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ABSTRACT

Objective: To explore the experiences of Portuguese-speaking undergraduate students during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Methods: This is a qualitative descriptive study carried out from August to December 2022 with 41 Portuguese-speaking
undergraduate students. Virtual interviews were carried out with audio-records. The participants’ speeches were transcribed and
processed in IRAMUTEQ and analyzed using the Descending Hierarchical Classification.
Results: A total of 20,716 occurrences of words were observed, and six categories emerged: Media information and fear of risk
of acquiring the disease; Negative effects of social isolation due to COVID-19; Reorganizing the routine during the pandemic
period; Concerns about the shift from on-site teaching to online teaching; Impacts of the pandemic on future plans; Adaptation to
changes and the new lifestyle to control COVID-19. The participant’s speeches showed that the COVID-19 pandemic has strongly
affected the academic life of Portuguese-speaking undergraduate students with negative repercussions on mental well-being,
adaptation to social isolation, difficulty in maintaining a productive routine, experiencing episodes of anxiety and concerns
regarding online teaching, insecurity and anguish due to changes in future plans and a new lifestyle.
Conclusions: Experiences of Portuguese-speaking undergraduate students during the COVID-19 pandemic have shown the
impact of the emerging scenario on their mental health, life adaptation and academic routine. These results can subsidize the
development of strategies to promote the mental health of undergraduate students, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic,
aiming at improving students’ quality of life, well-being, and equality in access to quality education.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The new coronavirus (COVID-19) caused a global crisis and
had significant repercussions in health systems, economic
activities, education, and leisure.[1–3] As a result of social

isolation measures, universities suspended on-site classes
and started to adopt online teaching, given that these envi-
ronments have the potential to become centrifugal centers
of outbreaks due to the large population of undergraduate
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students and high levels of social contact. It is estimated that
the closure of educational institutions affected more than 890
million students in 114 countries.[2, 4]

However, studies have shown that the experience of social
distancing and interruption of college routine from the clos-
ing of universities and home confinement can produce sev-
eral psychological effects in undergraduate students such as
anxiety, depression, impairment of academic performance,
frustration, fear, miss of hope, and concern.[5–7]

Thus, it is reported that undergraduate students may have
reduced motivation concerning studies, greater pressure to
learn independently and abandonment of daily routines.[3]

This reinforces the need for research that can understand
the experiences, mechanisms and psychological reactions
underlying such an atypical and challenging life span.[7, 8]

However, to date, there are limited studies that have sought
to understand the impact of COVID-19 on the experiences of
undergraduate students from Portuguese-speaking countries.
Therefore, studies are needed and can reflect the reality expe-
rienced by undergraduate students from different scenarios so
that subjective aspects can be revealed, thus subsidizing ac-
tions to promote mental health and reduce the negative effects
caused by this period of global emergency, directing future
interventions in post COVID-19 period and new crisis to min-
imizing these negative impacts.[8, 9] In this view, this study
aimed to explore the experiences of Portuguese-speaking
undergraduate students during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2. METHODS

2.1 Study design
This is an exploratory and descriptive study, with a qualitative
approach, carried out in a virtual environment from August
to December 2022. The Consolidated Criteria for Reporting
Qualitative Research (COREQ) checklist was used.

2.2 Population and sample
The target population was represented by students from a
federal public college, whose campuses are located in the mu-
nicipalities of Acarape and Redenção, in the state of Ceará,
Brazil, and include undergraduate students from Brazilian
and Portuguese-speaking African Countries (PALOP). The
study sample was non-probabilistic for convenience, com-
posed of 41 Portuguese-speaking undergraduate students.

2.3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria
Undergraduate students regularly enrolled at the institution
and who had digital equipment (cell phone, tablet or note-
book) with internet access were included. Undergraduate
students who did not answer the video call after three at-

tempts or who gave up participating in the study before the
scheduled meeting were excluded.

2.4 Approach method
First, each of the researchers identified, in their smartphone
contact list, five people who had the desired profile to partic-
ipate in the study. Then, sampling by virtual snowball was
used,[10] which started with sending/presenting the access
link to the invitation to participate in the study via virtual
applications (WhatsApp R© and Instagram R©). By accessing
the link on Google Forms R©, undergraduate students could
read an initial text that contemplated the objective of the
study and the data collection process. In the message body,
in addition to the presentation of the research, there was a re-
quest for the link to be shared with their network of contacts
of Portuguese-speaking undergraduate students.

After acceptance, each student received a request for virtual
agreement of the Informed Consent Form (ICF) from another
form built on Google Forms R©, with subsequent scheduling
of the online interview on a day and time chosen by the
college. After this, undergraduate students were instructed
to identify a reserved and private place of their choice for
the time of the interview. This orientation is because many
undergraduate students returned to the family environment,
in their cities of origin, through social isolation guidelines.
Thus, a reserved place was relevant to collaborate with the
concentration of participants during the interview, without
interference from family members.

