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Notes and Reports

The COVID-19 pandemic and learning outcomes:

in what ways did the pandemic impact students in Japan?

Chad L. Godfrey™, Ayane Kitazawa, Yoshiki Oida

Department of Liberal Arts Faculty of Medicine Saitama Medical University

On March 11", 2020, the WHO Director-General declared the COVID-19 outbreak a pandemic”. By the start of the school year
in April 2020, around 90% of Japanese universities had postponed starting regular classes, and in July 2020, they had implemented
distance learning classes”.

By the spring of 2023, most institutions resumed face-to-face classes while maintaining social distancing and utilizing hybrid
teaching methods. During this time, a questionnaire was created to investigate how students were affected by being isolated during
the pandemic and whether their learning was affected by online learning from 2020-2023. This questionnaire was administered to
both SMU students and Kawagoe Girls" High School students in 2024 to gather their views concerning the academic and social
effects of distance learning.

Before administering the questionnaire, the authors predicted that students would view the educational environment during the
pandemic negatively. However, the questionnaire respondents shared not only negative aspects of studying during the pandemic but
positive ones as well. Furthermore, their views highlighted how distance learning had improved their learning after the pandemic was
lifted.

This study is especially pertinent for educators, as the students involved with distance learning are currently in our classrooms, and

their learning styles need to be considered. Therefore, the information provided by this study has implications for classroom teaching

and student learning.
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On March 11", 2020, the WHO Director-General, Dr.
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, declared the COVID-19 out-
break a pandemic as it spread globally”. Like other countries,
the COVID-19 pandemic significantly affected several facets
of Japanese life. Not only were the health and economic sec-
tors in Japan impacted, but also the education and social sec-
tors. By the start of the school year in April 2020, around 90%
of Japanese universities had postponed starting regular classes,
and in July 2020, they had implemented distance learning
classes”.

Distance learning created challenges for students and educa-
tors alike. Teachers were required to embrace technology,
revise lessons and curriculum goals, and put in extra hours to

create materials that would enhance learning online. Further

exacerbating the shift to online learning, technology was not
strongly utilized by some of the educational community. As
Obe & Okutsu pointed out, “Japan was at the bottom of the
league, with about 80% of students saying digital technology
is not part of their classroom experience.”” Traditionally, pri-
mary and secondary schools’ approach to teaching and learn-
ing has an emphasis on paper-based learning materials, which
runs counter to many higher education teaching practices”.
The COVID-19 pandemic also had a profound social and
psychological impact on the global population. Up to one bil-
lion people worldwide were estimated to have been under
lockdown or quarantine by the spring of 2020”. Being isolated
during the pandemic from friends, family, school, and work
affected the quality of life. Miranda et al. confirm this, stating,
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“The COVID-19 pandemic---resulted in a mental health crisis
due to the rise of negative psychological effects.””

Unlike countries in Europe or the Americas, Japan only
implemented voluntary lockdowns. However, even under this
kind of restriction, being isolated had negative repercussions.
As stressed by Yamamoto et al., “During the first mild lock-
down, a significant increase in psychological distress and
depression was reported [in Japan] despite the lack of legal
enforcement of self-restraint.”” In August 2020, a web-based
questionnaire by Midorikawa et al. was conducted in Japan to
investigate the impact of the Covid pandemic”. Reflected in
the results of this survey, females were reported to have expe-
rienced COVID-19—-related stress the most, while in age
groups, “COVID-19-related stress was the highest among
respondents in their 50s, severe mental distress was the highest
among teenagers, and anxiety symptoms were the highest
among people in their 20s.”” Stress levels in young children
and their families were also elevated. There were remote
learning inequalities due to the digital divide and parental
workload in helping their children be independent learners”, as
well as increases in suicide®” and domestic abuse'”.

Saitama Medical University (SMU) is a private medical
university with an attached hospital. As students were com-
pleting their clinical rotations during the pandemic, the univer-
sity was cautious about returning to face-to-face classes. As a
result, students had a longer period of online learning com-
pared to students at other Japanese universities.

In the spring of 2023, the university resumed face-to-face
classes with masks and utilized hybrid teaching methods. The
students appeared less interactive in the classroom, had trouble
understanding content, and some had poor attendance. Were
these students affected by distance learning, or was this per-
ception imagined by educators? To gain further insight, we set
out to deepen our understanding of the effects of distance
learning on students by utilizing the following guiding ques-
tions: Did distance learning have an effect on student learning?
Were there consequences to being socially isolated? Once
face-to-face classes resumed, were there any adjustments
needed by students to resume their learning?

