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Abstract  

 

Fall 2020, COVID-19 restrictions in place on most college campuses may have resulted in 

the reality of college life not aligning with student expectations. This survey study, con-

ducted at a university in the Midwest, sought to determine the perceptions of first-year 

college students regarding whether there was a misalignment with their prior expectations 

and in which areas these misalignments existed, if they did exist. At this university, the 

COVID-19 restrictions resulted in changes in the delivery formats of courses, and re-

strictions of social gatherings and on-campus activities. In addition, academic resources 

such as tutoring, writing center assistance, and study groups were unavailable or curtailed 

in scope and operating times. This study focused on student perceptions of the impact of 

course delivery, academics, and social opportunities. The majority of the first-year stu-

dents in this study reported they were unsure if the restrictions impacted their expectations 

of what college would be like academically but did report their belief that blended/hybrid 

courses better supported their learning than either synchronous or asynchronous courses. 

The largest factor impacting the misalignment of prior student expectations and the Fall 

2020 college campus reality was linked to social activities and interactions with 60% of 

participants listing this as an area where the Fall 2020 college experiences did not meet 

their expectations.  

  

Keywords: COVID-19 college expectations, first-year college COVID-19 experiences, COVID-19 

impact on college students 

 

 

Introduction 

 

As spring draws near on a high school campus, transitioning students look forward to graduation 

and enacting plans for their futures. Those who plan to attend college increasingly anticipate what 

they think college life will be like. Discussions of majors, classes, dorm room life, and more con-

trol over their social lives are topics they may examine. However, for students who began their 

college tenure during the COVID-19 pandemic, much of what they may have imagined did not 

transpire or did not transpire in alignment with their expectations. Courses were often converted 

to online, students could not gather in large numbers, social distancing was required, and masking 

became the norm. These students entered a college environment minus many of the elements they 

were excitedly looking forward to and minus interactions they thought they would have as more 
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than 1,300 colleges and universities across the nation canceled in-person classes (National Con-

ference of State Legislature, 2020). It stands to reason that these factors, which were fundamentally 

altered by the circumstances of the pandemic, affected student impressions and feelings of their 

first immersion into college life. What cannot be assumed is the scope and depth of impact of these 

factors and whether they will have lasting effects. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

The purpose of this survey study was to investigate the perceptions of students attending a 

midwestern university for their first semester in Fall 2020. This was the first semester students 

were physically on campus following the pandemic campus closing of Spring 2020. The question-

naire survey focused on course delivery, future academic decisions, social experiences, and expec-

tations of this group. Knowledge of student perceptions of these key components may help colleges 

and universities better meet the needs of this group of students as they move forward in their edu-

cation.  

 

Review of Literature 

 

Students always have expectations of what university classes and university life will be. 

They usually think about it, talk about it, and maybe even fantasize about it (Balloo, 2018; Briggs, 

2006). They wonder how they will be assessed, what their professors will be like, how much time 

they will have to spend studying, how many papers they will have to write, and how much auton-

omy they will have (Brinkworth, et al., 2009; Surgenor, 2013). Of course, students vary greatly in 

their personal circumstances, and their expectations of college life and the subsequent academic 

demands vary along with them, but regardless, expectations exist in some form. 

These expectations may not always match the reality of college courses. Research by 

Brinkworth, et al. (2009) found evidence that students’ expectations may not be aligned with what 

the university and professors intend or are able to provide. If expectations do not match those of 

the university, student experience may be negatively impacted. Unmet expectations may affect 

student academic performance, attendance, dropout risk, and their overall satisfaction with the 

university (Lobo & Gurney, 2014). 

The above studies reflect the concerns of student expectations not being met while attend-

ing a university during, what is assumed, fairly normal times. During Spring 2020, education was 

anything but normal due to the abrupt change to online instruction because of the COVID-19 pan-

demic. Courses at the researchers’ university were transitioned to online in either synchronous, 

asynchronous, or blended/hybrid formats, and the Zoom web conferencing platform became a 

common method of communicating “face to face.” This transition was done midway through 

Spring 2020 on a short time frame and was the first time many faculty had contemplated teaching 

online. One benefit of this half-semester was that it did allow faculty to gain experience and receive 

training to better prepare for online teaching for the first-year students arriving for the fall semes-

ter.  

Along with online learning, first-year students encountered other issues that may not have 

met their expectations of what their first semester of college would be like. Du (2016) considers 

peer mentoring, relationships with faculty, and quality of interaction as key components in first-

year students’ satisfaction with college life. These factors were greatly impacted by the COVID-

19 safety precautions in place on many university and college campuses. Rather than having the 
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college experience they had imagined, students dealt with the reality of masking, quarantines, and 

restricted group activities and gatherings. 

Güner (2021) examined the emotional mood of first-year students who were beginning 

their university education with distance learning because of COVID-19. The emotions of the stu-

dents were categorized into four sub-themes as “emotion of shock, unfamiliarity to the systems, 

emotion of curiosity, and future anxiety” (p. 155). Students expressed curiosity about the effi-

ciency of lessons, the exams, and the evaluation system. According to Güner (2021), these first-

year undergraduate students “could not experience the excitement of starting the university face-

to-face education like other undergraduate students, and instead of this excitement, they experi-

enced sadness, anxiety, and bitterness that could be called shock emotions” (p. 156). 

