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Introduction: The outbreak of COVID-19 introduced unprecedented uncertainty
worldwide, with South Africa being no exception. There is a paucity of
information on the impacts of academic adjustment and fear of COVID-19
among undergraduate students in a new university environment. This study
aimed to examine the relationship between academic adjustment and fear of
COVID-19 among undergraduate students enrolled at a South African University.

Methods: A cross-sectional correlational research design was employed,
utilizing web-based questionnaires that combined the Academic Adjustment
Scale and the Fear of COVID-19 Scale. The theoretical framework used was the
self-transcendence theory, supported by theoretical perspectives on adjustment
and differential susceptibility theories. A total of 501 participants were selected
through simple random sampling. Data were analyzed using descriptive and
inferential statistics, including simple linear regression correlation analysis and
multivariate analysis of variance.

Results: Fear of COVID-19 showed a significant positive correlation with
academic adjustment (r = 0.17, p < 0.001). Additionally, fear of COVID-19
was positively correlated with dimensions of academic adjustments, specifically
academic achievement (r = 0.19, p < 0.001) and academic motivation (r = 0.20,
p < 0.001).

Discussion: The study concluded that there was a significant positive correlation
between fear of COVID-19 and academic adjustment. Therefore, it is crucial to
implement interventions aimed at continuously enhancing students’ academic
adjustment as a seamless process.

KEYWORDS

academic adjustment, fear of COVID-19, South Africa, undergraduate students, college
students

1 Introduction

Globally, outbreaks of infectious diseases can lead to a rise in mental health difficulties
among the people affected and the sub-groups of the population that are at an elevated
risk of mental health problems. Students, among other subgroups, were also affected
academically during the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic (Gittings et al., 2021).
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On 30 January 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO)
declared a public health emergency of international concern
regarding the outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), which causes the disease known as
COVID-19. Shortly after the declaration by the WHO, thousands
of cases were reported in different countries (Solomou and
Constantinidou, 2020). Due to the rapidly pervasive nature of
the virus, the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic on 11
March 2020. The outbreak of COVID-19 resulted in immediate
uncertainty among the developed and developing countries, given
the daily statistical reports.

Africa’s vulnerability to pandemics has been proven (Adagbada
et al., 2012; Dzinamarira et al., 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic
served as an alert for developing countries with the existing
poor healthcare systems struggling to handle high infectious
diseases (Lone and Ahmad, 2020). Additionally, Southern Africa’s
winter “flu” season makes the continent more vulnerable during
this current pandemic (COVID-19). The infectious Disease
Vulnerability Index (IDVI) showed that among the 25 countries
which are the most vulnerable to infectious diseases, 22 are African
countries (Lone and Ahmad, 2020). South Africa is no exception to
the above-mentioned African countries. Therefore, it is reasonably
fair to hypothesize that the majority of the African population
will be at high risk of COVID-19 due to their vulnerability to
infectious diseases.

The first case of COVID-19 was confirmed on 5 March 2020 in
South Africa; 18 days later, 402 cases were identified (Mushayabasa
et al., 2020). The South African government then implemented
a total shutdown (Abdool-Karim, 2020). This adversely impacted
the country’s health system, economic system, educational system,
food security and many other sectors (Bakalis et al., 2020; Ozili,
2020; Akseer et al., 2020). Students were also affected because of
unplanned closures of higher education institutions. In addition,
at the undergraduate and postgraduate levels, several higher
education institutions had to scramble to place study materials
online for students to adjust academically (Kuhfeld et al., 2020). As
required, contact universities had to develop innovative and flexible
ways to offer theory and practical components to students, and
find alternative forms of formative (and most likely summative)
assessment (Hedding et al., 2020). This implied that there had to
be academic adjustment for the students, and a new method of
teaching and learning was introduced. However, academic staff at
contact universities, such as the North-West University (NWU),
typically have little, if any, experience or training in the pedagogy or
delivery of online learning, since they are used to contact teaching
and learning methods (Lapitan et al., 2021). Thus, academics with
teaching responsibilities had to upskill and familiarize themselves
quickly with online learning platforms and all that it entailed,
including increased curricular administration (Hedding et al,
2020).

