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Abstract:

COVID-19 was recognized to be a major danger worldwide to population
health, influencing their behavior and triggering anxiety and depression. In
this study, we aimed to assess the quarantine and distance learning impact,
sudden implementation in response to COVID-19, on Moroccan student
performance. We wused an online semi-structured self-administered
guestionnaire. Results revealed that all students experienced stress, anxiety
and depression with females presenting the greater impact. Using mainly
social media, the majority of students (65%) spent less than eight hours per
week following their courses. Only 21% of students achieved a good
understanding of the courses. Nonetheless, many difficulties were identified
among learners, especially poor access to the internet network, unavailability
of communication tools, and eye pain due to excessive use of electronic tool
screens. We presented practical propositions that could improve the distance
learning process, and thus cope with the weaknesses that were perceived
during this unprecedented period.

Keywords: Beta coronavirus; online education; Morocco; quarantine;
psychological disorders.

“Corresponding author.

Volume 12 Journal of Educ Research
Issue 02 National Institute for Research in Education
December, 2022 ISSN: 0282-2253 / E-ISSN: 2710-8104

67


mailto:mariembensaids20@gmail.com
mailto:elbaabou.aicha@gmail.com

Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on psychological status &~

and distance learning among Moroccan students: a f L
survey study

Aicha El Baaboua / Mariem Ben-Said —

:yasell

G Q8 Ao e @llatl elmil ppaz § S Jlas 4 Le COVID-19 sLigy 81! @3
gmall szl slela] 0l ess J) Laa dalll oda § .o luSYy Glall Aty o Sslu e 35
Loaseial ALkl Ml 61l (e « COVID-19 sy tarlie JSCi 80 @3 gl cokay (e @latlly
SLuSYl 3lally eull o Igile Il arer O @ludl cylsl oY pe elate dcd olaial
Dt 2l ganl «gulud (S £laa¥ Lolsll Jilag sluasiuly ST EEY e 4l o
T Logd DMl (o ads 721 3a> . enpadl auls & goeal § ilela Gled (e J3T (1. 65)
el ) pwosll cans oo ¥ cialail] o wlbisasall oo dpdall s @35 2ll3 pag 09yl
A AW clga¥l clalad Lbyall alasiad) cuy cnadl $¥Tg JUas¥l cilgol 5355 aney Yl
G canall bolas pe dolaadl Jllly cany e @latdl dlae s Leld (o Bulae Sl flie Liond
Ayl pi 5all sda S Lele a584)1 @3
Audi L) f sy oyl fiay e eulad g 8 Lig s iy s Liall ol

Introduction:

In December 2019, a novel beta coronavirus had emerged in
Wuhan city, China, and cause serious infection and death (Paules et al.
2020). This pathogen was formerly named 2019 novel coronavirus
and related disease designed as COVID-19 (WHO, 2020). The clinical
symptoms caused by this severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) are mainly fever, dry cough, fatigue and
breathing difficulties, but certain patients present additional symptoms
of gastrointestinal origin, including nausea, diarrhea, abdominal
discomfort, vomiting, and abdominal pain (Jiao et al. 2020). Shereen
et al. (2020) suggest that the novel coronavirus have emerged from
animal reservoirs and transmitted to humans, especially bats as the
primary source and other intermediate hosts between humans and bats
such as snakes, pangolin and others species. According to Gan et al.
(2020), COVID-19 disease can be spread between humans through
aerosol or over contact with affected persons, during virus incubation
in the respiratory tract (Peeri et al. 2020). This disease is having the
most overwhelming impacts globally (Roy et al. 2020).
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The emergence and spread of COVID-19 had significant
emotional, ethics, overall socioeconomic and political impact on
people (Garcia-Carmona 2021). Influenced people behavior, This
disease triggered feelings of confusion, fear and anxiety among
populations (Roy et al. 2020). Anxiety and depression, intensified by
uncertainties and the rise of the information flow, will increase
broadly (Araujo et al. 2020). Media tools especially social media
affect mental well-being and burden the level of anxiety (Roy et al.
2020). Brooks et al. (2020) reviewed several studies, investigating the
negative psychological impact of quarantine related to the outbreak of
diseases during the last two decades and highlighted a high prevalence
of symptoms of psychological disorders and distress such as post-
traumatic stress symptoms, anger, and confusion. The authors found
that stressors comprised, among others, longer infection fear and
quarantine duration (Brooks et al. 2020). In China, the outbreak of
COVID-19 has triggered public panic and mental health problems
(Jakovljevic et al. 2020).