Hunter (2006) describes the first-year experience as underpinning the “entire undergradu-

ate experience” (p. 7) and laments that administrators and professors overlook the most important 

resource— the students themselves—when developing strategies, methodologies, and identifying 

pertinent information to improve first-year student learning and subsequent success. 

This study surveys students in a first-year program immediately following the Fall 2020 

semester which was the first full semester students dealt with COVID-19 restrictions and aca-

demia’s attempts at limiting student exposure through online formats such as synchronous online, 

asynchronous online, and blended/hybrid options for learning. 

 

Methodology 

 

Research Design 

 

This study utilized a quantitative, cross-sectional survey design. “A cross-sectional survey 

is one in which data are collected from selected individuals at a single point in time. Cross-sec-

tional designs are effective for providing a snapshot of the current behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs 

in a population” (Mills & Gay, 2019, p. 202). 

 

Site of Study 

 

This study took place at a 4-year public institution in the Midwest. There are approximately 

23,500 students enrolled, of which over 19,000 are undergraduates and about 4,000 are graduate 

students. Approximately 9,000 of the students are males and over 14,000 are females. This insti-

tution is located in a metropolitan area with a population of slightly over 167,000 people. 

 

Participants 

 

The participants in this study were all first-year college students enrolled in an introduction 

to college life foundations course designed to orient new students to college life, provide strategies 

for time management and study habits, and familiarize new students with university policies, Title 

IX, and campus resources available to them. 

While there were approximately 2,215 students enrolled in the first-year foundations of 

college life course across the university, not all sections of this course utilized the three delivery 

formats of synchronous, asynchronous, and blended/hybrid examined in this study. Researchers 
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utilized convenience sampling to recruit the participants from the researchers' classes where stu-

dents were exposed to the three different delivery formats. This identifies a potential sample size 

of 120 students who could have responded to the survey. 

There were 44 valid responses to the survey, of which 36 (82%) were female and four (9%) 

were male. One participant (2%) was non-binary/third gender, and three (7%) chose not to respond 

to this question. The majority of the participants were in the age range of 18-21. All the participants 

stated they were familiar with at least one of the learning management systems listed on the survey, 

indicating they had some level of experience with an online learning environment. 

The ethnicity of the participants varied. Eighty-six percent (n=38) were White; 5% (n=2) 

were Black, and 2% (n=1) were Hispanic/Latinx. None of the participants identified as Asian or 

Native American. Three participants (7%) chose the “Prefer not to answer” option. 

 

Procedures 

  

A 43-question survey (see Appendix A) which included the informed consent, was devel-

oped in Qualtrics® and distributed to 120 students. Of that number, there were 44 valid responses 

netting a response rate of 37%. The three researchers sent the link to the Qualtrics survey to their 

classes through the campus email system. The survey responses were collected for two weeks, 

then a reminder email was sent out to the participants, and data was collected for an additional two 

weeks. An analysis of the data is presented in the Results section.  

Ethical considerations were followed throughout the study. Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval (IRB-FY2019-662) was received prior to recruiting participants; the distribution 

of informed consent forms and the survey; and before any data was collected.  

Participation in the study was completely voluntary. The informed consent (see Appendix 

B) was embedded as the first page of the survey, and students had to agree before they could access 

the questionnaire. A participant could withdraw from the study at any time without consequences. 

The privacy and confidentiality of the participants were maintained throughout the study 

as well. No names, student numbers, or any other identifying information was requested on the 

survey in order to maintain the anonymity of the participants. Any data displayed is presented in 

aggregate and no individual responses are identifiable.  

The data collected was stored in the cloud on a password-protected Qualtrics account ac-

cessible only to the researchers. There are no known risks to the participants. 

 

Data Analysis  

  

The data collected from the 44 valid responses to the survey were analyzed using descrip-

tive statistics. The demographic data provided by the participants was presented above. The data 

collected from the remainder of the survey is presented in detail in the following Results section. 

  

Results 

 

This study examined the perceptions of first-year college students attending university for 

the first-time during Fall 2020 following the Spring 2020 COVID-19 campus closing. The follow-

ing questions guided the research in determining the perceptions of these first-year students re-

garding course delivery, future academic decisions, social experiences, and expectations of this 

group. The research questions are as follows: 
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1. Did course delivery formats impact student learning during COVID-19 restrictions of    

Fall 2020? 

 

2. Were student academic expectations affected by the restrictions of COVID-19 during       

Fall 2020? 

 

3. Were student social expectations affected by the restrictions of COVID-19 during Fall  

2020?  

 

 

Research Question 1:  

 

Did course delivery formats impact student learning during COVID-19 restrictions of Fall 2020? 

 

Questions 14–26 of the survey asked students about their previous experience with learning 

management systems before attending university, and all participants indicated they had previous 

experience with at least one of the learning management systems listed. This suggests they had 

some level of experience with online learning or a blended/hybrid environment. 

