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Introduction

Highlights

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused
universities nationwide to transition to virtual
learning environments in an effort to slow
its spread. This decision may have alleviated
risk for contracting COVID but may have had
unintended negative effects on the mental
health of students with different levels of
socioeconomic status (SES). Initial studies
suggest the shift to virtual learning during
the pandemic has had numerous negative
consequences that are more pronounced in
college students with low SES. For example,
they experience more difficulties related to
finances, medical and mental healthcare,
distracting home environments1, internet
access2, and parental support3 that impact
their ability to learn. Simulations predict that
extended virtual learning due to COVID-19
will exacerbate long-term educational and
economic disparities for low-SES individuals.4 5

• In a survey at one university,
students from across the
socioeconomic spectrum report
their perceptions about the
negative impacts of virtual
learning on their education and
their risk of contracting COVID
on their mental health.
• Among students with low
socioeconomic status, perceived
risk of contracting COVID is
associated with more severe
symptoms of anxiety and
depression.
• Among students with higher
socioeconomic status, perceived
effects of virtual learning on
long-term educational goals is
associated with more severe
symptoms of anxiety and
depression.

Despite potential negative impacts of the
transition to virtual learning on low-SES
students, it is possible the transition to online
learning may have positive impacts on mental
health by alleviating perceived COVID-risk.
Low-SES individuals are at higher risk for
contracting COVID-19. They are at greater
risk for exposure to the virus, have greater
stress and comorbidities related to poverty
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that cause immune susceptibility, and have
reduced access to healthcare.6 7 8 9 Therefore, it
is critical to determine if the relation between
perceived risk of contracting COVID-19 and
mental health problems varies between students
with different levels of SES. Estimating these
associations will be vital in developing programs
aimed at mitigating long-term COVID-19-related
disparities and balancing decisions to offer
online-vs-in person learning. This brief uses the
case of Temple University and its transition to
virtual learning to examine the perceived impact
of virtual learning on long-term educational
goals and risk of COVID-19 on mental health in
students with different levels of SES.

To assess perceived effects of the transition
to virtual learning, we asked students to rate
“how much they felt that the transition would
negatively impact their long-term educational
goals” from 0 (not at all) to 6 (extremely). To
assess perceived COVID-19 risk, we asked
students to “estimate their risk of contracting
COVID-19” ranging from a 0 to 100 percent
chance. There were no differences across SES
groups in perceived effects of virtual learning on
long-term educational goals or estimated risk of
contracting COVID-19.

Mental Health. Mental health symptoms in

the last two weeks were assessed using the
Diagnostic Statistical Manual Cross-Cutting
Measure for depression and anxiety.11 There were
no differences across SES groups in anxiety or
depression severity.

Approach, Analysis, and Results
Temple University closed in-person learning on
March 12, 2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
In response to this transition, we compiled
an electronic survey sent on March 25, 2020,
to Temple University students. Surveys were
completed by 1,185 students during the first
three weeks following the shutdown. Our goal
was to examine the perceived impact of virtual
learning on students’ long-term educational goals
and perceived risk of contracting COVID-19 on
their mental health and if these relations differed
in groups of students with varying SES.

Virtual Learning and COVID Risk on Mental
Health across SES. All students reported that
they thought the transition to virtual learning
would negatively impact their long-term
educational goals. However, only in mediumand high-SES student groups did this perception
relate to more severe anxiety and depression
symptoms (Figure 1). As depicted in Figure 1,
students who perceived the transition to online
learning as having a more negative impact on
their long-term educational goals also had more
severe anxiety and depression symptoms. On the
other hand, only in the low-SES student group
did perceived risk of contracting COVID-19 relate
to more severe anxiety and depression symptoms
(Figure 2). As depicted in Figure 2, students who
thought they were at greater risk of contracting
COVID-19 also had more severe anxiety and
depression symptoms. These results suggest
that despite similar perceptions about the longterm negative impact of transitioning to virtual
learning on educational goals for all students,
among lower SES students, perceived risk of

SES. We categorized students into three SES

groups (low N= 304, medium N=603, high
N=278) using maternal education as a proxy.10
Groups differed in the number of students who
received financial aid and in their level of worry
about affording rent and food, suggesting that
maternal education was an acceptable proxy
for SES. Students in low, medium, and high
SES groups received financial aid at a rate of 73
percent, 64 percent, and 53 percent, respectively.
This same pattern emerged for worries about
affording rent and food.
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Figure 1. Impacts of Virtual Learning on Long-Term Education Goals & Mental Health
Source: Authors

Figure 2. Impacts Estimated Risk in Contracting COVID & Mental Health
Source: Authors
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contracting COVID-19 was more closely related
to their mental health.a

Based on our results we recommend the
following:

Conclusions and Policy Recommendations

• Universities should provide more personal
protective equipment and offer students greater
opportunities for remote work to decrease
potential risk for contracting COVID-19.

Students across SES groups had similar
perceptions that online-learning would negatively
impact their long-term educational goals. These
concerns only related to worse mental health in
students with medium or high SES. However,
for students with low SES, perceived risk of
contracting COVID-19 was related to worse
mental health. Our results suggest that offering
online-learning options may be beneficial
for mitigating perceived risk of contracting
COVID-19 and improving mental health in low
SES groups. On the other hand, since students in
higher SES groups’ perceptions about the impact
of online learning on their long-term educational
goals was more highly associated with negative
mental health, offering optional in-person
courses or additional professional development
and tutoring options would be important. Our
results highlight the importance of examining the
impact of policies surrounding the transition to
online learning in different groups of students.

• Universities should provide optional online, inperson, and hybrid courses to all students.
• Universities should provide additional health
care coverage and access to free or prorated
mental health treatments, particularly for lowSES students, to ameliorate indirect mental
health effects.
• Universities should continuously monitor
the impacts of virtual learning on student
educational outcomes and offer additional
courses and tutoring to enhance the learning
experience for all students.
• Universities should also offer additional
professional development opportunities for
students concerned about their long-term
educational outcomes.

a. This study was intended to capture the impact of
virtual learning, COVID-19 risk, and mental health
across SES groups throughout the course of the pandemic. However, due to high study drop-out rates (12fold increase between low- and high-SES groups), we
were unable to assess these questions over time. This
could suggest that burden-of-life stressors and mental
health challenges may be exacerbated in low-SES individuals which may have prevented them from consistently participating in the study. Thus, it is likely that
results from this and other studies underestimate the
negative impact of virtual learning and COVID-19
on low- and medium-SES individuals. This should be
considered not only when adjusting policies based on
the aforementioned recommendations but also should
inform methodological considerations when studying
these populations over time.
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