Human, Technologies and Quality of Education, 2021 125
https://doi.org/10.22364/htqe.2021.09

ABILITY TO DEAL WITH IT: SELF-MANAGEMENT
AND PROBLEM-SOLVING SKILLS, MOTIVATION
AND ROUTINES HELPED HIGH-SCHOOL
STUDENTS DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
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ABSTRACT

As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded, more than 1.5 billion students worldwide started
learning remotely, and they faced a range of challenges: a lack of immediate support
from teachers, problems with technology, psychological well-being and difficulties in
independently coping with their duties. The aim of this study was to understand what
helped students cope with distance learning and what hindered and made it difficult for
students, as well to examine students’ self-assessed problem-solving and self-management
skills. Qualitative and quantitative methods were used in the study with 358 students aged
M = 16.65 years. Participants answered two open-ended questions and filled the Problem-
Solving Questionnaire and the Metacognitive Awareness Scale. Content analysis of students’
answers shows that most frequently students’ goal-orientation, determination to succeed,
diligence and specific routines helped them deal with the distance learning. On the contrary,
lack of motivation (among other psychological difficulties), distractions, lack of routines, and
felt pressure to manage all school tasks were most frequently the aspects that hindered
students from coping with the distance learning. Results show significant correlation
between most scales of self-assessed problem solving and self-management skills. Students
with higher result in total score of self-reported problem-solving skills felt less stress about
the distance learning and the pandemic in general.

Keywords: adolescence, COVID-19, distance learning, high-school, problem-solving skills, self-
management skills.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic and the distance learning during the pan-
demic have brought many challenges both at the level of organizations
(schools) and at the level of individual students. Students had to adapt to
a relatively more individual and self-managed learning process, with less
immediate support and guidance from teachers during the process, which
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inevitably required the application and development of various skills, such
as planning and organizing their time and responsibilities, and coping with
difficulties using problem solving. Studies published to date highlight var-
ious difficulties faced by students during a pandemic, such as mental and
physical health, difficulties with friends, family and socialization, difficul-
ties with learning and routines (Scott et al., 2020; Rogers, Ha & Ockey,
2021). One of the main issues and risks that stem from this situation is that
distance learning can further increase inequalities in the quality of knowl-
edge acquired between students of different backgrounds or level of skills,
including increasing the risk of dropping out of school, and contributing
to a decline in learning performance (Azevedo et al., 2020; Kaffenberger,
2021). Therefore, it is important to assess what skills and routines are nec-
essary for students to effectively cope with distance learning.

The distance learning during COVID-19 pandemic has been an unprec-
edented situation in the modern times (with such wide options of using
technology in education), thus making this a unique experience for stu-
dents. In order to cope with distance learning (and non-standard situations
in general) students had to apply and further develop a range of skills,
including self-management, planning skills and problem-solving skills. It
is unclear to what extent they possessed the necessary skills at the begin-
ning of the pandemic. While it is important to do quantitative assessment
monitoring students’ skills and achievement during this time, it is equally
important to assess and document the students’ experience based on their
own unique viewpoint. Therefore, the aim of this study was to understand
what helped students cope with distance learning and what hindered and
made it difficult for students (based on their own views), as well to exam-
ine students’ self-assessed problem-solving and self-management skills
based on a questionnaire assessment.

Self-regulation skills (and self-management skills in general) are
involved in self-regulated learning. Self-regulation consists of three major
components of metacognition: 1) forethought — planning; 2) performance -
monitoring; 3) self-reflection — evaluation (Zimmerman, 2008). Students
use metacognitive skills in learning to proactively think, perform and
self-reflect (Carter et al., 2020). It is crucial for students to have self-man-
agement skills to effectively learn remotely, and the circumstances during
the pandemic demanded that students applied their self-management skills
to the extent that they possessed them.