2.5 Data collection
The interviews were carried out by four researchers (one
nurse and three nursing students), who were previously sub-
mitted to a four-hour online training with a doctor in nursing,
experienced in qualitative research, to standardize the data
collection method. Data collection was carried out by a pri-
mary source, directly with undergraduate students, by video
call on Google Meet R©, which allowed the audiovisual inter-
action between undergraduate students and researchers.

Each college student participated in only one interview,
which lasted, on average, 20 minutes. For this moment,
a semi-structured interview questionnaire composed of two
parts was used: the first contained sociodemographic in-
formation (sex, age, marital status, nationality, course, and
semester); the second part was represented by the trigger-
ing question “Talk about your experience in the COVID-19
pandemic”.

Recording and transcription
All interviews were audio-recorded with the consent of all
undergraduate students on smartphones. After finishing each
interview, the audios were sent for storage in a restricted
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account on Google Drive R©. During the interviews, the re-
searchers allowed free speech. To complete the collection
of audio-recorded interviews, the theoretical data saturation
criterion was used.[11] Thus, when the interviews started to
present repetitions in their content and the absence of new
elements, the appointments were paralyzed. Then, the audio-
recorded material was transcribed in full for further analysis
of the testimonies.

2.6 Data analysis
For data processing, we used the software Interface de R pour
lês Analyses Multidimensionnelles de Textes et de Question-
nairess (IRAMUTEQ), version 0.7 Alpha 2.3.3.1. It is a free
program, based on the R software, which allows process-
ing and analysis of multivariate texts using the Descending
Hierarchical Classification (DHC).[12]

In this analysis, the segments are grouped into classes, using
the chi-square, so that the classes are composed of segments
that have similarity and that differ from the segments that
make up the other classes. The visual representation of the
relationship between classes is presented by the software in
the form of a dendrogram. Data processing was compatible
with IRAMUTEQ, since the transcription of texts consisted
of 579 segments, which were used for analysis of 80.14%.

2.7 Ethical considerations
The research followed all ethical standards present in Res-
olution 466/2012 of the Brazilian National Health Council
and was approved by the research ethics committee. All
participants were informed of the study’s purpose and ac-
cepted and signed the ICF. Participant anonymity and content
confidentiality were preserved by coding the recorded au-
dio testimonies. The letters “BU” were used for Brazilian
undergraduate students and “IU” for international undergrad-
uate students, added by a sequential Arabic number at each
interview.

3. RESULTS
Among the 41 undergraduate students who participated in
the study, 25 were Brazilian and 16 were international from
African countries such as Angola, Guiné-Bissau, Moçam-
bique, São Tomé and Príncipe. Most were male (56%), single
(100%), mean age of 23.09 years (±0.9) and nursing students
(56%). The average monthly income of undergraduate stu-
dents was 473.40 reais (about US$85.26). During the public
recommendations for social isolation, there was a predomi-
nance of undergraduate students who were accompanied by
family or friends (87.8%).

Regarding the characterization of classes/categories, in the
analysis of the corpus “Experiences of undergraduate stu-

dents during the COVID-19 pandemic”, from the transcrip-
tion of audio-recorded speeches, 20,716 occurrences of
words were observed, with 2,651 different forms and 579
segments, with use of 80.14% of the text. Figure 1 shows
the dendrogram that demonstrates the six classes/categories
arising from the content partitions.

From the content analysis of the testimonies, six categories
emerged: Media information and fear of acquiring the dis-
ease; Negative effects of social isolation due to COVID-19;
Reorganizing the routine during the pandemic period; Con-
cerns about the shift from on-site teaching to online teach-
ing; Impacts of the pandemic on future plans; Adaptation to
changes and the new lifestyle to control COVID-19.

3.1 Media information and fear of risk of acquiring the
disease

The most representative words in this category were “dis-
ease”, “risk”, “family” and “fear”. Insecurity in the face
of something unknown and new, is reflected in the fear of
undergraduate students acquiring the disease in a severe form
(reported by the media) and transmitting it to family mem-
bers:

“At the beginning of the pandemic, the media put this disease
as virulent. This made me very afraid of passing the virus on
to my family” (BU4).

“That atmosphere of fear, frightening, prevailed a lot. Be-
cause we stay at home and if we go out, we are at great risk
of catching this virus. I was afraid of getting sick with the
severe form and transmitting it to someone” (BU10).

“We found in the media that a lot of people were dying from
the virus, and we have family and friends who could catch
the disease” (IU8).

