of the global public health emergency on March 11th, 2020, shift (Cuccinotta & Vanelli, 2020), there has been a rapid response for continuity in learning via remote teaching, a shift to technological systems, and connecting virtually in the wake of normality (Wahab, 2020; Schleicher, 2020; Longhurst et al., 2020). 
The novel Coronavirus has also impacted academic institutions globally, with educational closures on all levels (primary, secondary and tertiary) impacting over 91% of the student population world-wide (Longhurst et al., 2020; Yahaya et al., 2020). Universities in the Republic of Ireland were formally closed on March 12th, 2020 (RTE, 2020), with face-to-face teaching suspended from March 16th, 2020 (Longhurst et al, 2020). Even pre-pandemic, there was an increasing demand for distance learning, creating opportunities and challenges for educational institutions (Sadeghi, 2019). Recent research has also shown that given the choice, students will opt for online classes given a choice (Castro & George, 2021). While the advantages to distance learning are recognised - like greater accessibility for students and upskilling in technologies - the negative psychological impact of educational closures were felt by both students and teachers across nations (de Oliviera et al., 2021, Aguilera–Hermida, 2021). The current study aims to examine the possible psychological impacts of remote learning on students throughout the Covid-19 health emergency. 

2.1  Student life
The transition to student life and third level education is a substantial one. It redefines one’s sense of identity, removing students from their primary socialisation influences while they leave behind existing relationships and create new ones (Kantanis, 2000). Pre – pandemic, students found ways to alleviate these common anxieties, by adapting to their new environments naturally and through socialisation. In - class learning and on – campus life provide a new- found independence and socialisation, an opportunity for reinvention and fostering relationships with peer groups and mentors (Hagenauer & Volet, 2014). This new culture cultivates a sense of belonging and establishes networks of social support (Tice et al., 2021). Studies have shown (Pittmand and Richmond, 2007) that perceived sense of belonging significantly predicts psychological, academic and social adjustment, alongside lower levels of depressive symptoms, greater academic motivation and satisfaction with the learning experience (Levett – Jones & Lathlean, 2009; Alkan, 2016). 
While there are many key aspects that are critical to developing belonging, positive student / faculty and peer relationships are key (O’Keefe, 2013). Covid-19 and remote learning has meant a distance has been created between learners and educational settings, from their tutors and their peers. This loss of socialisation due to pandemic lockdowns and social distancing has contributed, and will continue to contribute, to a loss of these relationships, and a loss in sense of belonging in education (Castro and George, 2021). Research like the Australian Government National Survey (2020) have indicated significant drops in learner engagement since the pandemic began (27%) and the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE, 2021), which surveyed 521 U.S. institutions, reported that over half of students did not feel a sense of belonging to their university (Tice et al., 2021). Generalised anxiety and health anxiety peaked during the Covid – specifically in educational settings (Tyrer, 2020). A study by Fruehwrth et al (2021) found the prevalence of moderate to severe anxiety had increased from 18.1% to 25.3% in just found months after the beginning of pandemic closures in a U.S. university. It is imperative that these issues are examined in Irish settings, to provide students with necessary social supports. 
Research shows (Wahab, 2020) that universities in education systems around the world are moving more towards online and e-learning. Online learning is not a new phenomenon, it can be traced back to over 100 years (Sadeghi, 2019). Institutions like the British Open University, established in 1969, marked a significant development in the delivery of distance education, offering individuals the opportunity to learn from anywhere in the world for the past 50 years (Open University, 2021; Sadeghi, 2019). Online education is that which takes place over the internet, but this is just one type of distance learning – the umbrella term that occurs at a distance from the classroom (Yahaya, 2020). It meets the needs of those who cannot, or prefer not to, participate in traditional settings, who live in remote areas or who work full-time and study on their own schedule (Yahaya, 2020). 
Mixed reviews of distance learning exist. Despite the known benefits (student accessibility, cost effectiveness, equal opportunities etc.) there are plenty of disadvantages for those whose first choice is face – to – face learning, in particular lack of social cohesion and direct interaction with mentors. Access to and experience of technology, as well as connectivity issues, attention deficits, all create barriers to remote education (Adnan & Anwar, 2020) Many students find the learning experience less satisfying than on-site, indicating broadly lower ratings of courses and instructors (Social Research Centre, 2021; Tice et al, 2021). It was found by Keller and Cernerud (2006), pre – pandemic,  that adaptations to e-learning in Swedish universities were not seen as beneficial as on campus – even in those with positive attitudes to new technologies. 
While research is still emerging around mental health issue connected to the Covid – 19 pandemic, results are mixed. Studies in Ireland showed increases in generalised anxiety and depression between 2019 and 2020 (Hyland et al, 2021), as well as significant correlations between lockdown stresses and significant increases in symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress (Burke et al, 2020). Mc Lafferty et al. (2021) reported depression rates increasing since the onset of the pandemic, while anxiety among students decreased since the pandemic began. Horita et al. (2021) indicated lower levels of depression in students, less numbers of high-risk students and higher academic stress in 2020 over 2019. This study seeks to examine the psychological risks and benefits of learning remotely in Ireland, in response to this ‘new normal.’ It will also evaluate if distance learning has led to a decrease in the sense of belonging as this has a direct effect on levels of academic self–efficacy (Sakiz, 2007). 