In the current study, problem solving is defined as a set of complex,
goal-directed cognitive, affective, and behavioral operations for adapting
to internal and external demands, to achieve desired goals (see Heppner &
Krauskopf, 1987; Nezu, 2004); Problem solving is operationalized here as
consisting of three components: 1) Problem Solving Ability-Confidence is
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a belief in one’s problem-solving abilities and having positive experience in
solving problems; 2) Problem-solving actions (originally called “Approach-
Avoidance Style” by Heppner, 1982) is one’s tendency of performing such
actions and strategies that represent successful problem solving; 3) Personal
Control is the belief in one’s emotional and behavioral control while solv-
ing problems (Heppner, 1982). To conclude, having specific skills and
strategies to solve problems and having the confidence about one’s ability
is important to successfully deal with different types of problems.

Pre-pandemic research has shown a link between academic performance
and problem-solving skills assessed with several types of measurements
(Greiff, Kretzschmar, Miiller, Spinath & Martin, 2014; Greiff, Wiistenberg,
Molnér, Fischer, Funke, & Csapd, 2013). Self-regulation is also related
to course performance and academic performance (Pintrich et al., 1993;
Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1988; Abd-El-Fattah, 2010; Veenman et al.,
2014). It is currently crucial to find out what kind of skills are particularly
important to maintain academic achievement and motivation during such
a new situation with distance learning to further develop tools for strength-
ening these skills.

Method

Data from a total of 358 students studying in grades 9-12 with an aver-
age age of M = 16.65 years were analyzed, 218 (60.9%) of the respond-
ents, were girls and 140 (39.1%) were boys; 69 respondents study in the
9th grade, 106 respondents study in the 10th grade, 100 respondents study
in the 11t grade, and 83 respondents study in the 12% grade (during school
year 2020/2021).

Participants answered questions about their experiences and feelings
during distance learning (for example, felt stress about COVID-19 pan-
demic and about distance learning), they completed the Problem-Solving
Questionnaire (Heppner, 1982) with 32 items in three scales. During the
previous research with Latvian adapted version, the scales of the ques-
tionnaire showed good internal consistency: Problem solving ability-confi-
dence scale (a = 0.77), Problem solving actions (o = 0.66), and Personal-
control scale (a = 0.68) (Sudraba & Strike, 2020). Students completed the
Metacognitive Awareness scale with 9 items for assessing self-management
skills of planning, monitoring and evaluating that showed high internal
consistency for the total score (o = 0.92) (Vanags & Pestovs, 2019).

Participants were asked two open-ended questions regarding of 1) what
had helped them cope during distance learning and 2) what had hindered
them to deal with distance learning? They also answered demographic
questions.
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The data were collected in cooperation with schools during online
classes where students of each class gathered at one specific time. The data
were collected using an online platform in February 2021, and participa-
tion was voluntary and anonymous.

Results

First, the main results based on the qualitative analysis are presented,
followed by the results derived from the obtained quantitative data. The
goal of the researcher was to gather and compile unique experience from
students’ own viewpoint described in their own words. Therefore, summa-
tive content analysis was performed to analyze the answers to open-ended
questions of students by systematically identifying and classifying themes
that appear in the text (Shannon & Hsieh, 2005). The researcher read all
the answers of students and based on the content developed categories
(themes) that appear in the answers. The categories were also counted
based on the frequency in the students’ answers.

The categories were further analyzed based on their type: whether the
category represents an individual level aspect (for example, internal moti-
vation to succeed or psychological difficulties) or external level (wider)
aspects (e. g., difficulty to study because of the background noise and shar-
ing a room with other family members). The aim was to form conclusions
regarding the type of the category and possibility to act on it. For example,
it is not possible to individually change regulations or restrictions during
the pandemic, but it is possible to train certain skills of students to organ-
ize their time and learning better. The further purpose of this analysis was
to develop conclusions and hypotheses regarding how the disruptive fac-
tors could be reduced and how the contributory factors could be stimulated
to help students to adapt to distance learning and other unprecedented
situations that may come in the future.