 

Asynchronous  

 

Forty students answered the question, “Did you participate in at least one course during 

Fall 2020 at this university, that was fully online and managed through Blackboard?” The 31 stu-

dents who responded “yes”, answered the follow-up question giving their opinion of the effective-

ness of asynchronous courses supporting their learning. It was determined that 78% (n=31) partic-

ipated in at least one asynchronous course during Fall 2020 that was fully online and managed 

through the Learning Management System (LMS) of Blackboard. Twenty-three percent (n=9) of 

students did not participate in an asynchronous course. Asynchronous courses are defined by Abi-

sado et al., (2020), as courses where students do not attend class or participate in class activities at 

a set time. In Figure 1, 32% (n=10) of students who responded reported they felt these classes 

effectively supported their learning while 26% (n=8) felt they were not supported. The largest 

number of students, 42% (n=13), were neutral on whether asynchronous classes were effective or 

not effective in supporting their learning.  
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Figure 1: Asynchronous Courses—Blackboard Course  

 

 
 

Synchronous    

 

Synchronous courses are defined by Olt (2018) as online courses where students and in-

structors attend the course at the same time but from different places. In this study, attendance was 

usually through ZOOM, Collaborate, or another online conferencing platform.  

Twenty-five of the participants (62.5%) in the study reported they had at least one course 

conducted in this format. Of the 25 participants who had at least one synchronous class, 36% (n=9) 

felt effectively supported in their learning with this format. This finding, in Figure 2, was similar 

to the responses of those participants who reported asynchronous classes were effective in sup-

porting their learning. The percentage which showed a noticeable difference was among students 

who said they were not supported in their learning. Twelve percent (n=3) said they did not feel 

supported in synchronous classes while 26% (n=11) said they did not feel supported in asynchro-

nous classes. Similar to the findings on asynchronous classes, the largest number of students, 52% 

(n=13), reported they were neutral on whether synchronous classes supported their learning. 
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Figure 2: Synchronous Courses Through Zoom, Collaborate, or Another  

Online Conferencing Platform 

 

 
 

Blended/Hybrid 

 

The survey also asked students about courses offered in a blended/hybrid format. This for-

mat is defined by Singh et al., (2021) as a course which meets part of the time in a face-to-face 

classroom environment and part of the time virtually/online either synchronously or asynchro-

nously. In Figure 3, 100% (n=40) of students reported having at least one course that was 

blended/hybrid, and 68% (n=27) felt supported in their learning when taking courses in this format. 

Thirty-three percent (n=13) of students were neutral on whether blended/hybrid courses effectively 

supported their learning. The largest difference in a comparison of the three course formats de-

scribed in the survey was that no students reported they felt they were not effectively supported 

when using the blended/hybrid course format.  

 

Figure 3: Blended/Hybrid Courses—Asynchronous and Synchronous  
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Perceptions of Course Delivery 

 

Additionally, students were surveyed for their perceptions on the impact of course delivery 

systems on their learning. Students were asked about using a learning management system to nav-

igate course content and whether online classes and ZOOM conferencing were as effective as face-

to-face courses in supporting their academic success shown in Table 1. Students also addressed 

whether class schedules for the different learning formats were confusing and if the required tech-

nology was a hindrance. Lastly, students responded on how likely they were to include online 

courses in their future college plans. 

 

Table 1: Student Perceptions of the Impact of Course Delivery Formats on Learning 

 

Survey Questions 

Strongly 

Agree 

or 

Somewhat 

Agree 

 

Neither 

Strongly 

Disagree 

or 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

21. My previous experience in using a learning man-

agement system like Google Classroom, Canvas, or 

Moodle helped me be prepared to navigate course 

content through XXX Blackboard. (n=40) 

28 (70%)  6 (15%) 6 (15%) 

22. I believe having classes on Blackboard (online) is 

as effective as face-to-face classes in helping me ac-

cess content and achieve academic success. (n=39) 

8 (20%) 7(18%) 24(62%) 

23. I believe having classes on Zoom is as effective 

as face-to-face classes in helping me access content 

and achieve academic success. (n=38) 

12 (32%) 7 (18%) 19 (50%) 

24. I am confused about all the different class sched-

ules for online, in-person, and blended. (n=38) 

14(37%) 5(13%) 19(50%) 

25. I believe the technology requirements to access 

course content make it harder for me to succeed in 

college. (n=38) 

5 (13%) 16 (42%) 17 (45%) 

26. Due to the experiences of Fall 2020, I am more 

likely to include fully online courses in my college 

plans. (n=39) 

16 (41%) 5 (13%) 18 (46%) 
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Research Question 2:  

 

Were student academic expectations affected by the restrictions of COVID-19 during Fall 2020? 

 

Questions 27-32 (shown in Table 2) explored whether students felt COVID-19 restrictions 

experienced during Fall 2020 impacted their ability to meet their academic expectations. Students 

answered questions on whether restricted activity on campus inhibited their ability to interact with 

study groups and seek additional academic support. Restrictions also lead to student difficulties in 

focusing and concentrating on their studies, thus leading some students to feel psychological stress 

which further impacted their learning. In addition, the majority of students who answered this 

question reported the experiences of Fall 2020 did not influence their decisions regarding the num-

ber of credit hours they would take in the future and a similar number indicated the restrictions 

were also not a factor in their actions regarding their living situations. Interestingly, students, as a 

group, did not largely favor one-course modality over another for future classes. 