2.2 Social Anxiety
Social anxiety disorder has a lifetime prevalence rate amongst adults and young people of 12%  (Kessler et al., 2005) and has been identified as affecting individuals negatively by creating persistent anxiety in situations where others can observe and evaluate their actions (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). It is a common mental health problem that resides on the continuum of disability and distress, which in its most severe states can be characterised by highly disabling fear and avoidance (Crozier, 2001; Russell & Topham, 2012). Russell & Topham (2013) described this type of anxiety as having hugely detrimental effect on sufferers, creating issues – among them, significant functional impairment in their social and professional lives, work, study, and romance. It is known that those affected have a much poorer quality of life than those who are anxiety-free (Alden & Taylor, 2004; Oren – Yagoda, 2021). It can occur when a person would like to put forward a particular self-image, a favourable one; and this image can be doubted through low self-worth and internalised shame (Gilbert & Procter, 2006; Russell & Topham, 2012). 
Mood is negatively affected by social anxiety, with individuals often reporting high negative affect, alongside low positive affect. In a study by Vittengl and Holt (1998), they found that socially anxious individual’s mood may be linked to undesired social evaluations, unfamiliar others, and poor-quality communication.  Students in the study with both low and higher anxiety levels were assessed for interaction partner familiarity, positive and negative affect after conversations in their everyday settings, and the quality of communication. The results showed that those in the anxious groups scored higher in negative affect, paired with poorer communication than the control group. Alden and Taylor (2010) identified self – protective behaviours among socially anxious persons, thus reducing the capacity to develop close bonds and connect in a meaningful way.
Russell and Topham (2012) found that in educational settings, social anxiety has a negative effect on academic performance, causing students to be self-conscious, self–doubting and overly critical of their abilities in the presence of others. In these formative years, social anxiety  can first appear (mid to late adolescence), when youths are just settling into full and part–time education. As a result of rumination, students may develop a marked and persistent fear of social or performance situations that tend to be avoided or endured with extreme distress (Veale, 2003, p. 258). These negative assumptions can play out in real life with high levels of social anxiety correlating with deficiencies in learning capacity, social skills, and attentional difficulties in schools and universities (Bernstein et al., 2007). A significant amount of premature school leavers reported doing so due to social anxiety (Ameringen, 2003), with 21% of 17 – year – old Swedish students reporting impaired functioning due to social anxiety (Russell & Topham, 2012; Wetterberg, 2004). The UK followed closely behind, with 10 – 16% of students in higher education displaying clinically significant levels of social anxiety (Russell & Shaw, 2009). This more serious issue was recognised in other studies reporting exam failure and the increased risk of failure to graduate in socially anxious students (Kean & Stein, 2000; Wittchen et al., 1999). 
Previous studies have pointed to the importance of helping educational staff better recognise the causes and effects of student social anxiety therefore removing the invisibility and being cognisant of avoidance behaviour among students. The Clark and Wells (2000) model depict that social anxiety exists and is perpetuated by a negative feedback loop of low self–expectations, anticipatory anxiety, poor performance followed by reinforcing negative self–beliefs. The model suggests that this feedback loop can be positively interrupted through clinical and social interventions that can work to resolve negative attributes and nurture self–confidence and social skills (Russell & Topham, 2012). 
A key aim of the present study is to examine if higher levels of social anxiety exist in educational settings amongst those studying remotely, during the Covid-19 health emergency in Ireland. Previous research has demonstrated increases in anxiety and stress due to quarantine measures (Demetriou et al., 2021; Husky et al., 2020; Islam et al., 2020). In gender differences empirical studies (Asher & Aderka, 2018, Caballo et al, 2014, Dell‘Osso et al., 2015) have found higher social anxiety in females, yet other research has indicated no significant differences (Mc Lean et al, 2011). The current study also aims to measure these gender disparities. In addition to examining social anxiety, the areas of self -efficacy and belonging are key areas of focus.

2.3 Sense of belonging 
Sense of belonging, for all the intellectual sophistication and ingenuity of the human species, is our rudimentary need to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). It motivates much of our behaviour and shapes our thoughts and feelings about others (Hawkley et al., 2007). Maslow (1954) was one of the first academics to outline the importance of belonging as one of the basic psychological needs. Sense of belonging is a feeling of connectedness and the notion that one is needed and valued in their particular societal group. Belonging has been linked to better health, well–being, and quality of life (O’Meara et al., 2017).
Hawkley et al. (2007) found that socially connected individuals reported higher levels of positive feelings and lower levels of negative feelings, having better social experiences and enjoying company better than those who are less well connected. There is an inherent tie between loneliness and social anxiety, with numerous studies finding significant associations between the two (Lim et al., 2016, Caplan, 2002). In adult samples, those with high levels of loneliness had higher levels of threat appraisal in social situations, and this led to greater social anxiety (Anderson & Harvey, 1998; Oren-Yagoda et al., 2021). 
Loneliness, group exclusion, and isolation can play a large part in negative mood and detrimental health outcomes – with experimental evidence indicating a bidirectional causal relationship between mood and social interactions. Moreover, Caciopoppo (2014) remarks, high levels of social anxiety leading to avoidant behaviours can create more feelings of loneliness. Simply put, loneliness and isolation have the potential to increase ill health. In the context of learning remotely, loneliness and isolation may therefore have affected students during the Covid- 19 pandemic. Not only have these shifts in learning environments curbed social relationships and group dynamics in education (and in society in general) but research has shown that adverse health outcomes ensue from these feelings of loneliness and isolation (Cacioppo et al., 2002; Hawkley et al., 2007). 
In applying this to academic settings, research has shown that a sense of belonging is associated with academic success (Goodenow, 1993a,b; Pittman and Richmond, 2007), academic satisfaction or ‘joy’ (Sahaghi et al, 2015) and persistence (Hausmann et al., 2007; Knekta et al., 2020). In higher education, belonging has been tied to greater academic self–concept, intrinsic motivation, willpower, dedication, and persistence (O’Meara et al., 2017). Furthermore, a study by Camfield et al. (2001) claims that remote learning could instil a loss of belonging and contribute to increased anxiety and cognitive loads, with less engagement in learning. They also ascertained that first-year students may be worse affected, as their efficacy is more dependent on their instructor’s guidance. 
There is a need to develop academic relationships and understandings of how to create bonds virtually if remote learning is set to remain one of the primary ways of delivering education for future advancements. O’Meara et al. (2017) suggested greater strategic thinking to enhance a sense of belonging in ways appropriate to the distinct culture and nature of the education programme, and that sense of belonging had a considerable influence on retention and completion rates in university education. Pacansky Brock (2020) makes recommendations for ‘humanising’ online learning, introducing micro guides for complex lectures, bumper videos and feedback and ‘micro lectures’. Geri et al., (2017) acknowledges the need for engagement with lectures online, taking an ‘attention economy perspective’. Results proved the importance of interactivity, with a 20% increase in completion and viewing of both long and short video lecture groups. Future research is pertinent to explore ways of conducting this same goal. For students who are learning in a remote or hybrid education model, it can be assumed that isolation will be the antithesis to feelings of social inclusion and belonging.