In the spring of 2024, the study’s authors discussed the pos-
sible effects that the COVID-19 pandemic had on students.
The points mostly focused on the effects of isolation on social
skills and how the experience of online learning caused diffi-
culties with face-to-face instruction. As a result of this discus-
sion, and with the aim of better understanding students’ current
learning styles and applying those insights to improve educa-
tional practices, a questionnaire was authored consisting of ten
questions in both English and Japanese (see Appendix). This
questionnaire was used to gather better insight into students’
views about their academic performance, social/mental health,

study tools, and study habits both during and after the pan-
demic. This questionnaire was administered to two groups:
high school and medical university students.

On June 29" 2024, the first set of questionnaires was
administered to seventy-four high school students at Kawagoe
Girls’ High School (KGHS) in Kawagoe, Saitama. Four years
prior, these students were at the end of elementary school or
the beginning of junior high school.

Afterward, on July 22", nineteen SMU fifth-year students
given the same questionnaire (11 female and 8 male students).
The sample group of 11 female SMU students were used in
this study. These students were taking part in the university’s
student exchange program in 2024, a program in which stu-
dents undertake a one-month overseas clinical training at part-
ner institutions around the world. Although this sample group
was small, they are unique in that they were the first students
to take part in distance learning at SMU in 2020.

Before administering the questionnaire, the authors pre-
dicted the outcomes of each question. After, the students’
scores from KGHS and SMU were documented and averaged
to the nearest tenth. Also, the students’ comments were noted
and later translated from Japanese to English using a free ver-
sion of ChatGPT.

With the questionnaire data, a cross-section of Japanese
school life ranging from late elementary to university educa-
tion was offered. Tables 1 and 2 show the results of the ques-
tionnaire for students with a scale ranging from 1 = very much
to 5 =not at all.

The ten questions from Tables 1 and 2 examine the follow-
ing four categories:

1) Influences on Academic Performance

D1. How much did the transition to online learning affect
your academic performance?
Al. Do you think that returning to in-person learning has
worsened your academic performance?
AS. Do you think that the experiences during the pan-
demic affected you mentally and intellectually with your
current and future academic challenges?

2) Social/Mental Health
D2. To what extent did you feel isolated from your peers

during the pandemic?
D3. How much did the pandemic impact your mental
health and well-being?
A2. Is it difficult to connect with your peers now that in-
person learning has resumed?

3) Learning Tools
D4. Was it difficult to use remote learning tools and
resources provided by your school?
A3. Do you think that the new hybrid learning models (a
mix of in-person and online) implemented after the pan-
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Table 1 Being a Student During the COVID Pandemic

D1. How much did the transition to online learning affect your academic performance?

SMU

KGHS

AVG=25 MED=3 VAR =1.673

AVG=3.5 MED =4 VAR =1.085

D2. To what extent did you feel isolated from your peers during the pandemic?

SMU

KGHS

AVG=3.1 MED=3 VAR =1.291

AVG=4.0 MED =4 VAR =1.164

D3. How much did the pandemic impact your mental health and well-being?

SMU

KGHS

AVG=3.6 MED =4 VAR =1.255

AVG =33 MED=3 VAR =1.247

D4. Was it difficult to use remote learning tools and resources provided by your school?

SMU

KGHS

AVG=4.0 MED=4 VAR=0.6

AVG=4.0 MED =4 VAR =1.085

(e.g., work, family) during the pandemic?

DS5. Did you have difficulties balancing your studies with other responsibilities

SMU

KGHS

AVG =44 MED=5 VAR =1.455

AVG=44 MED=5 VAR =0.658

Table 2 Being a Student and Learning After the Pandemic

Al. Do you think that returning to in-person learning has worsened your academic performance?

SMU

KGHS

AVG =47 MED=5 VAR=0.419

AVG=4.8 MED =5 VAR =0.564

A2. Is it difficult to connect with your peers now that in-person learning has resumed?

SMU

KGHS

AVG=45 MED=5 VAR=0473

AVG=4.5 MED=5 VAR =0.622

the pandemic are ineffective?

A3. Do you think that the new hybrid learning models (a mix of in person and online) implemented after

SMU

KGHS

AVG =34 MED=3 VAR =0.855

AVG=34 MED=3 VAR=1.397

A4. How much have your study habits and routines changed since returning to in-person classes?