 

Table 2: Student Perceptions of the Impact of COVID-19 Restrictions on Academic Expectations 

 

Survey Questions 

Agree 

Strongly 

or  

Agree 

Somewhat 

Neither 

Disagree 

Strongly  

or 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

27. Concerns about COVID-19 made it difficult for me 

to focus and concentrate on my studies. (n=38) 

17 (45%) 6 (16%) 15(39%) 

28. Due to COVID-19, I did not participate in study 

groups or other academic support opportunities. (n=37) 

18 (49%) 5 (13%) 14 (38%) 

29. Due to COVID-19, I experienced psychological stress 

that affected my learning. (n=39) 

24 (61%) 8 (21%) 7 (18%) 

  

30. My experiences during Fall 2020 influenced my decision to take. . . (n=39) 

More credit hours. 2 (5%)  

Fewer credit hours. 3 (8%) 

Had no impact on my decisions about the number of credit hours to take. 34 (87%) 

31. My experiences Fall 2020 influenced my decision to. . . (n=39) 

Take more face-to-face courses. 11 (28%) 

Take more blended courses. 8 (21%) 

Take more fully online courses. 9 (23%) 

Had no impact on my decision. 11 (28%) 

32. My experiences Fall 2020 caused me to. . .(n=39) 

Move home and take all online classes. 2 (5%)  
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Move to off-campus housing/commute to campus. 5 (13%) 

Had no impact on my decision. 32 (82%) 

 

 

Research Question 3:  

 

Were student social expectations affected by the restrictions of COVID-19 during Fall 2020? 

 

Questions 33-40 (shown in Table 3) surveyed student opinions on whether the COVID-19 

restrictions of Fall 2020 changed their social expectations of attending college. Questions explored 

attendance of social events and feelings of isolation due, in part, to difficulty in making friends 

and interacting with roommates. These circumstances led to difficulty in developing a sense of 

college community and caused most students responding to this question to feel psychological 

stress.  

Not all social interactions were negatively impacted. Participation in Greek life was not as 

adversely affected by COVID-19 as general social interactions. Additionally, concerns about 

COVID-19 constraints on students’ economic situations were tenuous for most of the students who 

answered the survey question. 

 

Table 3: Student Perceptions of the Impact of COVID-19 Restrictions on Social Expectations 

 

Survey Questions 

Agree  

or 

Strongly 

Agree 

Neither 

Disagree  

or 

Strongly 

Disagree 

33. Due to COVID-19, I did not attend as many social 

events or join as many organizations as I thought I would 

in college. (n=37) 

26 

(70%) 

1 (3%) 10 (27%) 

34. My decision to participate or not participate in Greek 

life was influenced by COVID-19. (n=34) 

8 (23%) 6 

(18%) 

20 (59%) 

35. Due to COVID-19, I often felt isolated and lonely 

on campus. (n=37) 

20 

(54%) 

7 

(19%) 

10 (27%) 

36. I believe COVID-19 made it more difficult to make 

friends. (n=38) 

29 

(76%) 

5 

(13%) 

4 (11%) 

37. I believe I do not have the connections I expected 

with my roommates/ suitemates due to COVID-19 and so-

cial distancing. (n=35) 

14 

(40%) 

8 

(23%) 

13 (37%) 

38. Due to COVID-19, I did not feel the sense of com-

munity on this campus that I had expected. (n=38) 

24 

(63%) 

9 

(24%) 

5 (13%) 
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39. COVID-19 had an economic impact on my situation 

that required me to work part-time or full-time. (n=34) 

10 

(29%) 

8 

(24%) 

16 (47%) 

40. Due to COVID-19, I experienced psychological 

stress that affected my desire to socialize. (n=36) 

21 

(58%) 

8 

(22%) 

7 (20%) 

  

Questions 41 and 42 (shown in Table 4) directly surveyed students on whether they per-

ceived that the COVID-19 restrictions changed expectations of their college experience. With re-

gard to academics, it did appear the restrictions in place during Fall 2020 were a factor in changing 

expectations for some students as 27% (n=10) felt there was an impact. A large number of students, 

54% (n=20), seemed unsure whether the restrictions altered their expectations of their academic 

performance. Only 19% (n=7) felt the restrictions were not a definite cause for a change in their 

academic expectations. Very different responses from academic expectations were noted with re-

gard to the impact of COVID-19 restrictions on expectations of the social aspects of college life. 

A majority of students, 60% (n=20), felt the restrictions in place during Fall 2020 had a definite 

impact on changing their expectations of what college social life would be. It was definitely not 

what they expected. Only one-third of the students who responded to this question, 33% (n=11), 

felt the restrictions might not be responsible for changing their social expectations, with 6% (n=2) 

relaying that their expectations of social life in college did not change as a result of the COVID-

19 restrictions. 

 

Table 4: Responses About Expectation Related to First Semester College Experiences 

 

 
 Probably not Probably yes   

Definitely not Might not; Definitely yes  

Survey Questions 0 1 2 3 4 5 Total 

41. Academically, when thinking 

about courses, instruction, learning 

experiences, how much was college 

what you expected? (N=37) 

4 

(11%) 

6 

(16%) 

8 

(22%) 

12 

(32%) 

5 

(14%) 

2 

(5%) 

37 

42. Socially, when thinking about 

college life, how much was the social 

aspect of college what you expected? 