2.4 Self–efficacy
Pioneering researcher Albert Bandura (1997, 2008) describes self-efficacy as an individual’s belief in their abilities to complete an accomplishment and is highly associated with agency and motivation. Self-efficacy is one’s ability and perceived ability to organise and execute courses of action, and to achieve ones goals and attainments (Camfield et al., 2021; Talsma et al, 2021; Van Dinther et al., 2011). Bandura (2008) outlined that when people feel capable, they are much more likely to persevere through setbacks. This rings true also in education settings, with academic self-efficacy being noted as an important aspect for grade outcomes and class participation (Kumar et al., 2021).
There is an increase in interest and awareness in education around the thoughts and beliefs of students and how this can affect learning (van Dinther et al., 2011). Self–efficacy (stemming from thoughts and beliefs) play a crucial part in social cognitive theory and are a vital part in student’s motivation and learning (van Dinther et al., 2011) alongside the tasks they choose effort output, perseverance and performance (Schunk, 2003). As Bandura (1997) deduces, self – reflection helps individuals to evaluate their thought and behaviours. It enables individuals to come to conclusions about their perceived abilities and relies heavily on how much effort they will expend on a task and how resilient they will be in difficult situations (van Dinther et al., 2011). Those with higher levels of self–efficacy put in the greatest effort, perseverance, and elasticity, whereas persons with a weaker sense of self–efficacy are likely to perceive tasks as more challenging than they may actually be. This can lead to negative feelings, feelings of inadequacy, helplessness, and depression, which can affect educational outcomes (Bandura, 1986).
Pajares (1996) additionally argues that self-efficacy can be a predictor for future academic performance and decreases in self–efficacy – students are more likely to become disengaged from learning (Anderson et al., 2019). Numerous studies have indicated the notable effect of student’s self – efficacy and autonomy on grades and performances, such as cognitive performance (Bouffard-Bouchard, 1990), mathematics (Carmichael & Taylor, 2005) business management (Lane et al., 2004), writing proficiency (Pajares, 2003); skills training (Relich et al.,  1986), and reading and writing (Schunk, 2003). Research by Byrne et al., (2014) showed the implications of deficits in self – efficacy in first year accounting students. The overall results suggested learners lacked the confidence to participate fully in academic activities, partake in independent reading and note-taking, and judge standards in course work. Confidence in one’s ability to understand course content, attempt questions in advance of tutorials, and to meet deadlines were associated with achieving significantly better results in the accounting modules. Detrimentally, they also failed to ask for help. 
Given the substantial effect of self-efficacy, it is imperative to explore its effects in education and especially in relation to remote learning to support student’s development. The aim of the present study is to examine a possible correlation between sense of belonging and self -efficacy to explore possible effects on educational outcomes. 

2.5 This study
The hypotheses of the current study aims to examine levels of social anxiety, self–efficacy, and sense of belonging and how these vary between groups of learners in educational setting. It also seeks to determine if there is a positive relationship between self–efficacy and a sense of belonging in academic settings. Given the shifting patterns of education models, the present research provides an important step in research which may be helpful to education systems and future students in helping them to adapt to hybrid models – as they remain post-Covid-19. Furthermore, the findings of the present study may provide valuable insights which will allow for the exploration of strategies and supports to foster levels of social inclusion and belonging in student populations. This would allow for greater academic performance across student populations and assist educational institutions in supporting students. 

Following this discussion the following hypotheses will be examined:
H1: Students learning remotely have higher levels of social anxiety than those studying via combination model 
H2: Students learning remotely will have lower levels of belonging than those studying via combination model 
H3: Students learning remotely will have lower levels of self – efficacy than those learning via combination model
H4: There will be  a positive relationship between academic self – efficacy and sense of belonging 
H5: There will be different levels of social anxiety among gender groups












3. Methods

3.1 Participants
The sample for this study is males and females who are over 18 years of age, who study at both undergraduate and postgraduate level in third level education. Both full time and part time students were invited to take part in this research, who could also be employed on a full – time or part – time basis, or unemployed. Participants were recruited via online snowball sampling using social media platforms (Facebook, LinkedIn and WhatsApp) and word of mouth. They were informed via an information sheet (see Appendix A) that they must be in education as a requirement to partake in the study, and that taking part is confidential and voluntary. Criteria for inclusion is those who are studying remotely, face to face, or a combination of these learning models. Demographic questions (see Appendix C) included age, gender, employment status and if participants study full time or part time in a private or public institution. Research participants (n = 74) ranged in age from 18 – 64, with the majority (26) in the 35 – 44-year-old category (35%), and 23 (31%) in the 25 – 34-year age bracket. Sixty participants identified as female (811.1%) and 14 identified as male (18.9%). At the analysis stage, 14 responses were removed (originally 88 participants) as they did not attend college. 

3.2 Design: 
A mixed design of correlational and between groups analysis was used in a quantitative approach. It was an online survey design. Students were presented with a number of self – reported scales to measure the variables of social anxiety, self – efficacy and sense of belonging in education. The cross-sectional study was composed of three groups - face to face learning, remote learning and a combination of both. A small number of respondents identified as learning only face to face (2), so this category was omitted at the data analysis stage. The dependent variables were social anxiety, self – efficacy and sense of belonging, with the independent variable being remote learning. For correlation, the predicator variable was sense of belonging and the criterion variable was self – efficacy. Hypothesis 1 examined levels of social anxiety between face – to face and hybrid learners and those studying remotely. Hypothesis 2 predicted levels of sense of belonging between groups. Hypothesis 3 compared levels of self – efficacy between groups. In hypothesis 4 the predictor criterion is sense of belonging and the criterion variable was self-efficacy. Hypothesis 5 sought to examine levels of social anxiety amongst gender groups. 