SMU

KGHS

AVG=27 MED=3 VAR=2.219

AVG =33 MED=3 VAR =1.441

your current and future academic challenges?

AS. Do you think that the experiences during the pandemic affected you mentally and intellectually with

SMU

KGHS

AVG=32 MED=3 VAR=1.164

AVG=3.5 MED=4 VAR=1.385

demic are ineffective?

4) Study Habits
DS5. Did you have difficulties balancing your studies with
other responsibilities (e.g., work, family) during the pan-
demic?
A4. How much have your study habits and routines
changed since returning to in-person classes?

With the results, Godfrey and Oida, who are both educators
at SMU, had their predictions about student life during the
pandemic either confirmed or denied. They pictured learning
from home and social isolation having a greater impact on all
students than what the students reported, particularly with D1
“---transition to online learning---" (AVG 2/much), D4 “--to
use remote learning tools " (averaging 2.5/much-moder-
ately), and D5 “---balancing your studies:*-” (AVG 3/moder-
ately).

In contrast, Kitazawa, who was both a high school and an
SMU medical student during the COVID-19 pandemic, under-
stood the stresses of distance learning from a student’s per-

spective. In her personal comments, she asserted that
“although my grades [in high school] did not change that dras-
tically, however, I struggled with concentrating on schoolwork
at home.” She further explained, “I felt isolated from my peers
since there was no way of talking to them in person. More-
over, since I like to discuss parts of the lecture I didn’t under-
stand with my friends and, I couldn’t do that during online
lectures. I had struggled to understand the material.”

With (1) The Influences on Academic Performance, the
SMU scores (AV 2.5/ VAR 1.673) reflected more challenges
compared to KGHS (AV 3.5/ VAR 1.085). Some SMU stu-
dents commented that they were less affected by the transition

to home learning and reported the benefits as well. (I was able
to progress with my learning at my own pace, and it was very
Sfulfilling; I became able to pause the video and think about
parts I didn’t understand.) This opinion was also supported in
a 2021 MEXT survey of Japanese university students, report-
ing that almost 60% of the respondents were “satisfied” or
“somewhat satisfied” with online learning during the pan-
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. 11
demic".

The KGHS students shared both the positive and negative
impacts. Positively, they reported adaptability and indepen-
dence with home learning, with minimal effects on learning.
(People who could study on their own improved their academic
abilities.) However, they also wrote about the struggles of
home learning, including concentration issues, a lack of phys-
ical activity, a work-life imbalance, and technology issues. (It
was hard to maintain a work-life balance when studying at
home.)

After resuming face-to-face classes, KGHS students men-
tioned the positive outcomes (AVG 4.8/ VAR 0.564). They
reported satisfaction with the learning environment, (In-person
was easier for me; It became easier to ask questions compared
to online learning, and I think my grades improved.) while
making adjustments (Everyone was wearing masks, so commu-
nication became a bit more difficult.) Some high schoolers
even mentioned that the pandemic gave them opportunities to
improve their use of technology and strengthened their mental
health (After experiencing the “pandemic,” I became mentally
stronger.)

Concerning (2) Social/Mental Health, the KGHS students
offered a range of views. On the positive side, they com-

mented that they enjoyed distance learning (Rather, I was
happy to stay at home.) and used tools to cope with isolation (/
didn’t feel lonely because I continued messaging and talking on
the phone [smartphone].) Despite a score of 4 on question D2,
feeling isolated from their peers, the comments about the
negative impacts outweighed the positive ones. In general,
they shared about the loneliness due to being away from their
friends and having their home be their learning environment (I
couldn’t meet my friends, and life at home felt cramped.) For
some SMU students (AVG = 3.1/VAR = 1.291), coming
from an array of backgrounds, the distance from their school
had a social impact (My house is far from the university, so I
couldn’t meet my friends.) Although being in the SMU student
exchange program, which may have made them appear as
independent, students still exhibited a desire for face-to-face
interactions.

With the return to face-to-face classes, KGHS students
reported they could resume friendships (I can still quickly get
along with people as before.) while others wrote of difficulties
(I get nervous when I have to talk to others when the new term
begins.) About this point, although SMU students had similar
scores to KGHS students, they did not share any comments.