On March 2, 2020, Moroccan health authorities recorded the first
confirmed COVID-19 case. The Moroccan government, as many
several infected countries, has been set up several unprecedented
measures such as cancellation of mass gatherings and national events
of all types, quarantine and closure of schools to limit the spread of
COVID-19 infection. On March 16, 2020, a mass quarantine has been
imposed on the whole population and all institutions of education
were closed across the country until the end of 2020. Therefore, the
Ministry of National Education has carried out a distance learning
method for students in order to accomplish their courses at home. In
Morocco, primary school for children officially starts from 6 years old
and extends to 11 years old. The secondary education is divided into
middle and secondary school (from 12 to 14 and 15 to 17 years old,
respectively), consisting of 3 years in each level.
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Distance learning or online education is an educational approach
that has been widely exploited to disseminate knowledge, in which
courses, classes and conferences are conducted at distance, using
wireless network and other tools (Tomlinson et al. 2013). Nonetheless,
for the Moroccan public, distance learning was an unprecedented
measure and thus the majority of learners, in particular secondary
level, did not have the required knowledge to deal with this ‘novel’
learning method during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, solitude,
which would have been increased under quarantine situation, likely
has had a negative effect on the teaching-learning process and, thus,
on psychological suffering and pain (Aradjo et al. 2020). While most
of studies investingated teachers or high school or university students
(Mercier 2020, 2021, Lucena et al. 2021), lower educational levels
have received little attention (but see Florin et al. 2021). Thus, we
expected that the closing down of schools in Morocco from March 2,
2020, until the end of that year due to the COVID-19 crisis brought
about distressing consequences especially on students.

Accordingly, the present paper aimed to (1) assess the
psychological impact of quarantine on Moroccan student’s
performance belonging to three educational levels: middle, secondary
and higher education, (2) identify and conceptualize the effectiveness
of distance learning and related challenges, and finally (3) suggest
practical measures in order to effectively overcome challenges
identified

1. Material and Methods
1.1. Data Collection

Morocco adopted, for the first time, a distance learning process at
all levels of education system. The study was performed using an
online questionnaire in Arabic language to investigate student
responses to the distance learning tools, during the quarantine period
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In this study, we only
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included students belonging to the public sector in urban areas, within
which the sampling type was random. For this purpose, we used the
"Google Forms" application, to survey students who followed online
Courses.

Indeed, data were collected online from Moroccan students
between April 6, 2020, and April 20, 2020, through the WhatsApp
application. The questionnaire comprised four items as follow: the
first item included information about the personal profile of
participants (e.g. gender, age, level of education and province). The
second item aimed to assess the psychological effects of the COVID-
19 pandemic. For this purpose, the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
Scale - 21 Items (DASS-21) was used (Lovibond et al. 1995). Each
item is scored on a scale of zero (Did not apply to me at all), one
(Applied to me to some degree, or some of the time), two (Applied to
me to a considerable degree, or a good part of the time), and three
(Applied to me very much, or most of the time). Moreover, each of the
three DASS-21 scales contains seven items, divided into subscales
with similar content. The higher DASS-21 scores indicate more severe
stress, anxiety and depression symptoms.

The third item of the questionnaire included questions about the
challenges and effectiveness of e-learning approaches. Finally, the
latest item consisted of an open question allowing respondents to
suggest potential solutions to overcome the psychological crisis (e.g.
activities practiced at home) on one hand, and to improve distance
learning conditions during the quarantine period on the other hand.