Table 1 summarizes students’ responses about what has helped them
cope with distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. The answers
are grouped into categories and counted to see how often each category
appeared in the students’ answers.

As we can see in Table 1, such individual aspects as determination
to succeed (students mentioned motivation and willingness to keep their
“status” and grades) and diligence (students mentioned ability to force
themselves to do tasks on time), as well as planning skills and routines
(e. g., writing down all the tasks, planning in what order to do tasks etc.)
were mentioned most frequently as helpful in dealing with the distance
learning.
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Table 1. Analysis of aspects that helped students during the distance learning

accepting low grades, indifference)

Category Type of the category Frequency

Goal-orientation and motivation to Individual level: personality |148

succeed (includes responsibility and and motivation

insistence)

Self-discipline and sense of duty Individual level: personality |121

(includes diligence and forcing oneself |and attitude

to do tasks)

Planning and organization skills Individual level: skills 68

(includes specific routines and actions

that are described in the students’

answers)

Optimism (includes the ability to keep |Individual level: personality |29

calm and not stress about everything)

Hobbies and physical activities (e. g., External or individual level |22

music, sports) (depending on whether the
activities were organized or
individually initiated)

Individualism and independence Individual level: personality |20

(e. g., likes being alone and studying

independently)

Good technology skills Individual level: skills 18

Fast thinking and flexibility (includes Individual level: abilities 17

creativity and ability to get everything

done “last minute”)

Communication (includes asking for Individual level: personality |14

advice when necessary)

Passive attitude/avoidance (includes Individual level: personality |7

and motivation

Similarly, the disruptive factors were analyzed from students’ answers.
As can be seen in the Table 2, when we look at the individual level aspects,
most frequently students’ responses show a lack of motivation and other
psychological difficulties, as well as difficulties in learning and under-
standing the subject alone that indicates a lack of self-management skills,
self-regulated learning skills and problem-solving skills. If we look at exter-
nal level aspects, we see that factors related to lack of school-like regime
and routines, lack of appropriate learning environment, including distrac-
tions at home (sharing a room and background noise, etc.) are most often
mentioned as interfering factors. It can be concluded that before the pan-
demic the routines and physical school environment (for example, getting
ready in the morning, walking to school, and sitting in one’s place in the
physical classroom) had helped students to focus on their studies.
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Table 2. Analysis of aspects that hindered students dealing with the distance

learning
Category Type of the category Frequency
Lack of motivation and depression Individual level: psychological | 158
(includes “laziness” anxiety and well-being

problems with concentration)

Environment and lack of regime External level: family and 91
(includes distractions at home and lack | physical environment
of daily routines)

Sense of a large amount of schoolwork |External level: school and 77
(includes felt pressure to do it all) organizational level

Difficulty to learn individually Individual level: skills (self- 51
(includes difficulty to plan time directed learning and problem-
and grasp new knowledge without solving skills)

immediate support)

Teachers’ inconsistency (includes External level: school and 42
planning inconsistencies at school organizational level

level)

Sense of lack of support (includes lack |Individual and external level: |31
of immediate feedback, advice, control | self-regulated learning skills
and guidance) and teachers’ actions

Lack of socialization (includes lack of |External level: can be altered |29
formal and informal communication) |via organized online activities
Individual level: personality
and communication

Decrease of physical well-being Individual level: skills, 27
(includes problems from the long practices and routines
screen time, sitting and general lack of
physical activities)

Problems with technologies (includes |External level: equipment 21
internet or computer problems or lack

of them)

Stress related to COVID-19 (includes External level 11

stress about finances, health, global
situation and restrictions)