Regarding (3) and (4), Learning Tools and Study Habits,
what some educators felt was a hindrance during the pandemic

had several positive takeaways for KGHS students including

adaptability (The tools are similar to smartphones. I use them

every day, I can study everywhere.), using social media as a
coping outlet (I was fine because I had social media.), and self-
reliance (Once I learned how to use it [a learning tool], I could
use it quickly.) One downside was that SMU and KGHS stu-
dents reported having issues with Wi-Fi connectivity as one
SMU student reported. (The home Wi-Fi was bad, so the
remote connection didn’t work well.) As Uchiyama et al. (in
Gerard), confirmed, problems with technology like having
proper Wi-Fi were a challenge for learning online in Japan'”.

After in-person classes resumed, the KGHS students
reflected on the change favorably. Despite the convenience of
online learning reducing travel time and enabling classes dur-
ing school closures, a number of students commented that they
did not find online learning as effective or engaging as in-per-
son classes. (Returning to in-person learning improved my
academic ability.) KGHS students expressed the personal
changes they needed to make when face-to-face classes
resumed (It became busier after returning to in-person learning).
SMU students (AVG 2.7/VAR 2.219 scored slightly lower
than KGHS students (AVG = 3.3 /VAR = 1.441) KGHS stu-
dents reported changes (I needed to get up earlier.) As both
distance learning and in-person classes have their pros and
cons, some students shared the value of the structure, opportu-
nities, and engagement that in-person learning brought after
experiencing the challenges of online education (It’s not inter-
esting unless it’s an in-person class!!!)

This study’s findings offer insights into both the educational
and social experiences of Japanese students during and after
the COVID-19 pandemic. Even though distance learning
resulted in social isolation and posed some significant learning
challenges, students demonstrated adaptability and resilience.
Based on the data, students developed increased skills like
self-reliance, technological proficiency, and independent study
habits—traits that are important in modern educational con-
texts. In addition to this, regardless of the disruption caused by
the pandemic, certain aspects of distance learning contributed
positively to student development. The most essential of these
being a greater sense of student autonomy.

On the other hand, this study revealed some of the difficul-
ties in returning to academic routines and social connections
after the pandemic. The lack of classroom engagement by
some students at Saitama Medical University raises concerns
about potential effects of prolonged online learning on stu-
dents in terms of motivation and social skills. Furthermore, the
inequalities in access and usage of technology highlight the
need for digital literacy training and infrastructure support.

From an educator’s perspective, the findings help to show
the importance of flexible, student-centered teaching environ-
ments, ones that can blend in-person and online methods. In
addition to this—particularly in light of future pandemics
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where distance learning is necessary—mental health support
needs to be strengthened, particularly during long periods of
transition.

One of the limitations of this study is the small sample
size—especially at the university level. In addition, there was
gender imbalance with the participants and the data. For future
research, incorporating a more diverse group of participants
across both genders and academic disciplines is needed.

In conclusion, even though the pandemic disrupted the tra-
ditional educational environment, it also pinpointed for educa-
tors the changes in both how content is delivered and experi-
enced. By analyzing the challenges and successes of distance
education during the pandemic, educators can prepare for the
future and help support the development of more adaptable

learners.
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COVID-19NN>TF I v 7 EFERER :
INTIVvIPBERODREICE L -2E

Chad L. Godfrey™, dbi#fEr, HH A

BEERRY R BEREE

2020 43 A 11 H, WHO F#FEIE COVID-19 OHFWGATEZ /Ny 73 v 7 LEE Lz, 2RI, 2020 4F 4 A 0%
FHIBAREE T, HROKZOB X Z 0% 25 BERZEOMBGEEI L, F4E 7 FICITEMREEELZEAL .

2023 4ERF TIT, FEALOHEREIMMIZEZTR LA, V=X VT4 A7 P AEMESN, " 7Yy o
BEEDRH SN AR TIX, NU T Iy ZICXWEE I ED X ) RgBa 5 2 72h, $722020~2023 4D
FUTAVERPFRIZED L ) BB LI LR WET A0 T7 v r—NEFERLZZ. 20T v — M, 2024 4
W EER R L NBL TEROFEICERS N, ERFEIC L 250 - HARMOEEICIOWTHEL L.

T o — NEMRB, HEESIISVTI v 2HOEFEERBICOWTHENTEMICHITWEETFHELE. LarL, EBo
HATIE, XY 73y 7 HOERICHT AEEMN2ME 2 Tal, BEM2MEHBEIN. S512, EBEE ORER
BT Iy T HROFVOUBIIO LN o2 L bRENT.