1.2: Data Analysis

All statistical analyses were computed-using Excel 2007 (Microsoft
Corp., Redmond, WA, USA) and IBM SPSS Statistics software
version 21 (IBM Corp., Armonk, N.Y., USA). A p-value <0.05 was
considered significant for the t-test performed to estimate differences
of psychological disorders between males and females. The total
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scores for Depression, Anxiety and Stress were calculated by
summing up the scores for the relevant items and multiplying by a 2
factor, according to DASS-21- scoring guide (Lovibond et al. 1995).

2. Results
2.1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the students

During our survey, a total of 269 learners had voluntarily filled out
the questionnaire. They belong to urban areas from five Moroccan
regions, and most of them belong to the region of Tangier-Tetouan-Al
Hoceima (97.7%; Table 1). The majority of the participants were
females (i.e. 70.6%). The age groups of respondents ranged from 12 to
15 years (9.3%), 16 to 18 years (73.6%), and more than 19 years
(17.1%), studying in middle school, secondary school and higher
education, respectively.

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents

Demographic 0
variables Category n (%)
Gender Male 79 29.4
Female 190 70.6
Age (years) 12to 15 25 9.3
16 to 18 198 73.6
19 to 22 43 16
>23 3 11
Educational level Middle school 12 45
Secondary school 237 88.1
Higher education 20 7.4
Region Tangler-Te_touan-AI 263 977
Hoceima 3 11

Fez-Meknes-Tafilalt '
1 0.4

Casablanca-Settat

. 1 0.4
Rabat-Sale-Kenitra 1 0.4

Beni Mellal-Khenifra '
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2.2: Psychological status of students during quarantine

The descriptive statistics of students’ psychological disorder signs
were presented as absolute numbers and percentages in Table 2. The
studied population generally experienced moderate stress (35.9% and
57% for females and males, respectively), but the average of females
who presented different levels of stress severity was twice greater than
males (47.5 against 19.7, respectively).

Table 2: Statistical description of stress, anxiety and depression following student

gender
Psychological disorders Females (%) Males (%)

Stress subscale 4(5)
Mild (scored between 15 and 18) 53 (27.8) 45 (57)
Moderate (scored between 19 and 25) 68 (35.9) 30 (38)
Severe (scored between 26 and 33) 59 (31) 0(0)
Extremely severe (scored more than 37) 10 (5.3) 19.7 (21.4)
Mean (SD) 47.5(25.7) 8-é6 '
Range 15-40
t-test p=0.028*
Anxiety subscale
Mild (scored between 8 and 9) 15 (7.9) 18 (22.8)
Moderate (scored between 10 and 14) 77 (40.5) 24 (30.4)
Severe (scored between 15 and 19) 80 (42.1) 32 (40.5)
Extremely severe (scored more than 20) 18 (9.5) 5 (6.3)
Mean (SD) 47.5(35.8) 19.7 (11.4)
Range 8-23 8-21
t-test p=0.190
Depression subscale
Mild (scored between 10 and 13) 23 (12.1) 9(11.4)
Moderate (scored between 14 and 20) 29 (15.3) 16 (20.2)
Severe (scored between 21 and 27) 112 (58.9) 47 (59.5)
Extremely severe (scored more than 28) 26 (13.7) 7(8.9)
Mean (SD) 47.5 (43) 19.7 (18.6)
Range 10-30 10-28
t-test p=0.281
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For each subscale (i.e. Stress, Anxiety, and Depression), the Mean
was calculated with standard deviation (SD). Code de signification :
*': p<0.05.

Both genders experienced severe anxiety with relatively similar
percentage rates (Table 2). However, considering the four levels of
anxiety, females showed three more times anxiety symptoms than
males in different age groups. Similarly, both females and males
showed severe depression with nearby percentages. However, when
merging all levels of depression, females presented greater depression
symptoms than males. The difference between males and females was
only statistically significant for stress value (p < 0.05), while the p-
value was not significant for the two other psychological disorders (p
> 0.05).

2.3: Distance learning during COVID-19 pandemic

During the unprecedented circumstances related to the COVID-19
outbreak, 51% of students did not seriously take online courses
compared to the rest of students (49%) for the three educational levels
(Fig. 1). Concerning the time allocated to online courses, the majority
of participants (65%) spent less than eight hours per week but few of
them spent more than 25 hours per week (Fig. 2).