(N=33) 

10 

(30%) 

10 

(30%) 

6 

(18%) 

5 

(15%) 

1 

(3%) 

1 

(3%) 

33 

Note. 0 -1: Definitely not; 1-2: Probably not; 2-3: Might not; 3-4: Probably yes; 4-5: Definitely 

yes 

 

Discussion 

 

All students have expectations of what life and studies will be like when they enter college. 

However, for students entering college for the first time in Fall 2020, many of these expectations 
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were unmet. Classes were offered online in a synchronous, asynchronous, or blended/hybrid for-

mat. Masking requirements were in place; quarantine plans were enacted; activities typically 

thought of as college staples did not take place; and opportunities to work with groups of potential 

friends were limited or non-existent. The researchers in this study explored to what degree first-

year college students’ expectations were met and whether the restrictions in place during their first 

semester on a college campus impacted their decisions with regard to taking future online courses, 

whether their academic learning was diminished, and if curtailed socialization experiences ad-

versely impacted their college expectations. 

 

Findings  

 

The last question of the survey asked students to answer an open-ended prompt regarding 

their overall impression of their first-semester college experiences. Research Question 1 focused 

on course delivery formats. Student responses showed that Learning Management Systems and 

course modalities were prominent concerns for students with regard to their academic performance 

and success. Students also seemed to connect the online modalities of courses with the topic of 

academic success, which was related to Research Question 2. Students varied on their feelings of 

proficiency with online courses (see Appendix C). For example, one student felt they saw a “drastic 

change” in their academics when taking online courses but was not certain this could be attributed 

solely to COVID-19 restrictions. Negative outcomes of online courses were also reflected in one 

student’s comments about blended courses being confusing because of problems accessing infor-

mation and assignments through the learning management system. Another student voiced their 

frustration when they shared, “I think it was harder to make myself focus and study because I was 

constantly in my room, looking at a computer screen, and I could easily not do work and sit on my 

phone because my professor wasn't there to make it harder not to.” Not all student comments were 

negative. One student “actually liked” the restrictions on class size and felt blended classes helped 

them adjust to college while another student felt they were now better able to be successful with 

online courses and will continue to take online courses in the future. A quote from one student 

conveyed that academic success was not only a function of the course modality. This student 

shared that, “The success of an online course depends on how communicative and clear the pro-

fessor is.”  

The restrictions on socialization were a key source of dissatisfaction for most students as 

reflected in the analysis of responses of Research Question 3. Data reflected that many students 

felt isolated and psychologically stressed during the Fall 2020 semester. Their sense of isolation is 

apparent in comments such as “I could not do much or go out because of COVID and that was 

disappointing. I did not make many friends due to COVID and I was not expecting it to be so hard 

to make friends and socialize.” Another expressed this feeling as “It was very overwhelming and 

not what I expected due to COVID. It was harder to get myself out there and make new friends 

and get involved. It stressed me out.” However, many students were able to have some degree of 

socialization regardless of the restrictions in place. One student felt the events held on campus 

helped them to feel their “college experience was not hindered.” This attitude of making things 

work was also reflected in the student quote of, “It wasn't as I thought it would be, but I have made 

friends and gotten involved on campus.” Another student felt the semester did not have as many 

social activities but “overall was good.” One student characterized their feelings on the semester 

by sharing, “I was a little disappointed but I also understand the circumstances. I just wish COVID 
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wouldn't have happened my freshman year.” This disappointment was very evident in the state-

ment of one student who said, “I was really lonely. It sucked.” 

 

Limitations 

 

Approximately 2,215 students were enrolled in the foundations of college life course at 

this university. However, study participants were chosen from the researchers' classes as the re-

searchers knew these students had been exposed to the three course delivery formats discussed in 

this study. Of the 120 possible participants from the researchers' classes, 44 responses were re-

ceived netting a 37% response rate. It will be the responsibility of the reader to determine if these 

findings are generalizable to their students’ experiences and course design 

 

Future Research 

 

This study explored the possibility of changes in the expectations of first-year college stu-

dents due to the COVID-19 restrictions present during Fall 2020. Future research would benefit 

from a longitudinal study of this group of students to determine the success rate in completing a 

college degree while ascertaining if factors that surfaced in this study continued throughout the 

remaining college experience. 

Also, results from this study indicated students were experiencing high stress due to 

COVID-19. Future research is necessary to determine the most effective means for colleges to 

address the social and emotional needs of students 

 

Conclusion 

 

Masking, social distancing, online courses, and few social activities were part of college 

life for students on campus during Fall 2020. This study explored the perceptions of first-year 

college students with regard to whether their expectations of college life were changed during the 

Fall 2020 environment of COVID-19 restrictions. During the semester selected for the study, aca-

demics contained some element of online instruction, perhaps navigating multiple courses online, 

and for some students, an increased responsibility for their own learning which may have been a 

new experience. The survey used in this study revealed that blended/hybrid courses appeared to 

best support student academic learning when compared to synchronous and asynchronous courses. 