AWFFEE, BUEE SIS CilFfRE T CV A PEEDER AT ANBED L) BB DTH L DN DOVTOEE IR
ZHAZBH0THD. LizhoT, AFRETESNZERE, SHROBEEHRFEDETIZONT, HHEHITKE LRI
ZHAZBHDLEEDNS.
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Appendix
Survey: Being a Student During the COVID Pandemic/ZiZ : COVID /AT 2 v Y hDEAEEF

High School Male
University Inbound Female
University Outbound

1. How much did the transition to online learning affect your academic performance?
T34 VEEANDBITIR, HE-OFRICEDREFZELFELEN?

® Notatall - F2>/=K FELGEM o= | @ Much- HMGEYEELT:

@ Slightly - b M ZEE LT @ Very much- JEEIZFE LT

® Moderately - HAHEEFZE LT

‘ Comments/ 3 A > k

2. To what extent did you feel isolated from your peers during the pandemic?
NOTIYIRICHEI L EDEEMILTVSHERLELEN?

® Notatall- £F21=<K FEELGMN>T- | Q Much- M RUEELT:

@ Slightly - b MITEELT: @ Very much- EEITEE LT

@ Moderately - HHEEFE L 1=

Comments/ 3 * > k

3. How much did the pandemic impact your mental health and well-being?
NUTIVIRBHEEDA VBNV REEFRICEOEEFELELA?

® Notatall- £ FELLGEAS>T- | QMuch- NG YFEELS

@ Slightly - >3 M EE LT @ Very much- JEEICFHE L 1=

® Moderately - HAHFEEFEL 1=

| Comments/ 3 * > k

4. Was it difficult to use remote learning tools and resources provided by your school?
FHBREE LAY E— P EEY AR ) Y =R %S DIREL 22072 TT D2
® Notatall- oK EE LGN STz | Q@ Much- MG YEZELT:

@ Slightly - b MNZEE LT @ Very much- JEBEICEE L 1=
@ Moderately - HHEEFZE L 1=

Comments/ 3 * > k |

5. Did you have difficulties balancing your studies with other responsibilities (e.g., work, family) during
the pandemic?

NY T Iy o FELMORME B R KK EWLI L0 LE LR
® Notatall- EF21= < EELGMN>Fz | QMuch- MR UEELTL:

@ Slightly - HFMZEE LT @ Very much- JE&EIZFE LT

® Moderately - HAHFEEFELT=

Comments/ 3 * > k
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Survey: Being a Student and Learning After the Pandemic/ 8% : /ST I v O BDFELET L FE

1. Do you think that returning to in-person learning has worsened your academic performance?

WNHFEICRS 28T, HalDFRIFEULE L2 ?

® Notatall-FEF-1=-<KFELLEMI-T=
@ Slightly - hFMIZFHE LT
® Moderately - HHFEEZE L1

@ Much - Mg Y &L=
@ Very much- JEEICFE L 1=

Comments/ 3 A > bk

2. Is it difficult to connect with your peers now that in-person learning has resumed?

HEFE AT L 725, e o542 2 &L LTI »?

@ Slightly - b MZEE LT
@ Moderately - HHFEEZE L1

® Notatall-F o= HEELLEM-T=

@ Much- g YRELT-
@ Very much- JEEITEE L 1=

Comments/ 3 * > +

3. Do you think that the new hybrid learning models (a mix of in-person and online) implemented after the

pandemic are ineffective?

NYTIvIRBRICBAINEF LA T )y F¥EHET AL e 4 v 74 voiRE) 135

KRB ER T I H?

@ Slightly - M ZFEE LT
® Moderately - HAHEEZE LT

® Notatall-E =< HZELEMN-T-

Q@ Much - MR Y EE LT
@ Very much- EEICEE LT

‘ Comments/ 3 * > k

4. How much have your study habits and routines changed since returning to in-person classes?

NEBEICRSTHDL., BHEEOFFHEOIL—T a4 vFENSWEDYFELEMN?

@ Slightly - H 3 MIZEE LT
@ Moderately - HHFEEZE L1

® Notatall-FEFE>=-<KFEELLEMOT=

Q@ Much - WMz Y& LT
@ Very much- FEEICHE LT

Comments/ 3 * > k

|

5. Do you think that the experiences during the pandemic affected you mentally and intellectually with your

current and future academic challenges?

NV T Iy 7 oD, Bl L ORERO A EOBEICE M L OB L

WEFne

@ Slightly - g M ZFEE LT
® Moderately - HHFEEZE L1

® Notatall-FEF>=-<KFEELLMOT=

@ Much - Bhg Y EZE LT
@ Very much- JEEICHE LT

PIAAY

Comments/ 3 * > k
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