Figure 1. Percentage of student's seriousness in taking online courses
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Figure 2. Time spent by students per week in distance learning.

OLess than 8h

EBetween 9-18h

BBetween 19-25h

EMore than 25h

To get online courses, students used different tools whose the most
used were social media (i.e. WhatsApp, Facebook, Skype), and
YouTube channels (Fig. 3). Furthermore, they followed official TV
channels and platforms accredited by the Ministry of education (e.g.
TelmidTICE, Microsoft Teams) to a lesser extent because social
media tools do not require high Internet connection. Whereas other
applications (mainly webinars through Zoom, Google Classroom)
were rarely used, and if so they were mainly used by higher education
students who used also books (Fig. 3). Despite the variety of the tools
and means involved during distance learning, Figure 4 indicated that
most of the students achieved a medium understanding level (40%)
while a similar percentage of students (i.e. 39%) stated that they did
not understand the online courses due to the lack of direct interactions
with teachers who can provide further explanation in the classrooms.
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Figure 3. Main tools used by students in distance learning. 1: Through social media
(i.e. WhatsApp, Facebook, Skype), 2: YouTube channels, 3: Officials TV
educational channels, 4: Official platforms (e.g., TelmidTICE, Microsoft Teams),
and 5: Others.

A1 do not understand

HEMedium understanding

B Good understanding

BExcellent understanding

Figure 4. Proportions of student’s understanding level

Multiple reasons, summarized in Figure 5, were identified to
constrain a better understanding of online courses among students. We
grouped these reasons into four levels of difficulties, in particular poor
internet performance, high costs for getting internet access, and
unavailability of communication tools especially smartphones and
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related digital skills (Mercier and Lefer, 2022) required to follow
online courses. Psychological obstacles included the fact that many
students did not accept to use mobile phones to get knowledge, while
others showed that distance learning is inefficient particularly for
scientific subjects. Pedagogical obstacles mainly comprised
difficulties in the active participation and discussion with their
teachers (Fig. 5). The latest obstacle, designed as physical, consisted
of eye pain perceived by some students due to the excessive use of
mobile or computer screens. Overall, we found that financial
difficulties were the most prevailing among these four levels of
obstacles.

Level of difficulties
A4 A4 A4 A4
Financial } { Psychological } { Pedagogical } [ Physical
+Stress and anxiety
«Poor/lack of internet *Unsuitable environment || *Students only memorize
access for daily learning lessons
*High costs for getting *Lack of.con.centration °Il.1effective.ness of “Eye pain
internet access and motivation science subjects
*Lack of technology *Unacceptability of sLack of participation
devices mobile phones as a and discussion
learning tool

Figure 5. Distance learning challenges detected in study sample during quarantine

During their free time, most of the students practiced entertainment
activities such as sport, reading, watching TV, and gaming. Indeed,
during the quarantine period, 72 % of males and 80 % of females
(whose 58 % and 73 % belonged to secondary school, respectively)
practiced activities at home during quarantine (Table 3).
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Table 3. Number of students who practiced or did not practice entertainment
activities at home, according to their gender. The activities consisted of sport,
reading, watching TV, gaming, and others (such as cooking).

Education level Practiced (%) Did not practice (%)
Male Middle school 5 (6.3) 2 (2.5)
Secondary school 46 (58.2) 19 (24.1)
Higher education 6 (7.6) 1(1.3)
% 72.1 27.9
Female Middle school 5 (2.6) 1(0.5)
Secondary school 139 (73.2) 34 (17.8)
Higher education 9 (4.8) 2(1.1)
% 80.6 19.4
3. Discussion

Over the historical evolution of the Earth, epidemics and
pandemics constitute recurrent phenomena (Roy et al. 2020), which
may have serious consequences on the population at all levels and
domains. Imposing distance learning during COVID-19 had triggered
both opportunities and challenges for students around the world
(Hodges et al., 2020; Van and Thi, 2021). The present study aimed to
investigate the impact of confinement and distance learning measures
related to the outbreak of COVID-19 disease on Moroccan students in
urban areas.