Adjusting to online learning was not the only factor first-year students had to contend with when 

they arrived on campus. Activities that normally welcomed first-year students were canceled or 

held with social distancing, organizational and athletic social activities were canceled, and students 

could not gather in large groups. This led to dissatisfaction among most students and was reported 

as the major factor which affected their expectations of college life. Knowledge of this group of 

students’ perceptions of a misalignment of their college expectations, and the reality that greeted 

them in Fall 2020, may help colleges address instruction that takes into account student feelings 

of success with certain course modalities and may highlight the value of social opportunities with 

regard to student satisfaction. Increased student satisfaction may well lead to increased retention 

for colleges and increased numbers of students reaching degree completion  

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors. 

 

 



200                                                      Pearman, Chang, & McLean—Was it What You Expected? 

 
 

References 

 

Abisado, M., Unico, M., Umoso, D., Manuel, F., & Barroso, S. (2020). A flexible learning frame-

work implementing asynchronous course delivery for Philippine local colleges and Uni-

versities. International Journal of Advanced Trends in Computer Science and Engineering, 

9(1.3), 413-421. https://doi.org/10.30534/ijatcse/2020/6591.32020 

Balloo, K. (2018). In-depth profiles of the expectations of undergraduate students commencing 

university: A Q methodological analysis. Studies in Higher Education, 43(12), 2251-2262. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1320373 

Brinkworth, R., McCann, B., Matthews, C., & Nordström, K. (2009). First year expectations and 

experiences: Student and teacher perspectives. Higher Education, 58(2), 157-173. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-008-9188-3 

Briggs, S. (2006). An exploratory study of the factors influencing undergraduate student choice: 

The case of higher education in Scotland. Studies in Higher Education, 31(6), 705-722. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070601004333 

Du, F. (2016). Using National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) findings to enhance the 

cocurricular and advising aspects of a first-year seminar. Assessment Update: Progress, 

Trends, and Practices in Higher Education, 28(3), 1-16. 

Güner, H. (2021). Examining of the emotional mood about their online education of first-year 

students beginning their university education with distance education because of COVID-

19. Higher Education Studies, 11(1), 148–159. 

Hunter, M. S. (2006). Fostering student learning and success through first-year programs. Peer 

Review, 8(3), 4-7. 

Lobo, A., & Gurney, L. (2014). What did they expect? Exploring a link between students’ expec-

tations, attendance and attrition on English language enhancement courses. Journal of Fur-

ther and Higher Education, 38(5), 730–754. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2013.817002 

Mills, G. E., & Gay, L. R. (2019). Educational research: Competencies for analysis and applica-

tions (12th ed.). Pearson. 

National Conference of State Legislatures. (2020). Higher Education Responses to Coronavirus 

(COVID-19). NCSL Policy Newsletter. https://www.ncsl.org/research/education/higher-

education-responses-to-coronavirus-covid-19.aspx  

Olt, P. A. (2018). Virtually there: Distant freshmen blended in classes through synchronous online 

education. Innovative Higher Education. 43, 381–395. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-

018-9437-z 

Singh, J., Steele, K., & Singh, L. (2021). Combining the best of online and face-to-face learning: 

Hybrid and blended learning approach for COVID-19, post vaccine, & post-pandemic 

world. Journal of Educational Technology Systems, 50(2), 140-171. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00472395211047865  

Surgenor, P. W. G. (2013). Measuring up: Comparing first year students’ and tutors’ expectations 

of assessment. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 38(3), 288–302. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2011.630976 

 

 

Dr. Cathy Pearman is a professor in the Reading, Foundations, and Technology Department at 

Missouri State University, Springfield, MO where she teaches both graduate and undergraduate 



 201                                                                         Critical Questions in Education 13:3 Fall 2022  

literacy education courses. Her research interests include equity in educational opportunities, rural 

education, reading comprehension, and literacy-related technology interactions of young children. 

In addition, she is active in the field of educator preparation at the state level. Email: cathypear-

man@missouristate.ed 

 

Dr. Ching-Wen Chang is a Professor of Educational Technology and the coordinator of the Ed-

ucational Technology graduate program at Missouri State University. She has taught both under-

graduate-level and graduate-level courses in traditional face-to-face classrooms as well as web-

based classroom environments at Missouri State University.  

 

Ms. McLean is a senior instructor in the Reading, Foundations, and Technology Department, Ed-

ucational Technology program at Missouri State University. She has taught undergraduate and 

graduate-level courses as seated, blended, and fully online modalities.  Ms. McLean has also been 

an instructor for GEP 101, a Freshman course at Missouri State.  GEP 101 was taught face-to-face 

with a blended course during the pandemic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



202                                                      Pearman, Chang, & McLean—Was it What You Expected? 

 
 

Appendix A 

COVID-19 and First-year University Students Survey 

Demographic Data 

1. Year in a college or university? 

First-year 

Transfer student 

2. First-generation college student 

Yes 

No 

3. Age: 

16-17 

18-19 

20-21 

22-23 

24-25 

26 or older 

4. Gender: 
Male  

Female  

Non-binary/third gender 

Prefer not to answer 

Other ________ 

5. Residency: 

[state] resident 

Out of State, not a [state] resident 

Resident of a country outside the United States or a US territory 

6. Ethnicity: 

Black 

White 

Hispanic/Latinx 

Asian 

Native American 

Prefer not to answer 

Other __________________ 

7. Is English your first/native language? 

Yes 

No 

8. Housing status, Fall 2020? 

Live on-campus 

Live off-campus 

 



 203                                                                         Critical Questions in Education 13:3 Fall 2022  

9. Work status during Fall 2020? 

Not employed 

Working 20 hours or less weekly 

Working over 20 hours weekly 

10. Did you have a declared major in Fall 2020? 

      Yes 

      No 

11. What major did you declare? 

_________________________ 

12. In your [course], were you in a section primarily for students in your same major? 

Yes 

No 

Not sure 

13. How many total dual-enrollment credits and/or credits from other colleges or univer-

sities did you transfer to [institution]? 