Instant and drastic changes to the educational system came
with the demand of adjustment to the new learning methods
adopted by universities. The impact of the new normal on
students’ academic adjustment has been, and continues to be, a
concern. Many students were not accustomed to online learning
(Dianito et al.,, 2021). Moreover, the lack of academic resources
(such as the access to library, internet and computers) impacted
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students adversely. Insufficient social support as a result of students’
locations when total shutdown was announced added to the
lockdown implications on student adjustment processes (Singh
et al., 2020).

Adjustment is known as the process of acclimatizing or
becoming used to a new situation (Cambridge Advanced Learner’s
Dictionary, 2008), while academic adjustment is the ability to
adjust to university life, including the teaching and learning
methods of that university (Ratelle et al., 2017). Furthermore,
academic adjustment is a continuous development of learning
and coping strategies aimed at achieving academic success. In
the current study, academic adjustment was referred to as the
capability of full-time students to adjust to remote learning in
their homes or residences during the COVID-19 pandemic. With
regard to academic adjustment, research suggested that there are
adjustment issues as a result of the transition from high school to
university (Alfawaz et al., 2021). Amidst the already documented
challenges posed by the said transition, the question to ask is
how many more challenges will students face as a result of the
new norms of teaching? Hence, this study aimed to investigate
the academic adjustment of students during the COVID-19
pandemic. Specifically, this study sought to answer the following
research question: How did the COVID-19 pandemic impact
the academic adjustment of undergraduate university students in
South Africa?

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: First,
a comprehensive literature review examines existing research
on academic adjustment, and the impact of COVID-19 on
university students. Next, the materials and methods section detail
the research design, participants, measures, and data analysis
procedures employed in this study. The results section presents the
findings of the statistical analyses. Finally, the discussion interprets
these results in light of previous research and theory, followed
by a conclusion summarizing the key findings, implications and
recommendations of the study.

2 Literature review

Adjustment is thought to occur continuously in response
to internal pressures and environmental demands, but special
problems arise when these demands become excessive—when
an individual is exposed to stressful conditions. Furthermore, it
highlights that an individual must be able to adjust to changes in
their physical, social and professional environments (MacArthur
et al., 2015; Lazarus, 1961). Adjustment is, in other words, the
behavioral process of reconciling contradictory expectations or
needs that are inhibited by environmental difficulties (Campbell,
2006). On a daily basis, people and animals adjust to their
surroundings. However, adjustment may differ from person to
person and animal to animal in terms of duration; the longer it
takes for adjustment to occur can be indicative of maladjustment.
For students, that would be academic maladjustment such as the
inability to attend online classes and failure to submit online
assessments during COVID-19.

The
understand students’ academic adjustment and psychological

current study used self-transcendence theory to
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wellbeing (PWB) during the COVID-19 pandemic. The self-
transcendence theory provided a human capacity to expand
the personal boundaries of the participants in many ways; for
instance, participants’ intrapersonal and interpersonal skills
to connect with the study and nature with a purpose beyond
self. This theory facilitates understanding of how wellbeing
mediates between relationships and experiences. This theory
provided a lifespan developmental perspective of undergraduate
students, as well as environmental process of health and wellbeing
(Reed, 2008, 2010; Reed and Haugan, 2021; Abreu et al,, 2023).
Supported by theoretical perspectives
differential susceptibility theories, adjustment theory is evaluated
using two processes, namely adjustment as an achievement

on adjustment and

and adjustment as a process. Adjustment as an achievement
focuses on adjustment at a particular point in time, considering
a person’s adjustment to a single difficulty rather than all the
obstacles they have encountered (Campbell, 2006). In this
case, adjustment as an achievement refers to the academic
adjustment of students during the pandemic lockdown and
not all the other adjustments they had to make in their lives
for adaptive functioning. It is possible to successfully adapt
to one environment while yet finding it difficult to adapt to a
different, unrelated scenario (Campbell, 2006). For example,
students may have found it easy to adapt to the university life
without any difficulty but had problems adapting to the pandemic
lockdown and accepting the pandemic as their new reality,
hence developing a fear of COVID-19. During the pandemic,
students may have found it hard to study at home due to
balancing their schoolwork and house chores; as a result, they
had to find another place or time to study, which may have
been difficult.