3.1: Psychological status of students during quarantine

COVID-19 has been recognized worldwide as a major danger for
both population health and the overall economy, altering the
population’s lives by influencing their daily behaviors and triggering
feelings of anxiety and depression (Jiao et al. 2020). Public health
responses to the COVID-19, mainly mandatory contact tracing and
fourteen days quarantine, could intensify public both and patient
psychological disorders such as anxiety (Xiang et al. 2020).
Depression usually leads persons to become isolated from family
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members and friends (Petito et al. 2020). In their review, Richards et
al. (2019) concluded that there was a bidirectional relationship
between disturbances in sleep and anxiety-related disorders. Dar et al.
(2017) also reported correlations between worry, depression and
anxiety symptoms. Moreover, most studies reviewed by Brooks et al.
(2020) showed that quarantine had negative psychological impacts on
populations during the COVID-19 outbreak in China. However, very
little is known about the impacts of disease outbreaks on the mental
health of children and adolescents (Lee, 2020).

Our finding indicated that females presented greater mean values
for the three psychological disorders (i.e. stress, anxiety, and
depression) than males, despite the difference being only significant in
for stress subscale, indicating higher symptom prevalence in females
than males. In fact, many events during the COVID-19 pandemic
may have caused student panic: (1) the increase in the number of
confirmed cases, (2) the extended mandatory quarantine, and (3) the
lack of concentration and motivation among students to follow the
courses under these circumstances, especially for secondary school
graduation classes. Moreover, students at home could be subjected to
additional stress if there are already problems among parents or in the
case of family conflicts. Indeed, positive correlations were found
between life event stress, anxiety and depressed mood (Park et al.
2020). Similar results were found by Liu et al. (2020) who
investigated the prevalence and predictors of posttraumatic stress
symptoms during the COVID-19 outbreak in China. Indeed, the
impact of depression on adolescents’ mental health and social
relationship could be harmful and affect their adult life (Petito et al.
2020). These impacts could be amplified among students who are
simultaneously subjected to two types of stress. On the one hand, the
novel distance learning method has been sudden implemented without
previous practice or training (Mercier, 2021). On the other hand, their
close environment seems to be unfavorable in most cases. These
factors could, sometimes, limit the educational performance of
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students, and thus constrain them to achieve satisfactory results
(Toussaint et al. 2022). Besides the efforts undertaken at different
levels to prevent the spread of COVID-19, particular care should be
paid to the psychological health problems of the general
public.(Zandifar and Badrfam 2020)

3.2: Distance learning during COVID-19 pandemic

Before the pandemic crisis, distance learning was often used as an
optional tool addressed to higher education students in Morocco.
Students are encouraged to follow online complementary formations
allowing them to get profound knowledge (e.g. in language subjects).
These formations are often designated by public or private
organizations, clubs or associations. However, distance learning was
never mandatory before the current pandemic crisis. If higher
education students could relatively easily follow online courses, it is
not the case for lower educational levels. Despite out-of-school
learning may create diversity in the teaching environment
(Yiizbasioglu et al. 2021), students of mild or even secondary schools
are by far much less able to deal with distance learning, especially
under the unprecedented circumstances of mass quarantine related to
the COVID-19 outbreak. They deeply miss the basic requirement and
abilities to cope with these novel circumstances. The situation is
expected to be more aggravated for students in rural areas, who need
special attention as stated by Ben-Said et al. (2021).