Further an analysis of quantitative data that were gathered during
the study is reported, starting with psychometrics of two questionnaires.
The Metacognitive awareness scale shows good total internal consist-
ency (o = 0.86) in the current sample, compared to a = 0.92 in the
original study (Vanags & Pestovs, 2019); with also good internal consist-
ency for the subscales: Planning (o = 0.83), Monitoring (o = 0.70) and
Evaluation (o = 0.76). The Problem-solving inventory also shows good
internal consistency for total scale (o = 0.86), and for the subscales:
Problem solving ability-confidence (o = 0.84), Solving-actions (o = 0.75),



L. Hacatrjana. Ability to Deal with it: Self-Management and Problem-Solving Skills .. 131

and Personal-control (¢ = 0.72). In previous Latvian research the inter-
nal consistency of the three scales was accordingly: a = 0.77, a = 0.66,
and a = 0.68, but the mean age of participants was higher (M = 23.9,
SD = 5.7) (Sudraba & Strike, 2020).

Table 3 shows that most subscales of both surveys show statistically sig-
nificant mutual correlations. Correlation analysis also shows that the lower
the student’s self-assessed problem-solving skills, the more the student
has indicated they had felt stress about the COVID-19 pandemic in gen-
eral (r = -0.15, p = 0.004), as well as the stress about distance learning
(r = -0.22, p = 0.000). Such correlations were not found with self-man-
agement skills.

Table 3. Correlations between problem-solving and metacognitive awareness

Problem Problem Total
. o1 . Personal
solving ability - | solving Problem-
. control .

confidence actions solving scale
Planning 0.36** 0.44>* 0.23** 0.44**
Monitoring 0.18** 0.42%* 0.13* 0.31%*
Evaluation 0.18** 0.44>* 0.08 0.30%*
Total Meta- 0.30%* 0.53** 0.17%* 0.43**
cognition scale

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Discussion

During this study factors that have helped and hindered students dur-
ing the COVID-19 related distance learning were assessed, that leads to
understanding how students can be helped in case of similar unexpected
situations in the future and how their skills can be developed to deal with
new situations in general. The questions were formed to gather students’
unique viewpoints about what had helped and what had disturbed them
during the distance learning process. As it was presented in the results
section, a wide range of helpful and disruptive aspects appeared in the
students’ answers. Internal or individual level aspects were mentioned
most frequently (such as ones concerning psychological well-being, feeling
motivated or not motivated, and having or not having certain learning and
organizational skills). On the contrary, external level factors, for example
stress about the COVID-19 pandemic and restrictions, as well as hardship
with technologies were mentioned less often.

As can be seen in the qualitative analysis, special attention should be
paid to the psychological health of students and the signs of depression,
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anxiety and difficulty concentrating. Psychological well-being is important
for students to maintain their motivation to study and deal with learning
online. The amount of published research on students during COVID-19 is
limited at the time of preparing this article; their methodologies, samples
and focus varies. The results of the current study are generally in line with
previous research on well-being of youth published during COVID-19 pan-
demic (Scott et al., 2020).

Students’ self-management skills are still in their development process
at high-school, and external guidance, control and support from teachers is
crucial at this stage. Therefore, during the distance learning it is important
to find alternatives to “the teacher being right beside in the classroom”.
Previous research has shown that even more mature samples compared
to the current sample (undergraduate level students) report lack of time
management skills, guidance and self-management during online classes
(Fidalgo, Thormann, Kulyk, et al. 2020).

The results indicate that planning, organizational skills, specific routines
and regime help students cope with distance learning. Activities that imitate
the school and classroom environment could be implemented during the
distance learning, for example, it could be a virtual “bell as the class starts”
a virtual “arrival at school in the morning” (for example, checking-in in the
morning via online) or another similar activity. But such activities have to
be planned at the class or school level. Students, on the other hand, can
individually focus on activities that imitate “getting ready for school in the
morning” or “walking to school” for example, by taking a quick walk in
the morning. Data in general show that more physical activities and being
outdoors could also help students. Parents together with students must
think about how to prevent distractions in the home environment and set
up a place for learning, and support implementation of the helpful routines.