According to the adjustment theory, having a good adjustment
is necessary for maintaining one’s mental health. According to
Gibbons et al. (2019), an individual who is well-adjusted has sound
judgment, is reasonable and does not exhibit unusual or challenging
behavior. Adjustment is a continuum rather than a clear dichotomy
(Gibbons et al., 2019). People can change and become competent at
adapting in various situations. Although previous studies revealed
that adjusting to the pandemic was challenging, the undergraduate
students gave it their all and completed their academic year to
advance to the next academic level (Besser et al., 2022; Alea et al.,
2020).

Sub-Saharan  Africa
academically during the lockdown era. For example, Oyediran et al.

experienced  endless  challenges
(2020) reported that the shutdown of learning institutions affected
around 46 million Nigerian pupils. As a result of the COVID-19
epidemic, all schools from primary to higher level of education
were closed, leaving pupils stranded at home (Owusu-Fordjour
et al.,, 2020). Similar observations were recorded in South Africa,
where approximately 12 million children were in grades 1-12
(Amin and Mahabeer, 2021), and South African universities and
institutes of higher learning experienced an unprecedented shift
to online learning and rotational learning in 2020 with limited
access to campus. There was a struggle to get the academic network
(staff and students) to embrace this transition in the absence of
a formal online curriculum (Govender et al., 2021; Sahu, 2020).
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In South Africa, students are challenged by technical operational
obstacles such as poor connectivity and data limitations and/or
accompanied by issues related to poor housing conditions (Dube,
2020). Personal issues such as unplanned pregnancy, substance use,
depression and other mental health problems also posed challenges
(Van der Walt et al., 2020).

3 Materials and methods

3.1 Study approach

A quantitative study approach was used to investigate academic
adjustment during the COVID-19 pandemic among undergraduate
university students in the 2020 academic year. Saunders et al.
(2009) reported that quantitative methods emphasize objective
measurement and statistical, mathematical or numerical analysis
by influencing pre-existing statistical data using computational
techniques. A cross-sectional research design was adopted to
examine the association between academic adjustment and fear
of COVID-19 of students during the COVID-19 pandemic. A
cross-sectional research design was used in the study because
the participants exposure was measured at one point in time. It
measures two or more factors to determine or estimate the extent
to which the values for the factors (sociodemographic) are related
or change in an identifiable pattern (Flesch, 2015). Moreover, the
study examined the relationship among two variables (academic
adjustment and fear of the COVID-19 pandemic).

3.2 Study area

This study was conducted at the NWU, South Africa. NWU
is one of the higher learning institutions in South Africa with a
high enrolment rate; in 2018, the NWU was the second-largest
university in South Africa, based on the total headcount of the
61,212 students enrolled in 2018; a total of 17,794 were distance
students. Furthermore, this institution is located within two
provinces, namely North West and Gauteng provinces. Students
formed part of vulnerable groups that were affected by COVID-
19. Findings on studies suggested that factors such as online
learning and adjustment to online learning increased students’
stress during COVID-19 (Cena et al,, 2023; Marler et al., 2021).
Similarly, students worldwide were affected by the transition to
online learning, of which South African students are no exception
(Van Niekerk and Van Gent, 2021).

3.3 Target population

According to Goddard and Melville (2004), the population is
the total set or group or people to whom the findings of the survey
are to be generalized. The current study targeted undergraduate
students from all three NWU campuses (Potchefstroom, Mahikeng,
and Vanderbijlpark) who were registered for full-time courses in
2020. The sample included second- to fourth-year students.
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3.4 Sampling method

Simple random sampling was adopted in the current study
(Taherdoost, 2016; Marczyk et al., 2005). Simple random sampling
was an advantageous technique because of its capacity to generate
knowledge in the field of interest from more knowledgeable
others (Creswell and Creswell, 2017). Undergraduate students
were sampled through a random process so that each person
remaining in the population had the same probability of
being selected for the sample. There was an advertisement
period to recruit prospective participants for a month prior
to collecting data. The permission to post the questionnaire
link  (https://forms.gle/ZARKf5Drxc4CKBRNS8)  on
(NWU online learning platform/course management system)

eFundi

was gained from the Research Data Gatekeeper Committee
(RDGC) because permission to access the students would
have already been granted. The questionnaires were converted
into web-based Google Forms questionnaire (https://forms.
gle/ZARKI5Drxc4CKBRNS). The study was conducted online,
allowing participants to engage from the comfort of their homes,
university residence rooms or off-campus accommodations.
Participants were informed of the voluntary nature of participation,
and willing participants provided consent while confidentiality
was maintained.