Our preliminary results revealed that the majority of students were
unsatisfied with the online courses they followed; this was reflected
by their low level of understanding (Fig. 4). The output quality was
reported to have a positive effect on students’ perceived effectiveness
in the acceptance of distance learning (Nguyen et al. 2021). Distance
learning satisfaction has been reported to be significantly correlated to
several internal factors such as students’ skills and emotion
engagements (Baloran et al. 2021). However, few advantages have
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been cited for distance learning, including the ability of students to re-
listen to the teacher’s explanation. Time and effort management were
found to be the most important for student performance (Neroni et al.
2019). Many students would not be able to manage their time and
effort at home, particularly under the stress induced by the outbreak of
COVID-19. In our study, the majority of students spent less than eight
hours per week in online learning. Moreover, the absence of some
degree of authority exercised by teachers could be an important factor
that students missed during distance learning. Furthermore, students
may miss some pedagogical abilities related to scientific subjects such
as experimentation. Thus, there is an urgent need for a virtual learning
context that would aid in developing students’ self-learning skills
(Alshwiah, 2021). It would be interesting to offer continuously online
training to students in order to improve their information and
communication technology skills (Adi et al. 2021).

3.3: Suggested solutions to overcome the detected challenges

In the latest item of the questionnaire, students were questioned to
propose suitable solutions which may improve the process of distance
learning, and thus cope with the weaknesses perceived during this
hardest period, as well as to maintain well mental health after the
COVID-19 crisis. Many students proposed that the Ministry should
support educational establishments to get online courses, particularly
in terms of providing technological devices and communication tools
such as free internet access with good speed, smartphones, tablets or
laptops. As in other regions across the World, internet access and
technological infrastructures seem to be the major difficulty in front of
distance learning system (Avsar Erumit et al. 2021). Thus, to
guarantee equality in education between students, the Ministry should
be sure that each student has the necessary technological devices and
access to the internet to get online courses (Avsar Erumit et al. 2021).
According to the students, these tools are necessary in order to ensure
equal opportunities between learners and to facilitate audio-visual
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communication with their teachers. Finally, some students stated that
they needed treatment against psychological disorders caused by the
quarantine measure and school closure related to the coronavirus
crisis.

3.4: Limitations of the study

The present investigation provided several strong points. First, this
is, at our knowledge, the first study that examined the impact of
distance learning imposed during quarantine measures on Moroccan
student performance. Second, this work sheds light on the main
challenges that obstructed governmental measures in the education
system during this pandemic crisis. Finally, the results also allowed us
to make an overall framework for future research.

Despite these strengths, there are some limitations that should be
noted. Due to the small representativeness of all Moroccan regions
and to the small sample size for middle and secondary schools,
caution should be taken when extending the findings of this study to
other Moroccan regions. Thus, larger scale quantitative perspective is
required to draw definite conclusions about the detected patterns.
Another limitation is related to the fact that this study is limited to the
students who had technological tools such as smartphones (Ben-Said
et al. 2021, Mercier et al. 2022). Therefore, the results should not be
generalized to the whole Moroccan students given that a large range
of students, especially in rural areas did not have smartphones and/or
internet access. Therefore, the effectiveness of distance learning in
public schools needs further investigation with studies having robust
designs.

On the other hand, the pedagogy and content knowledge are
expected to be enhanced with the increase of technology knowledge of
teachers (Cekerol and Ozen, 2020). Since the current study has only
examined students, the technology abilities of teachers should be
investigated to draw conclusions about the influence of teachers’
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abilities on the performance of distance teaching. Furthermore,
investigating parents’ opinions about distance learning in the course of
the COVID-19 pandemic would be interesting since the parents have
monitored their children at home.

Conclusion:

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused serious threats to people
physical and mental health. It has also triggered a wide variety of
psychological disorders, such as stress, anxiety, and depression. Based
on a questionnaire survey addressed to students, our finding
highlighted a high prevalence of stress, anxiety and depression
disorders among Moroccan students during the COVID-19 quarantine,
with females experiencing greater symptoms than males. Additionally,
during quarantine, distance learning seems to have unsatisfactory
results, and is still poorly perceived by students. With the aim to
dealing with the weaknesses stated in the present investigation and to
improve future distance learning programs, some preventive measures
would be recommended such exceptional circumstances: (i) more
attention needs to be paid to primary and secondary education,
particularly in rural zones; (ii) free internet access should further be
strengthened and improved; (iii) the Ministry should support poor
families to get necessary technology devices for their children, and set
up training formations on distance learning to sustain pedagogical
scenarios, as well as prepare the educational system to possible future
pandemic waves or any unexpected events.
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