3.3 Materials: 
The online survey opened with an information sheet (see Appendix A) outlining the intention and ethics of the study, the right to withdraw, confidentiality issues, benefits and risks, and contact details. There followed a consent form (Appendix B). Age questions were asked, and demographic questions (Appendix C) asked participant’s gender, if they study and on what basis (full – time or part – time), the type of educational institutional they attend (public or private) and the method of educational delivery (remote, face to face or a combination of both). They were also asked if they were employed and if so, was it in a full – time or part – time capacity. Survey questions followed (Appendix D, E, F, G). A debrief was provide post – survey (see Appendix H). 
Surveys were delivered by Microsoft Forms. Questionnaires were assessed via Microsoft Excel and data analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics 26. The survey used five closed question scales to measure social anxiety, self- efficacy, social inclusion / belonging. These were as follows:


3.3.1 Mattick & Clarke (1998) - Social Phobia Scale (SPS)
This 20-piece psychometric scale measures social phobia and fears as a feature of anxiety while being observed by others during routine activities (eating, drinking, writing). The scale is shown to have high levels of internal consistency and test – retest reliability with previous studies showing alpha co=efficients in the high 0.70 and 0.80s (Gomez & Watson, 2017, Mattick & Clark, 1998) (See Appendix D). Scores are measured using a 5-point Likert-style scale from 0 – 5 (0 being ‘not at all’ to 5 ‘extremely’). Scoring ranges from 0-80 is given as output, with higher scores indicating higher anxiety about being observed or scrutinised. In  previous studies socially anxious patients scored higher on the SPS scale than control groups, as well as patients with a range of other anxiety disorders (Heimberg et al., 1992, Mattick & Clark, 1998). Examples of statements include ‘I worry about shaking or trembling or shaking when I’m watched by other people’ and ‘I get nervous that people are staring at me as I walk down the street.’ 

3.3.2 Schwartz & Jerusalem (1995) – General self-efficacy scale (GSE) 
The GSE is a 10 item self-reported one-dimensional that assesses the optimistic self-beliefs in people over the age of 12 years in coping with a variety of difficult situations (see Appendix E). The GSE uses a 4-point Likert-type scale for each item (1 – not true at all to 4 – exactly true). Sample statements include, ‘I am confident that I could deal efficiently with unexpected events’ and ‘If I am in trouble, I can usually think of a solution’. Mean scale score can be calculated on a scale of 1 to 4 with a total score, on a scale of 10 to 40. Higher scores indicate higher perceived general self-efficacy, lower scores indicate lower perceived general self-efficacy. The internal consistency of the measure in this population had a Cronbach's alpha value of 0.85 (Romppel et al., 2013) 
3.3.3 Goodenow (1993) - Psychology Sense of School Membership (PSSM) 
This scale of 18 items measures student’s perceived or psychological membership in an educational environment, being accepted, respected and a sense of membership – 13 positively worded statements and five negatively worded statements (Goodenow, 1993, Alkan, 2016) (see Appendix F). Negatively worded items were reverse scored in SPSS 26. Studies have found substantial correlation with self-reported school motivation, with grades and with teacher – rated effort. Items are measured using 5-point Likert scale, ranging from (0 = not true at all to 4 = completely true) with higher scores relating to higher feelings of school membership.  Statements include ‘Most teachers at my school are interested in me’ and ‘I feel very different from most other students in my school’. Goodenow (1993) has reported the internal consistency of the scale as 0.80. 

3.3.4 Malone (2012) – General Belonging Scale (GBS)
Malone’s 12 item scale measures inclusivity and general belongingness, motivation to be accepted and avoid rejection. The scale is comprised of two subscales (acceptance and inclusion, rejection and exclusion) of six questions each. Investigations in the development of the scale showed achieved belongingness is distinct from the need to belong and strong associations between belongingness and the Big Five personality traits of neuroticism and extraversion (see Appendix G). The scale indicates high reliability and strong patterns of validity, with previous research reporting .94 Cronbach’s Alpha (Malone et al., 2012). The items are scored using a 7- point Likert-type rating choice format ranging from (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) with higher scores indicating higher levels of belonging. Sample statements include ‘When I am with other people, I feel included’ and ‘I feel as if people don’t care about me’. Negative worded questions were reverse scored in SPSS 26. 

3.4: Procedure:
Online snowball sampling took place via an online survey link, which was shared on social media platforms, inviting participants to take part in the study. An information sheet (see Appendix A) was used to detail the aims and objectives of the study, followed by a mandatory consent form (see Appendix B). Participants were made aware that research was being carried out as part of an undergraduate psychology project that explored the effects of remote learning on social anxiety and the relationship between a sense of belonging and self -efficacy in higher education. The right to withdraw was stated in addition to the potential risks and benefits of the study. Confidentiality was assured as part of participation and contact details were provided in full. Participants were informed that the study would take approximately 10 minutes to complete. The questionnaire opened with a number of demographic questions about the individual (see Appendix C) and all elements of the four scales (see Appendix D, E, F & G). After the individual had completed the questionnaire a debrief sheet (Appendix H) where support services information was provided and the contact details of the author and the research supervisor. 

3.5: Ethics:
Ethical approval was requested from Dublin Business School  Human Research Ethics Committee. This process was in accordance with the Code of Professional Ethics of the Psychological Society of Ireland (2019). The information sheet outlined the objectives and requirements of the study in a clear and concise manner. It also detailed the minimal risks associated with the same (potential minor negative feelings) and provided contacts for support services. The study required consent at the initial stages of the study, thus allowing for informed consent. Participants were allowed to withdraw at any stage of the study, without explanation. It was made clear that all information was collected anonymously and for research purposes only. Questionnaires were stored securely, and password protected on a computer that only the author has access. Data collected will be stored in the EU for five years in accordance with Data Protection Act (2018). Contact details were provided on a debrief form in the instance that participants required any further information. 
















4. Results

4.1 Introduction 
This study aimed to examine levels of social anxiety, self-efficacy and sense of belonging in students learning remotely and by a combination of face to face and remote learning. Statistical analysis was run using SPSS (version 26) software. In this results section, both descriptive and inferential statistics outline the frequency information for demographic variables, in addition to the mean and standard deviation of the psychological scales of social phobia, self – efficacy and sense of belonging. Inferential statistics will relay the results of parametric tests - Independent T - Tests and Pearson’s Correlations coefficients that examined differences in outcome variables between groups and the relationship between self – efficacy and sense of belonging. Reliability scores (Cronbach’s Alpha) will be reported for all scales. 