Socialization is also an important domain during adolescence, and it
was impacted during the pandemic, showing also in the results of the
current research. In their answers students have indicated that they lack
socializing both regarding informal topics (“hanging out with friends”) and
formal topics (“talk about whether we fully understand what the teacher
just taught us”), thus indicating that socializing is an important part of
acquiring knowledge and the learning process. Research with undergrad-
uate students suggest similar patterns regarding difficulties with commu-
nication and discussions during the distance learning (Amir et al., 2020).
Lack of feeling socialized can be reduced to some extent by schoolwork
done in pairs or in small groups (online or otherwise, based on the restric-
tions during the pandemic).

Considering that most subscales of both self-assessment type surveys
(problem-solving and self-management) show statistically significant
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mutual correlations, it can be concluded that students who are more con-
fident and experienced in successfully solving their problems also report
higher self-management skills during learning (performing actions of plan-
ning, monitoring and evaluation). Results also indicate that the lower the
student’s self-assessed problem-solving skills, the more the student has indi-
cated they had felt stress about the COVID-19 pandemic in general, as well
as the stress about distance learning. It means that students with higher
self-reported problem-solving skills indicated they felt less stress about dis-
tance learning.

Limitations and future research

When analyzing these results, one must keep in mind the research focus
and methods used in the particular study. This study focused specifically
on the distance learning, not coping with the pandemic in general. It can
be assumed that the results and students’ answers could differ if the ques-
tion asked to students focused on dealing with the pandemic in general.
Also, the analysis is limited to the current sample of 358 students from
Latvia with mean age of 16 years, therefore it cannot be generalized to
broader age groups or to the whole population. Self-assessment surveys
were used in the study, and conclusions must be interpreted accordingly.
Participation in the study was organized during online classes of students,
but it cannot be ruled out that students with a lower level of motivation
did not attend the class and did not fill out the whole survey. It must be
noted that the current research was implemented during the so called “sec-
ond wave” of the pandemic in February 2021, and the students’ answers
represent their unique point of view at this time.

One of the purposes of doing a qualitative analysis is to form conclu-
sions and propose ideas and hypothesis for further research to validate
these conclusions. Based on the content analysis of students’ answers the
author proposes that: 1) Students’ ability to deal with the distance learning
can be increased by reducing the discovered negative aspects and by culti-
vating the positive aspects, as much as possible. 2) There are aspects that
are a priori more vulnerable to change both in the list of positive aspects
(for example, we can teach students a set of particular organizing and plan-
ning skills and strategies, but it is harder to change personality factors) and
in the list of the negative aspects (for example, we can teach students to
prepare their physical space for learning without disruptions, but it would
be harder to change the school system and the amount that students have
to learn during a certain period of time). 3) The main focus in the field
of psychology regarding further scientific research or educational devel-
opment programs should be on the aspects that can be worked on and
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changed systematically and at the individual level of students (for example,
including development of planning skills in the lessons). These hypotheses
and conclusions should be tested in further studies and by creating and
programs or materials for development of students’ skills.

Conclusions

During this research, the aspects that helped and hindered students cope
with distance learning were assessed. Based on the results presented in the
article, it can be concluded that students have had difficulties in coping
with the distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Both helping
and disturbing aspects are related to external (school and organizational)
factors and individual factors, such as students’ own motivation and skills.
Analysis of students’ answers about what has helped them during the dis-
tance learning shows that most frequently students’ goal-orientation, deter-
mination to succeed, diligence and specific routines or skills have helped
them to deal with the distance learning. On the contrary, lack of motivation
(among other psychological difficulties), distractions and lack of routines,
as well as the feeling of pressure to deal with all the schoolwork, were most
frequently mentioned aspects that hindered students from coping with the
distance learning. Students who assessed themselves higher on the scale
of problem-solving skills indicated less felt stress about the pandemic and
specifically about the distance learning process.
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