0, none 

1 to 3 
10 to 9 

10 to 15 

16 or more 

14. Have you had experience with any of these learning management system before com-

ing to [institution] (Mark all that apply)? 

Canvas 

Blackboard 

Google Classroom 

Moodle 

Schoology 

Other (please list) _____________  

For the purposes of this study 

Asynchronous means the course is non-traditional and students do not attend class or partic-

ipate in class activities at a set time. Participation in the course is at a time the student se-

lects. 

Synchronous means learning takes place virtually and not in a traditional classroom. You 

attend at least one-course session each week, at the same time as your instructor and class-

mates. Attendance is usually through Zoom, Collaborate, or another online meeting plat-

form. 

Blended/Hybrid means the course met part of the time in a face-to-face classroom environ-

ment and part of the time virtually/online either synchronously or asynchronously. 
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Asynchronous--Blackboard Course 

15. Did you participate in at least one course during Fall 2020 at [institution] that was 

fully online and managed through Blackboard? 

Yes 

No 

16. I believe asynchronous courses that are fully online and managed through Black-

board are effective and support my learning. 

Agree 

Neutral-Neither agree or disagree 

Disagree 

Synchronous Courses through Zoom, Collaborate, or another online meeting platform 

17. Did you participate in at least one course Fall 2020 at [institution] which required 

synchronous meetings in real-time through a platform such a Zoom? 

Yes 

No 

18. I believe synchronous courses that require meetings in real-time through a platform 

such as Zoom, are effective and support my learning.  

Agree 

Neutral- Neither agree or disagree 

Disagree 

Blended/Hybrid Courses--Asynchronous and Synchronous 

19. Did you participate in at least one course Fall 2020 at [institution] which required 

some combination of face-to-face classroom meetings and online instruction/assign-

ments? 

Yes 

No 

20. I believe blended courses which required some combination of face-to-face class-

room meetings and online instruction/assignments are effective and support my learning. 

Agree 

Neutral- Neither agree nor disagree 

Disagree 
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SA=Strongly Agree; A=Agree; N=Neither Agree nor Disagree;  

D=Disagree; SD=Strongly Disagree 

Survey Questions SA A N D SD 

 

21. My previous experience in using a 

learning management system like Google 

Classroom, Canvas, or Moodle helped me be 

prepared to navigate course content through 

XXX Blackboard. 

          

22. I believe having classes on Blackboard 

(online) is as effective as face-to-face classes 

in helping me access content and achieve aca-

demic success. 

          

23. I believe having classes on Zoom is as 

effective as face-to-face classes in helping me 

access content and achieve academic success. 

          

24. I am confused about all the different 

class schedules among online, in-person, and 

blended. 

          

25. I believe the technology requirements 

to access course content, make it harder for 

me to succeed in college. 

          

26. Due to the experiences Fall 2020 I am 

more likely to include fully online courses in 

my college plans. 

          

27. Concerns about COVID-19 made it 

difficult for me to focus and concentrate on 

my studies. 

          

28. Due to COVID-19, I did not partici-

pate in study groups or other academic sup-

port opportunities. 

          

29. Due to COVID-19, I experienced psy-

chological stress that affected my learning.           
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30. My experiences during Fall 2020 influenced my decision to take. . . 

Fewer credit hours 

More credit hours 

Had no impact on my decisions about the number of credit hours to take 

31. My experiences Fall 2020 influenced my decision to. . . 

Take more face-to-face courses 

Take more blended course 

Take more fully online courses 

Had no impact on my decision 

32. My experiences Fall 2020 caused me to. . . 

Move home and take all online classes 

Move to off-campus housing/commute to campus 

Had no impact on my decision 

Social (Greek life, roommate, make friends, get to know classmates) 

Strongly Agree; Agree; Neutral Neither Agree nor Disagree;  

Disagree; Strongly Disagree; Not Applicable 

Survey Questions SA A N D SD N/A 

33. Due to COVID-19, I did not attend as 

many social events or join as many organiza-

tions as I thought I would in college. 

           

34. My decision to participate or not par-

ticipate in Greek life was influenced by 

COVID-19. 

           

35. Due to COVID-19, I often felt isolated 

and lonely on campus.            

36. I believe COVID-19 made it more dif-

ficult to make friends.             

37. I believe I do not have the connections 

I expected with my roommates/ suitemates 

due to COVID-19 and social distancing. 
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38. Due to COVID-19, I did not feel the 

sense of community on this campus that I had 

expected. 