4.2 Reliability checks 
	Measures of internal consistency were conducted to examine scale reliability using SPSS 26. Cronbach’s Alpha is a widely used to estimate the internal consistency of reliability of a measurement scale (Sun et al, 2007). Using the rule of George and Mallory (2003) to interpret the data most of the scales measured at .9 (excellent), self – efficacy measuring .8 (good) and the school membership scale reporting at .53 (poor) (see Table 1). It must be noted, that on creation of the survey one of the Likert ratings (3 = neutral) was left out in error and this will affect the reliability score. 



Table 1: Reliability of Psychological Measures
	Measure
	Items
	Cronbach’s Alpha

	Social Phobia 
	20 
	.91

	Self-efficacy 
	10
	.82

	School Membership
	18
	.53

	Sense of Belonging 
(Acceptance & Inclusion)
	6
	.90

	Sense of Belonging 
(Rejection & Exclusion)
	6
	.90




4.3 Descriptive statistics

4.3.1 Sample demographics:
Presented below (Table 2) is a description of demographic survey results. Of age categories, 9.5% were in the 18 – 24 bracket (7), 31% in 25 – 34 (23), the majority at 35.1% in the 35 – 44-year group (26), 18.9% in 45 – 54 (14) and the smallest portion of 5.4% in the 55 – 64 cohort (4) (Table 2). Of 74 respondents, 18.9% identified as male (14) and 81.1% as female (60). 





Table 2: Descriptive statistics for demographic data
	Variables
	N
	Percent

	Age 
18 – 24
	
7
	
9.5

	25 -  34
	23
	31.1 

	35 - 44
	26
	35.1

	45 - 54
	14
	18.9

	55 - 64
	4
	5.4 

	Total
	74
	100

	Gender 
Male
Female 
Total 
	
14
60
74  
	
18.9
81.1 
100 



Table 3 indicates further analysis of group data, representing the percentages of each group variable. Mode of study showed 29.7% studying remotely (22), face to face only two participants at 2.7% and combination of both was 67.6% (50). Students in public education represented 36.5% of the data set (27) and private at 63.5% (47). Full-time students were 16.2% (12) and part-time students the majority of respondents 83.8% (62). Employment figures relayed that 60.8% of students were working full-time (45) and those working part-time made up 21.6% (16). Thirteen students were not in employment (17.6%). Figure 1 and 2 display study modes and full and part – time basis. 

Table 3: Descriptive statistics for groups
	Variable
	N
	Valid Percent

	
Study mode 
Remote
Face to face 
Combination 
Total
	

22
2
50
74
	

29.7
2.7
67.6
100

	Institution 
Public 
Private
Total
Study 
Full-time 
Part-time 
Total 
	
27
47
74

12
62
74
	
36.5
63.5
100

16.2
83.8
100

	Employment
Full-time
Part-time
Not applicable 
Total 
	
45
16
13
74
	
60.8
21.6
17.6
100







Figure 1: Study modes
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Figure 2: Education basis 
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4.3.2: Psychological scales: 

The data in Table 4 represents descriptive information for the four psychological scales used in this study. The mean of the social phobia scale reported as 18.43(SD = 12.50), self-efficacy 31.27 (SD = 3.39), psychological school membership at 61.59 (7.60), sense of belonging (acceptance & inclusion subscale) at 33.39 (5.77) and negative item scale (rejection & exclusion subscale) at 31.60 (7.96). The minimum  and maximum scores are indicated in the table also. These mean scores indicated low levels of social anxiety, high levels of self-efficacy, medium to high levels of psychological school membership and both scales reported high levels of belonging. 

Table 4: Descriptive statistics for psychological scales
	Variable
	N
	Mean
	Standard deviation
	Minimum
	Maximum

	
SPS 
	
74
	
18.43
	
12.50
	
0
	
50

	GSE 
	74
	31.27
	3.39
	22
	38

	PSSM 
	74
	61.59
	7.60
	38
	74

	GBS (acceptance) 
	74
	33.39
	5.77
	16
	42

	GBS (rejection)
	74
	31.60
	7.96
	13
	42






4.4 Inferential statistics 
This study aimed to examine levels of social anxiety, self-efficacy and sense of belonging across student groups. It also set out to examine a possible positive relationship between the variables of self – efficacy and sense of belonging (SOB) in education. The following table (Table 5) indicates the mean differences and standard deviations of these variables between groups, while Table 6 outlines correlation. Parametric tests, Independent T Tests and Pearson’s Correlation, were used to examine these hypotheses – these will be accepted or rejected. For the purposes of the study, the author decided to drop the two participants who were learning on a face-to-face basis only, due to sample size. 

Table 5: Mean and Standard Deviation of Psychological Measures across Study Mode groups
	Variable groups
	N
	Social phobia SPS
M (SD)
	Self -efficacy
GSE
M (SD)
	School membership
PSSM
M (SD)
	SOB1
(acceptance)
GBS
M (SD)
	SOB2 (rejection)
GBS
M (SD)

	
Study mode 
	
74
	
	
	
	
	

	Remote 
	22
	21.22 (10.77)
	31.50 (3.36)
	62.90 
(9.28)
	33.44 
(5.91)
	31 
(7.37)

	Combination 
	50
	17.36 (13.30)
	31.10 (3.33) 
	61.02 
(6.92)
	33.31
(5.87)
	31.80
(8.41)





4.4.1:Independent T – test:
Hypothesis 1 proposes that there will be significant differences in levels of social anxiety in those learning remotely and those learning via a combination of remote and face to face. Tests reported a slightly higher levels of social anxiety (M = 21.22, SD = 10.77) in those in remote groups over those in combination groups (M = 17.36, SD = 13.30). Independent T – test results for these two hypotheses indicate however that there are no significant differences in social anxiety (t(70) = -1.20, p = .234, CI (95%) -10.30 -> 2.56). Therefore, the null cannot be rejected. 
Hypothesis 2 aimed to measure differences in levels of belonging between remote and combination groups. There were two sub-scales of belonging (acceptance / positive and rejection / negative). An Independent T – test found no significant differences between groups for either of these scales. Mean differences varied slightly in the acceptance subscale for combination (M = 33.44, SD = 5.91) and remote groups (M = 33.31, SD =5.87) (t(70) = .081, p = .936, CI (95) -2.89 -> 3.13). Means for the rejection scale were also similar; remote (M = 31.00, SD = 7.37) and combination (M = 31.80, SD = 8.41) (t(70) = .385, p = .701, CI (95%) -3.34 -> 4.94). Thus the null could not be rejected. 
Hypotheses 3 set to examine distinctions between self – efficacy between the same two groups. There was almost no difference in means and an independent samples t-test found that there was no significant difference between levels of self-efficacy in remote (M = 31.50, SD = 3.36) and combination (M = 31.10, SD = 3.34) groups (t(70) = -.467, p = .642, CI (95) -2.11 -> 1.31) therefore the null cannot be rejected.