3.4.1 Sample inclusion criteria

Inclusion criteria is a composition of the study which
identifies the study population in a consistent, reliable and
objective way (Saunders et al, 2009; Garg, 2016). NWU
undergraduate students who were, at that time, registered for full-
time courses in 2020 were selected; all undergraduate students
were included in the study because the COVID-19 pandemic
was still ongoing and thus affected second- to fourth-year
students. The study solely concentrates on the undergraduate
students and their academic adjustment during the COVID-19
pandemic. The academic adjustment, and fear of COVID-19
of the undergraduate students during the COVID-19 pandemic
was assessed. Students participating in this study were efficient
in reading and understanding English, as the informed consent
form and online questionnaires were written in English. English
is one of the mediums of communication and instruction
across the three NWU campuses (Potchefstroom, Mahikeng
and Vanderbijlpark).

3.4.2 Sample exclusion criteria

According to Creswell and Creswell (2017), exclusion criteria
include the characteristics of the population which are ineligible
for the study. The exclusion also refers to the participants who
will not be included in the study or withdraw after being included
(Garg, 2016). In this study, postgraduate students (from honors to
doctoral levels) were excluded as they are typically more adjusted
to university life and better equipped to manage their academics
despite changes in teaching methods.
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3.5 Sample size

Yamane’s sample size formula was adopted to draw a sample
from the study population (Tkehi et al., 2019; Yamane, 1967).
The total number of undergraduate students at NWU was 46,716,
distributed across Mahikeng campus (13,291), Potchefstroom
campus (26,479), and Vanderbijlpark campus (6,946). Calculated
according to campuses we sampled Mahikeng campus had 114,
Potchefstroom campus was 277 and Vanderbijlpark campus
were 59 students. Therefore, from the 46,716 registered NWU
undergraduate students, 400 participants were selected. This
sampling technique was time-cautious and financially effective
compared to a census study whereby every member of a population
is included (Kothari, 2004). In addition, the study increased the
sample size to 450 participants to have a feasible and standard
sample in case some participants were not cooperative in the study.
However, the study garnered more interest from students than
initially anticipated. The sample size was 501 participants, both
males and females, and included students from all three campuses
(Mahikeng, Potchefstroom and Vanderbijlpark).

3.6 Ethical procedure

Prior to presenting the study, the researcher and the
supervisory team participated in ethics training (TRREE) and
obtained the certificates of completion. The study was presented
to the NWU Psychology Department (Mahikeng Campus). Upon
approval, it was submitted to the Community Psychosocial
Research (COMPRES) scientific committee. Permission to enter
the student community was then requested from the Research Data
Gatekeeper Committee (RDGC) of the NWU after preliminary
approval had been obtained from the Health Research Ethics
Committee (HREC). Once the RDGC had granted the study
permission, the letter of permission from the RDGC was sent to
HREC for final ethics approval.

The study made use of an online questionnaire with two
sections. Section one consisted of questions that sought to obtain
the participants’ demographic information. Section two was based
on the Academic Adjustment Scale (AAS) and used to measure
the academic adjustment of students who were enrolled at NWU
for the first time in 2020 (Anderson et al., 2016). This section
also included measures to assess the fear of COVID-19 and its
relationship to academic adjustment. The impact of COVID-19
on students’ academic adjustment was measured by testing how
COVID-19 and the associated fear affected the students’ academic
adjustment as they were transitioning to an institute of higher
learning during the pandemic.

3.7 Data collection

The data were collected among 501 undergraduate students
using an online platform. The validated scales were also
converted into an online web-based tool using Google Forms.
The participants were allowed to use their own smart cell phones,
laptops or desktop computers that were connected to the internet
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to complete the questionnaires. The data were analyzed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS version 28) on
a computer in a private room at the researcher’s home and at
the university library (Postgraduate Research Common Room) at
the NWU Mahikeng Campus. The following is a description of
the scales that were converted into the aforementioned web-based
questionnaire for data collection.