           

39. COVID-19 had an economic impact 

on my situation that required me to work part-

time or full-time. 

           

40. Due to COVID-19, I experienced psy-

chological stress that affected my desire to so-

cialize. 

           

Was your first-semester college experience what you expected? (drag the bar to show 

your answer) 

(1) Definitely not; (2) Probably not; (3) Might or might not; 

(4) Probably yes; (5) Definitely yes 

Survey Questions 1 2 3 4 5 

41. Academically, when thinking about courses, in-

struction, learning experiences, how much was college 

what you expected? 

     

42. Socially, when thinking about college life, how 

much was the social aspect of college what you expected?  `    

Open-ended Question 

43. What is your overall impression of your first semester college experiences 

(please type your answer)? 
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Appendix B 

 Informed Consent 

You are being invited to participate in a research project by completing this anonymous survey 

about "Was It What You Expected? The impact of COVID-19 on first-year college stu-

dents." The purpose of this study is to determine if COVID-19 had an impact on the college ex-

perience of first-year university students. This study is being conducted by [researchers] at [insti-

tution]. 

  

There are no known risks if you decide to participate in this study. There are no costs to you for 

participating in this study. The information you provide will form the basis for future research and 

may be used in scholarly publications. The short survey will take about 10 minutes to complete. 

The information collected may not benefit you directly, but the information gathered in this study 

should provide more general benefits to educators and students. 

  

This survey is anonymous. We do not ask for your name on this survey. No one will know whether 

or not you participated in the study. Individuals from the Institutional Review Board may inspect 

these records. Should the data be published, it will be used in aggregate; individual participants 

cannot be identified. 

  

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you choose to participate, you are free 

to decline to answer any particular question you do not wish to answer for any reason. If you decide 

not to complete this survey after you begin, simply stop taking this survey. If you are willing to 

complete the survey, your assistance would be greatly appreciated. By completing this survey, you 

are voluntarily agreeing to participate. 

  

If you have questions regarding the research, you may contact [researchers’ contact information]. 

  

If you are willing to participate in the research, please click on the next button at the bottom of the 

page to begin. Thank you for your time and cooperation – it is greatly appreciated. 
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Appendix C 

Student Responses to the Open-ended Question  

Question 43. What is your overall impression of your first-semester college experiences?  

1. The events that were held around campus really helped me feel like my college experience was 

not hindered. 

2. disappointing 

3. Very okay, glad I got through it and made the best of it! 

4. I actually really liked how covid-19 restrictions on class size and blended classes helped me 

adjust to college. I didn't think I would join many organizations not because of covid-19, but be-

cause I was shy. I liked how my blended classes gave me a touch of what I would experience, and 

I appreciated it greatly. 

5. It was fine. The success of an online course depends on how communicative and clear the pro-

fessor is. My biggest source of stress was other students being careless about masking, particularly 

when walking in large crowds outside. 

6. didn’t like it 

7. It was not as exciting as I wanted it to be. 

8. Not as many social activities as expected but overall good 

9. I could not do much or go out because of COVID and that was disappointing. I did not make 

many friends due to COVID and I was not expecting it to be so hard to make friends and socialize. 

Overall, it was not an ideal first semester of college but there’s nothing I can do about it. 

10. I don't want to blame it completely on COVID, but I could see a drastic change in my academics 

in the classes I had completely online. All together I believe XXX is doing their best to keep us 

safe! 

11. It wasn't as I thought it would be, but I have made friends and gotten involved on campus. 

12. It is what it is. I didn't ask for a pandemic to screw up my life but I got what I got. 

13. Having to do blended courses was definitely confusing because it’s hard to access information 

and assignments on blackboard. I feel like it was hard to meet new people because of covid. 

14. I had to be a lot more self-reliant than what I was anticipating, due to the fact that I was either 

teaching myself all of the material or at least half of it 

15. The workload for my classes were manageable but the pandemic made me feel lonely and 

made it hard to make friends. 

16. Neutral - I have had lots of fun but also been very stressed and overwhelmed. 

17. It was okay. I have nothing to compare it to so i dont really know if it was better or worse than 

“normal.” 

18. It was very overwhelming and not what I expected due to COIVD. It was harder to get myself 

out there and make new friends and get involved. It stressed me out. 

19. I enjoyed college my first year but I definitely feel like I missed out on the real experience and 

wish I could have done it at a different time. 

20. It was different than what I thought it was going to be like. Yet very little of that had to do 

with Covid. 

21. I was a little disappointed but I also understand the circumstances. I just wish COVID would-

n't have happened my freshman year. 

22. I loved it! 
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23. College is very stressful but my professors are very good about helping me when I need it. 

24. I was really lonely. It sucked. 

25. It was not what I expected at all. Obviously the pandemic played a huge role in it, but it defi-

nitely taught me how to take online courses and how I will continue to take online courses. 

26. It was still fun, I just felt like I learned less because of the online classes. I think it was harder 

to make myself focus and study because I was constantly in my room, looking at a computer 

screen, and I could easily not do work and sit on my phone because my professor wasn't there to 

make it harder not to. 

27. I hope when covid is over my experience will improve. 

28. I have learned that I must find a balance in order to succeed as well as have fun! 

29. It was alright, I just wish I could have made more friends 