Hypothesis 5 proposed differences (and no differences) in levels of social anxiety in gender groups. Mean differences were slight between male (M = 13.21, SD = 9.93) and female (M = 19.65, SD = 12.79). An Independent T-test found no significant differences between groups (t(72) = -1.75, p = .083, CI (95) -13.73-> .858), therefore the null cannot be rejected. 

4.4.2: Pearson’s Correlation: 
Hypothesis 4 sought to explore a potential relationship between self – efficacy and sense of belonging in education. A Pearson’s Correlation coefficient found that there was a weak positive significant relationship between sense of belonging (acceptance and inclusion) (M = 33.39, SD = 5.78) and self – efficacy (M = 31.27, SD = 3.40) (r(74) = .301, p = .009). Therefore the null can be rejected. 
A second Pearson’s Correlation coefficient found a weak positive significant relationship between sense of belonging (rejection and exclusion) (M = 31.61, SD = 7.96) and self – efficacy (M = 31.27, SD = 3.39) (r(74) = .192, p = .101) thus the null can be rejected. Figure 3 and 4 display this information, respectively. In both cases this means that when levels of belonging increase, so do levels of self – efficacy, and vice versa. If sense of belonging falls, so too does self – efficacy. 
Figure 3: A scatterplot displaying a positive relationship between Sense of Belonging  - (Acceptance & Inclusion) and Self-efficacy [image: Chart, scatter chart
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Figure 4: A scatterplot displaying a positive relationship between Sense of Belonging – (Rejection & Exclusion) and Self-efficacy 
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5. Discussion

5.1 Overview of study aims
With research into the implications of the Covid-19 pandemic emerging, the current study looked to educational settings to study whether differences exist in psychological wellbeing between third–level students learning remotely, and those who studied via a hybrid model. This quantitative study aimed to examine the effect of remote learning on levels of social anxiety, sense of belonging and self – efficacy between groups. The present research also aimed to find explore any relationship between self – efficacy and sense of belonging in education. This chapter will discuss the paper’s findings in terms of previous research, strengths and limitations, applications and findings for future research and conclusion. 

5.2 Interpretation of findings
5.2.1 Hypotheses 1: 
The first hypothesis predicted significant differences in social anxiety between remote and combination groups. Results of a t–test demonstrated no significant outcomes. Tests reported slightly higher social anxiety in remote groups of students over those who had learned both remotely and in face – to – face settings, but not enough to report significance. There was an overall low level of social anxiety in this sample and the null could not be rejected. This is not in line with previous research, which states that anxiety and mental health disorders were increased in those learning from home during the Covid – 19 health emergency. Demetriou et al., (2021) examined students in education in Greece and Cyprus in May 2020  and discovered significantly positive correlations between distance learning, student’s anxiety levels and stress levels, with those living away from the family home most affected. In France, Husky et al., (2020) reported similar findings of negligible impact of confinement on the mental health of students, especially those who relocated due to educational closures. Conversely also, Fruewirth et al (2021), measured the effect of pandemic restrictions on first year students, finding moderate – severe anxiety increase from 18.1% to 25.3% within four months of lockdown beginning in the U.S. Horita et al., (2021) however found lower levels of depression, but higher academic distress. This could be attributed to less stress in entering university in person, but higher stress adapting to online learning. Moreover, the majority of current published research on this topic was conducted at the beginning of Covid-19, (mid-2019, early 2020) so this could have a bearing on results. Participants of the present study were nearing two years of learning remotely, which could cause levels of anxiety to be lower in contrast. Lee (2020) found students benefitted from home learning, appreciating the calm of home, while Castro and George (2021) described students opting for online classes given a choice. 

5.2.2. Hypotheses 2: 
	Hypothesis 2 predicted lower levels of belonging in remote over those in combination groups, while Hypothesis 4 predicted no differences. A t-test found no significant differences (almost no difference) in belonging and medium to high levels in the group, thus the null could not be rejected. These findings contradict recent literature that indicates a loss of belonging in students attending distance learning. Factors such as social isolation and the loss of informing peer and student-teacher relationships (O’Keefe, 2013; Castro and George, 2021, O’Meara et al., 2017) are found to negatively affect sense of belonging in education. Research such as the Australian Govt National Survey (2020) and the NSSE (2021) in the U.S. have recorded decreases in sense of educational belonging and learner engagement (Tice et al., 2021), a direct contrast to the findings in this study. The above research has taken place in students who were moved to emergency remote learning, while participants in the current study are coming to a minimum of two years in remote situations. The convenience and adaptation to online learning could affect outcomes here.

5.2.3 Hypothesis 3: 
	Hypothesis 3 predicted higher self – efficacy in the hybrid learning group. An independent T-test found no significant differences in levels of self – efficacy between student groups, so the null could not be rejected. Research supports this finding in Kosycheva & Tikhonova (2021) which outlines same levels of self-efficacy pre and post - emergency remote learning. Talsma et al., (2021) indicated no significant differences in self – efficacy and academic grades between classes in 2019 and 2020. This confounds the theory, as stated by Bandura (2008), that self-efficacy contributes to confidence in one’s abilities. Students with higher self – efficacy see difficulties as challenges, and it can be considered that this is applied to new learning environments also, tackling both learning content with new technologies. Those with higher self – efficacy will do better in remote learning or face – to face settings (Kumar et al, 2021). Contrary to these findings, Aguilera – Hermida (2020) discovered decreases in self – efficacy and cognitive engagement, with only increases in uses of technology. In the current study it must be recognised that students have become familiarised with online platforms and video conferencing tools. Gonzalez et al., (2020) also found decreases in student grades post-pandemic. 