3.7.1 Academic adjustment scale

This measure is a nine-item scale, comprising three sub-scales.
The order of the 43 items was standardized to eliminate order-
effects (Anderson et al., 2016). The participants were required to
indicate the level at which each question applied to them, namely: 1-
Rarely applies to me, 2-Occasionally applies to me, 3-Neither does
nor does not apply to me, 4-Sometimes applies to me, or 5-always
applies to me.

3.7.2 Fear of Coronavirus-19 scale

In this measure, participants specified their level of agreement
with the seven statements using a five-item Likert-type scale
(Ahorsu et al., 2022), from 1—strongly disagree, 2—disagree, 3—
neither agree nor disagree, 4—agree, and 5—strongly agree. The
minimum score possible for each question is 1 and the maximum is
5. The total score adds up to an item score (ranging from 7 to 35).
The higher the score, the greater the fear of COVID-19.

3.8 Data analysis

Descriptive statistics, simple linear regression correlation
analysis, multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), and
inferential statistical techniques (Fisher and Marshall, 2009;
Swanepoel et al., 2018; Trafimow and MacDonald, 2017) were
used to determine the relationship between variables (academic
adjustment and fear of the COVID-19 pandemic). Descriptive
statistics such as frequency, mean, percentage and standard
deviation were computed. Additionally, inferences were made
using correlations to determine the type of relationships existing
among academic adjustment, and COVID-19. Both the descriptive
and inferential statistical analysis techniques were employed in
the current study to analyse the data, using SPSS version 28.
The study utilized Pearson’s correlational analysis to examine the
relationship between academic adjustment and the COVID-19
pandemic. Kumar (2011) stated that the correlation research design
is used to establish or determine the existence of relationship
interdependence among two or more aspects of a situation.

3.9 Validity and reliability

3.9.1 Academic adjustment scale (AAS)

The reliability is very high for the entire AAS scale (Anderson
et al., 2016) (0.864), which satisfies the minimum requirement of
Cronbach Alpha Coefficient of 0.70, indicating satisfactory internal
consistency (Anderson et al., 2016; Cronbach, 1949). According
to Anderson et al. (2016), the face validity of AAS with value
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of p = 0.49 shows significance and is therefore valid to measure
academic adjustment. Therefore, across three studies conducted by
Anderson et al. (2016), it was confirmed that the factor structure
supported validity and reliability hypotheses, which confirmed the
AAS as the measure which is psychometrically stable. The scale
has sub-scales, namely academic lifestyle, academic achievement
and academic motivation. The scale, which has been validated and
demonstrated an internal consistency of 0.79 in a South African
context, is particularly suitable for use in this setting (Akanni and
Oduaran, 2018). The scale was obtained from the internet and is
freely available for use. The current study reported Cronbach alpha
coeflicients of 0.70, this shows that the scale is reliable and valid in
a South African context.

3.9.2 Fear of Coronavirus-19 scale

In this measure, participants specified their level of agreement
with the seven statements using a five-item Likert-type scale
[45], from 1—strongly disagree, 2—disagree, 3—neither agree nor
disagree, 4—agree, and 5—strongly agree (Ahorsu et al., 2022). The
minimum score possible for each question is 1 and the maximum
is 5. The total score adds up to an item score (ranging from 7 to
35). The higher the score, the greater the fear of COVID-19. All

TABLE 1 Demographics of the participants.

Parameter Frequency Percentage (%)
Age (years)

18-21 263 52.6
22-25 187 37.4
>25 50 10
Current level of study

First year 137 27.15
Second year 118 23.55
Third year 167 32.73
Fourth year 83 16.57
Faculty

Economic and management 119 23.75
sciences

Education 104 20.76
Humanities 93 18.57
Natural Sciences 81 16.17
Health Sciences 49 9.78
Law 45 8.98
Engineering 6 1.20
Theology 4 0.80
Campus location

Potchefstroom 192 38.4
Mahikeng 171 342
Vanderbijlpark 137 274
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TABLE 2 Summary of correlations and descriptive statistics among focal variables.