5.2.4 Hypothesis 4:  
	The 4th hypothesis predicted a positive relationship between self -efficacy and sense of belonging. A Pearson’s Correlation co-efficient found a weak correlation between the two variables, so the null can be rejected. The confirmation of hypothesis 7 is consistent with previous research, that when self-efficacy increases, so too does sense of belonging (O’Meara et al, 2017), especially in educational settings, allowing for greater academic success (Goodenow, 1993a,b; Pittman and Richmond, 2007, Sakiz, 2007). Sahaghi et al., (2015) found a positive correlation between the two variables, showing that belonging could explain 37% of academic self-efficacy. Belonging is a positive predictor of self-efficacy in studies examining perceptions school membership, participation and educational aspirations (Uwah, 2008). The study expected to find a stronger correlation between the two variables. this could be due to participant’s independence increasing in adapting to remote learning for over 2 years prior to these conclusions.

5.2.5 Hypothesis 5: 
	Lastly, the 5th hypothesis predicted significantly different levels of social anxiety among gender groups. Findings showed that the  latter concurred with study results as a T-test found no significant differences in social anxiety between males and females. There was a slightly higher average of social anxiety amongst females, however the null cannot be rejected. This was not expected as while some previous research shows no major differences between gender groups (Mc Lean, 2011) the majority of findings indicate higher levels of social anxiety in females (Asher & Aderka, 2018, Dell‘Osso et al., 2015). Caballo et al, (2014) conducted research across 18 countries, results showing higher levels of social anxiety amongst females. A limitation of these hypotheses is the dominance of female participants (81.1%) and how this may skew data, with males only accounting for 18.9% of responses. Issues with self-reporting must also be recognised as women may have reported lower levels of social anxiety than they are experiencing. 

5.3 Strengths and Limitations 
While there have been studies done world-wide on the issue of emergency remote learning, it is paramount to execute the same in Irish settings. The current study addresses a legitimate gap in current literature and expands on current literature. A significant strength of this study is that the psychological measures chosen have been widely used in previous research and have high internal reliability (with the exception of the PSSM which has low reliability due to a compilation error). Procedures were followed closely to the Professional Code of Ethics (Psychological Society of Ireland, 2019), with consent, clarity, honesty and integrity adhered to throughout the study. The survey produced a good sample size (n = 74) for analysis, and it is easily replicable. Another strength is the focus on remote learning in an Irish student population. 
One of the weaknesses of the current study is gender imbalance with 81.1% of sample being female. It would benefit future replications of the study to have a more equal balance of genders, especially when examining between gender variances such as social anxiety or other psychological variables. There was also an imbalance in remote and hybrid learning groups, with 67.6% identifying as learning via face-to-face model and via remote modes, while exclusively remote learners accounted for 29.7% of the sample. A larger, more equally distributed sample could have yielded more accurate results. Another notable limitation is that the approach was strictly quantitative. The author believes that similar studies could benefit from a mixed method approach, with open-ended qualitative questions to get a broader understanding of student’s experiences of remote learning. The current study also took place 2 years into the Covid-19 health emergency which may have had a bearing on non-significant results for outcomes of social anxiety, self – efficacy and sense of belonging. There has now been an adjustment phase to the initial stresses of emergency remote learning and some students will have only ever experienced third level education via remote methods may have developed the necessary autonomy and self – learning that is required in distance learning. The surveys self – report measures is another limitation, as there is room for error / misreporting by participants, who may under or overestimate responses. Finally, the current study did not measure how many hours of face – to face and remote lessons students in the hybrid model undertook, thus unable to clarify if they spent more time learning on-site or at home.

5.4 Future research 
When considering the implications of this study for future research, we can look to the findings of this paper. The author believes it would be beneficial to replicate the same study with sample sets of equal proportion for distance learners and face – to – face learning only post – pandemic. This would indicate a more accurate representation of remote only students, rather than a mix of both as in the current paper. Future studies should aim to have an equal balance of females and males also, especially when exploring gender differences. A longitudinal study, with qualitative measures added, is also recommended using the variables listed in the current study, with the addition of other variables such as employment, age, public and private institutions. Scales for more generalised anxiety (rather than social phobia) could also be employed. The current study took place in January 2021, 2 years post initial lockdown announcements so longitudinal research is necessary to capture these assumptions post-pandemic. The final suggestion for future research is the expansion to nationwide, including more universities and colleges to produce more holistic results. 

5.5 Implications and Applications
	The current study has important implications for future research, despite its limitations. This piece of research has real world application stemming from the very recent health pandemic. Results of the current study showed no significant differences in psychological variables between remote and hybrid learner groups, but this is in contrast to previous recent research. As this is an ever-evolving situation, with increasing demand for distance learning, it is necessary for educational institutions to put in place supports for students. While remote learning cannot replace traditional classroom learning, neither is online learning the same as emergency remote learning, and supports should reflect this (Aguilera – Hermida, 2020). 
Student – teacher relationships must be given particular attention, as this can directly affect sense of belonging (O’Keefe, 2013, O’Meara et al., 2017) and help to build trust. Zoom break-out rooms can help create better interactivity, between both peers and student – tutor relationships. Pacansky – Brock (2020) makes suggestions for ‘humanizing’ online learning, human connection online and positive instructor – learner relationships and micro-lectures around complex concepts. Shorter online content in broken down several session has proved better engagement and completion scores (Geri et al., 2017). The use of positive psychology to emphasise student strengths and skills, in supporting student wellbeing has also been suggested (Arslan & Burke, 2021). Furthermore, UNESCO have provided some future recommendations for distance learning including providing support to teachers and students on the use of digital tools, creating communities to enhance connection, developing learner motivation and focusing on active learning (Huang et al., 2020).
5.6 Conclusion 
Peer – reviewed research around the impact of educational closures and emergency remote learning due to Covid – 19 is limited, with emerging studies producing mixed results. This is also the case, historically, for distance learning with studies documenting not only its benefits (saving money, ease of access, no commute, flexibility to choose) but also disadvantages (No social interaction, less contact with tutors, high chances of distraction) (Sadeghi, 2019). There is scope to explore these negatives, specifically the psychological impacts for students. The current study examined differences in social anxiety, self -efficacy and sense of belonging in a forced emergency remote learning situation. Interestingly, findings go against previous and expanding current research that detail increases in negative psychological health. This study found no significant differences in social anxiety, self – efficacy and sense of belonging between groups who are learning remotely and those who were educated via a mix of face – to – face and remote classes. It did indicate a correlation between sense of belonging and self – efficacy in the wider sample. Future research is determined to examine the long-term effects of Covid-19 restrictions in educational settings and the overall implications of remote learning on the mental health of students and academic performance.
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7. Appendices
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Appendix C – Demographic questions
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Appendix D -  Matthew, R. P. & Clarke, J.C. (1989) Social Phobia Scale (SPS)
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Appendix E - Schwartz & Jerusalem (1995) – General self-efficacy scale (GSE)
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Appendix F – Goodenow (1993) Psychology Sense of School Membership (PSSM)
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Appendix G: Malone (2012) – General Belongingness Scale (GBS)