N =501 1 2 3 4 ) 6 7 8
Mean 18.36 45.68 35.81 10.68 11.70 13.43
SD - - 7.98 7.77 5.36 2.53 2.71 1.94
o - - 0.91 0.86 0.68 0.39 0.78 0.30
Sex (1)

Age (2) —0.17** -

Fear of COVID-19 0.07 0.05

(3

Academic —0.003 0.07 0.17** 0.52**

adjustment (5)

Academic lifestyle —0.05 0.08 0.00 0.32** 0.75**

(6)

Academic —0.03 0.05 0.19** 0.51** 0.84™* 0.45**

achievement (7)

Academic 0.10* 0.02 0.20** 0.32** 0.61** 0.15** 0.34**

motivation (8)

**p < 0.001; *p < 0.01: Gender (0 = male, 1 = female).

TABLE 3 The percentage of high and low scores on study variables.

High % Low %

Academic lifestyle 54.7 453
Academic achievement 60.1 399
Academic motivation 61.5 385
Academic adjustment 56.9 43.1
Fear of COVID-19 52.8 47.7

reliability coefficients had positive correlations and the Ambharic
(language) version of the scale had satisfactory psychometric
properties. The current study reported Cronbach alpha coefficients
of 0.80, this shows that the scale is reliable and valid in a South
African context.

4 Results

4.1 Socio-economic characteristics of the
participants

In the study, the socio-economic characteristics that were
considered included age, home language, current level of study,
faculty and campus location. As indicated in Table I, the
participants were grouped into four age groups, with the majority
(52.5%) of the participants aged between 18 and 21 years.
Approximately 33.73% of the participants were third-year students.
About 20.76% of the participants were majoring in the Faculty
of Education, and about 38.4% of the participants were from
the Potchefstroom campus, which is the largest campus in the
university population.
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4.2 Descriptive statistics and correlations

4.2.1 Zero-order correlations among study
variables

The results of Pearson’s correlations are displayed in Table 2.
Fear of COVID-19 was positively correlated with PWB (r = 0.22,
p < 0.001) and academic adjustment (r = 0.17, p < 0.001). In
addition, the fear of COVID-19 was positively correlated with
dimensions of academic adjustments, which include academic
achievement (r =0.19, p <0.001) and academic motivation
(r=0.20, p < 0.001). However, there was no significant relationship
between fear of COVID-19 and academic lifestyle (r = 0.00,
p=0.99).

Fear of COVID-19 is significantly associated with the
dimensions of academic adjustments of undergraduate NWU
students. Simple linear regression analysis was used to test
this hypothesis. The dimensions of academic adjustment,
which include academic lifestyle, academic achievement and
academic motivation, were regressed onto fear of COVID-19.
The standardized estimates are presented in the model shown in
Table 3.

Results showed that fear of COVID-19 was significantly
associated with academic achievement (8 = 0.19, p < 0.001) and
academic motivation (3 = 0.19, p < 0.001) but not academic
lifestyle (B = 0.00, p = 0.99). Specifically, high fear of COVID-
19 was associated with high levels of academic achievement and
academic motivation. Fear of COVID-19 accounted for 3% and
4% variance in academic achievement and academic motivation
respectively (Figure 1).

Table 4 shows a three-way MANOVA testing the influence of
sex, level of study and campus location on dimensions of academic
adjustments. Results showed that gender [Wilks * = 0.98, F(3 492
=2.60, p = 0.05 multivariate 1> = 0.016] and level of study [Wilks’
A =10.96, F(g,1198) = 2.46, p = 0.009, multivariate 1% = 0.015] were
significant on the combined dimensions of academic adjustment
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while campus location [Wilks' * = 0.99, F(s 934y = 1.05, p = 0.39,
multivariate n? = 0.011] was not.

A follow-up univariate ANOVA in Table 5 indicated that sex
significantly influenced academic motivation [F(j 494y = 4.97, p =
0.026, partial n> = 0.01] but not academic lifestyle [F [1,494] = 1.08,
p = 0.30, partial n? = 0.002] and academic achievement [F1,494) =
0.35, p =0.56, partial n = 0.001]. Also, level of study was significant
on academic motivation [F(3 494y = 4.22, p = 0.006, partial n? =
0.025] and academic lifestyle [F(3 404y = 2.65, p = 0.048, partial n?