	Acceptance & Inclusion

	

	1. When I am with other people, I feel included 

	2. I have close bonds with family and friends

	3. I feel accepted by others 

	4. I have a sense of belonging 

	5. I have a place at the table with others 

	6. I feel connected with others 

	

	Rejection & Exclusion

	

	7. I feel like an outsider

	8. I feel as if people don’t care about me 

	9. Because I don’t belong, I feel distant during the holiday season

	10. I feel isolated from the rest of the world

	11. When I am with other people, I feel like a stranger

	12. Family and friends do not include me in their plans















Appendix H – Debriefing form
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Consent form

I have read and understood the attached information regarding this study

| understand that | am free to withdraw at any time, without giving a reason and without this affecting me
| agree to take part in this study, to which the results will be published

| agree to have my data relating to this study to be stored confidentially as described in the information sheet

1.1 confirm that | have read the information above and agree to take part in this survey *

Yes

No
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2.Are you over the age 18 or over? *
Yes

No

3.What gender are you? *
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Non-binary
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5.D0 you study? *
Yes

No

6.1f you study, is it on a full - time or part time basis? *
Full - time.
Part - time

Not applicable

7.What type of educational institute do you attend? *
Public

Private

Other

8.Which of the following methods do you study via: *
Face to face in class
Remotely

A combination of both
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No

10.1f you are employed is it on a full - time or part - time basis? *
Full - time
Part - time

Not applicable
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General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE)

Not at | Hardly | Moderately | Exactly
all true | true true true
1.1 can always manage to solve o o o o
difficult problems if | try hard
enough
2. If someone opposes me, | can o o o o
find the means and ways to get
what | want.
3. Itis easy for me to stick to my o o o o
aims and accomplish my goals.
4. | am confident that | could deal o o o o
efficiently with unexpected events.
5. Thanks to my resourcefulness, | o o o o
know how to handle unforeseen
situations.
6. | can solve most problems if | o o o o
invest the necessary effort.
7. | can remain calm when facing o o o o
difficulties because | can rely on
my coping abilities.
8. When | am confronted with a o o o o
problem, | can usually find several
solutions.
9. If I am in trouble, | can usually o o o o
think of a solution
10. | can usually handle whatever o o o o

comes my way.
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Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale

Circle the answer for each statement that is most true for you.

1) 1feel like a part of my Not at all true Completely true
school. 1 H

2) People at my school notice | Not at all true Completely true
‘when T am good at 1 H
something.

3) Itis hard for people like me | Not at all true Completely true
to be accepted at my school. 1 H

) Other students in my school | Not at all true Completely true
take my opinions seriously. 1 H

5) Most teachers at my school | Not at all true Completely true
are interested in me. 1 H

6) Sometimes I fecl as if I don't | Not at all true ‘Completely true
belong in my school. 1 H

7) There is at least one teacher | Not at all true ‘Completely true
or adult I can talk to in my 1 5
school if 1 have a problem.

8) People at my school are Notat all true Completely true
friendly to me, 1 5

9) Teachers here are not Notat all true Completely true
interested in people like me. 1 s

T0)Tam included in lots of Notat all true Completely true
activities at my school. 1 s

TI)Tam treated with as much | Not at al true Completely true
respect as other students in 1 s
my school.

T2)1 feel very different from Not at all true Completely truc
most other students at my. 1 s
school.

T3)1 can really be myselfatmy | Not atall true ‘Completely truc
school. 1 s

14) Teachers at my school Not at all true Completely truc
respect me. 1 s

1) People at my school know | Not at all true Completely truc
that 1 can do good work. 1 s

16)1 wish I'were ina different | Not at all true Completely truc
school. 1 s

7)1 feel proud to belong to my | Not at all true Completely truc
school. 1 s

18) Other students at my school | Not at all true Completely truc
like me the way that I am. 1 s





image14.png
Thank You

Thank you for participating in this study. Please find below contact information if you have any questions alongside
support services if you have been negatively affected in any way during your participation.

Support Services information
If you need to talk to someone urgently, you can contact;
‘The Samaritans on free-phone 116 123 (any time, day or night)

Email jo@samaritans.e (for a response within 24 hours)

Jigsaw National Centre for Youth Mental Health on 1800 544 729, Text helpline open Monday to Friday, 9 am to 5 pm,
text “call me” with your preferred day and time for a call to 086 180 3880

50808 is a free 24/7 text service, providing everything from a calming chat to immediate support for people going
through mental health or emotional crisis.

Aware on free-phone 1300 80 48 48 (from 10am to 10pm daily).
Email supportmail@aware.ie for a response within 24 hours.

Crisis Text Talk Ireland if you need confidential messaging support at any time, day or night:
Text TALK to 086 1800 280 (standard rates may apply)

Pieta House on free-phone 1800 247 247 (any time, day or night)
Text HELP to 51444 (standard rates apply)

I you have any further questions about the information provided in this leaflet or the research please
contact 10027659@mydbsie or the supervisor of the research Dr. Ronda Baron @ronda.baron@dbs.ie