FIGURE 1
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= 0.016] but not academic achievement [F(3 494y = 1.99, p = 0.11,
partial n? = 0.01].

Comparison of adjusted means showed that female students
(M = 13.61) had higher scores on academic motivation than male
students (M = 13.22). Further, a post hoc analysis using Bonferroni
corrections showed that first-year students (M = 13.77) had higher
academic motivation than third-year students (M = 13.98). In
addition, a post hoc analysis using the Least Significant Difference
(LSD) test showed that third-year students (M = 10.30) had low
scores on academic lifestyle in comparison with second (M =
11.01) and fourth-year students (M = 11.11).

5 Discussion

Academic adjustments include academic lifestyle, academic
achievement and academic motivation. The results revealed that
the fear of COVID-19 was significantly associated with academic
achievement and academic motivation, but not academic lifestyle.
These results are similar to the previous studies that were
conducted during the era of the pandemic and have revealed
that COVID-19 fear had an impact on the students’ academic
motivation (Pasion et al., 2020). Furthermore, the analysis in the
current study yielded that the fear of COVID-19 positively affected
academic lifestyle, as opposed to what was hypothesized in this
study. This shows that university students in the present study had
a higher level of academic motivation and academic achievement
in the period of COVID-19, which could be explained by
the participants’ resilience, constructive coping, positive problem
orientation and rational problem-solving. The study by Zhang
et al. (2020) contrasts with the current results, as it found that
academic lifestyle was significantly related to fear of COVID-19,
whereas our study found no significant relationship. The outbreak
of the novel coronavirus has affected university students across all
levels of study. The implication of the above-mentioned is that

TABLE 4 Adjusted mean scores for academic lifestyle, academic achievement and academic motivation by sex, level of study and campus location.

Academic lifestyle

Academic achievement

Academic motivation

M 95% ClI M 95% ClI M 95% ClI

Sex

Male 10.90 [10.54, 11.26] 11.87 [11.49, 12.26] 13.22 [12.94, 13.49]

Female 10.65 [10.36, 10.95] 11.72 [11.41, 12.04] 13.61 [13.39, 13.83]

Level of study

First year 10.68 [10.24, 11.12] 11.64 [11.17,12.11] 13.77 [13.43, 14.10]

Second year 11.01 [10.55, 11.47] 11.89 [11.40, 12.38] 13.46 [13.11,13.81]

Third year 10.30 [9.90, 10.69] 11.41 [10.98, 11.83] 12.98 [12.68, 13.28]

Fourth year 11.11 [10.56, 11.65] 12.26 [11.67, 12.84] 13.45 [13.02, 13.86]

Campus location

Potchefstroom 10.88 [10.54, 11.25] 11.84 [11.44, 12.24] 13.27 [12.99, 13.56]

Mahikeng 10.68 [10.30, 11.07] 11.62 [11.21, 12.03] 13.61 [13.32,13.91]

Vanderbijlpark 10.76 [10.34,11.19] 11.94 [11.48, 12.40] 13.35 [13.03, 13.68]
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TABLE 5 Multivariate tests—gender, level of study and campus location on academic lifestyle, academic achievement and academic motivation.

Variables Wilks' Lambda F df Error df fo) 12 ‘
Intercept 0.018 8,910.72 3 492 0.00 0.98
Sex 0.984 2.60 3 492 0.05 0.016
Campus location 0.987 1.05 6 984 0.39 0.006
Level of study 0.956 2.46 9 1,198 0.009 0.015
TABLE 6 Univariate tests-sex, level of study and campus location on academic lifestyle, academic achievement and academic motivation.
Source Dependent variable SS df MS F Sig. 12 ‘
Intercept Academic lifestyle 51,673.23 1 51,673.23 8,123.88 0.00 0.943
Academic achievement 61,959.38 1 61,959.38 8,487.65 0.00 0.945
Academic motivation 80,089.17 1 80,089.17 21,826.53 0.00 0.978
Gender Academic lifestyle 6.88 1 6.88 1.08 0.30 0.002
Academic achievement 2.53 1 2.53 0.35 0.56 0.001
Academic motivation 18.25 1 18.25 4.97 0.026 0.010
Campus Academic lifestyle 3.44 2 1.72 0.27 0.76 0.001
Academic achievement 8.30 2 4.15 0.57 0.57 0.002
Academic motivation 10.94 2 5.47 1.49 0.23 0.006
Level of study Academic lifestyle 50.57 3 16.86 2.65 0.048 0.016
Academic achievement 43.67 3 14.56 1.99 0.11 0.012
Academic motivation 46.44 3 15.48 4.22 0.006 0.025
Error Academic lifestyle 3,142.17 494 6.36
Academic achievement 3,606.17 494 7.30
Academic motivation 1,812.66 494 3.67

COVID-19 has negatively impacted the academic performance of
students, which was significant to the academic lifestyle of students.
Adjustment theory stipulates that adjustment can occur as either
an achievement or a process (Campbell, 2006). The concept of
adjustment as a process explains why academic lifestyle in the
current study was not significantly related to fear of COVID-19,
as it is possible to successfully adapt to one environment while
finding it difficult to adapt to a different, unrelated situation. Based
on the above results, the researchers accept the hypothesis, as two
dimensions (academic achievement, academic motivation) were
significantly associated with fear of COVID-19.

Using three-way MANOVA, the results showed that gender
and level of study had significant effects on the combined
dimensions of academic adjustment, while campus location did
not. Gender differences do not affect university students’ ability
to succeed, but studies have produced mixed results (Amin
et al., 2018; Michels and Schulze, 2021). Yau and Cheng (2012),
found that females outperform their male counterparts in higher
education. Furthermore, with the advent of the internet and
social media, much information was disseminated and consumed
through online means, whether it be through online lectures,
blogs, social media or different interactive dashboards located
on campus. This does not pose a significant threat to academic
adjustment. This may be attributed to the fact that self-directed
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learning is not associated with a campus location but with
the desire to learn and the desire to develop oneself as an
independent person.

A follow-up univariate  ANOVA (Table 6) indicated that
gender significantly influenced academic motivation but not
academic lifestyle and academic achievement. Also, level of
study was significant on academic motivation and academic
lifestyle but not academic achievement. Historically, academic
achievement has been associated with men (Greer, 2008).
However, in this study, the comparison of adjusted means
revealed that female students scored higher on academic
motivation than male students. This signifies that female
students use coping strategies amid changing their emotional
response to stressful situations. Furthermore, a post hoc
analysis using Bonferroni corrections showed that first-year
students had higher academic motivation than third-year
students. In addition, a post hoc analysis using the LSD test
showed that third-year students had low scores on academic
lifestyle in comparison with second- and fourth-year students.
Moreover, the study rejects the hypothesis, given that gender
differences do not affect university students’ ability to succeed,
and a follow-up ANOVA indicated that gender significantly
influenced academic motivation but not academic lifestyle and
academic achievement.
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6 Conclusions

COVID-19 has significantly impacted the global education
sector, leading to the closure of universities and the shift
to remote learning. This study found a positive correlation
between academic adjustment and fear of COVID-19, with
fear positively affecting academic achievement and motivation.
Specifically, fear of COVID-19 was moderately correlated with
academic adjustment (r = 0.17), accounting for 6% and 3% of
the variance respectively. To protect students from the virus
and mitigate its harmful effects, policymakers should focus on
mental health and wellbeing during lockdowns. Universities
should raise awareness about psychological wellness services
and collaborate with the Departments of Health and Higher
Education to support psychosocial and wellbeing initiatives.
Media companies may contribute by creating free content
and advertisements that promote wellbeing, and universities
may regularly raise awareness campaigns about psychological
wellness services for students in need. This will help foster
institutions of higher learning to prioritize academic adjustment
of students. While this study provides valuable insights,
limitations such as its cross-sectional nature highlight the
need for longitudinal research to examine long-term impacts.
We acknowledge that the study had constraints regarding sample
size and methodology, which influenced the interpretation
and generalisability of the results. Therefore, future studies
should explore additional mediating factors between fear,
adjustment and wellbeing. The findings suggest interventions to
enhance student resilience and coping skills could be particularly
beneficial as the higher education sector continues to evolve
post-pandemic. In the South African context specifically, efforts
to address technological and resource inequities will be crucial
to support equitable academic adjustment and wellbeing for
all students.
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