3.2 Negative effects of social isolation due to COVID-19
In the daily life of undergraduate students, it was common to
spend the day outside the home environment due to academic
activities, and in contact with other undergraduate students
and professors. After the decree recommending social iso-
lation, many Brazilian undergraduate students returned to
their cities of origin and were secluded with family members,
while many international undergraduate students, faced with
the distance from their country of origin, were isolated alone
or with colleagues who shared a home. Measures introduced
to slow the spread of COVID-19 have significantly affected
the daily lifestyle and mental well-being of undergraduate
students:

“This social distance makes me miss and worry a lot” (BU4).
“My anxiety is associated with the fact that I spend a lot of
time secluded at home, being limited, not being able to seek
other experiences, with no way out” (BU6).
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“Isolation generated a feeling of sadness, of being stuck in-
doors for 24 hours. Sometimes you want to have someone to
talk to, but you can’t” (BU12).

“I feel bad for living this situation, this issue of distancing,
with each passing day people are more distant from each

other” (IU1).
“It’s stressful to stay indoors” (IU4).
“I feel anxiety, stress, sadness, depression, loneliness”
(IU14).

Figure 1. Dendrogram of words presented in classes, obtained from Descending Hierarchical Classification (DHC).
Redenção, Ceará, Brazil, 2022

3.3 Reorganizing the routine during the pandemic pe-
riod

It was possible to identify a demonstration of undergraduate
students’ concern about the difficulty in maintaining a pro-
ductive routine away from the physical space of the college
and the faculty. There were difficulties in adapting to the
home environment, which contained extra demands from
family dynamics, more noise and interruptions:

“When I got home it was very messy, I didn’t have a place
to study. I studied in the living room of my house, and there
was always a movement of people. It is difficult to get out of
the college’s previous routine” (BU3).

“I couldn’t organize myself in relation to my studies” (BU4).
“With the pandemic, it became more difficult to create a study
routine” (BU6).

“I totally disconnected from things related to studies” (IU3).
“I try to organize myself for my studies, but it hasn’t been
easy” (IU17).

3.4 Concerns about the shift from on-site teaching to on-
line teaching

The long period of social isolation motivated universities to
switch to online teaching. There was effort on the teaching
experience and how college professors could start teach-
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ing online. Although online teaching and learning are not
entirely new, conducting online undergraduate courses gen-
erated concerns among undergraduate students, who did not
feel prepared for this new teaching model:

“It impacts me not to have on-site classes, for me, it is difficult
because I like it when it is on-site, so I can be motivated”
(BU1).

“I confess that at first, I was a little lost because since I was
a child I only studied in person, I had never studied online”
(BU8).

“At the moment the pandemic started, we started distance
classes. But it didn’t work out very well, because I had many
difficulties” (BU10).

“Online classes have not been easy” (IU4).

It was also noticeable that many undergraduate students did
not have enough technological apparatus to guarantee the
success of the online teaching modality, such as access to
quality internet and an exclusive computer to attend classes
and carry out the tasks proposed by professors, mainly inter-
national undergraduate students, as identified in the following
excerpts:

“Here, at home, there is only one notebook, which I have to
share with my sister. It is very difficult to adapt to studies
during the pandemic in this online format” (BU2).

“My internet is by radio waves and when it is very windy or
raining, the internet goes down, cuts all the connection, I
miss several important parts of the class and this harms my
learning” (BU3).

“It was difficult to organize my studies due to the lack of a
computer” (IU1).

“Amidst the pandemic, I lost my computer and couldn’t get
another one” (IU2).

“As for my studies, I had difficulty because I didn’t have a
computer” (IU5).

3.5 Impacts of the pandemic on future plans
There was a concern of undergraduate students with their
future professional career and with issues related to stud-
ies, such as the interruption of internships due to the risk of
contamination and the time to complete the undergraduate
course, possibly being postponed:

“I’m afraid that all this will interfere in my life, in my projects
and plans” (BU4).

“We are behind a lot, basically two semesters and to come
back later, recover everything again will be very compli-
cated” (BU10).

“It is frustrating and very demotivating to change our plans”
(BU17).

“It got in the way of our goals, and we feel frustrated”
(BU24).

“Postponing graduation is disappointing, I felt very sad and
apprehensive” (BU5).

Some undergraduate students were already in the last
semester and had plans to apply for residency, contest and
master’s edicts, which will be postponed due to the impossi-
bility of completing the graduation in the allotted time:

“This will delay my work plans, do a specialization or mas-
ter’s degree” (BU10).

“It would be the year (2020) that I would prepare myself
more actively for competitions and residencies or master’s
degrees” (BU13).

“As I knew it would end at the end of next year (2021), I was
already planning to try contests, masters and other selec-
tions” (BU17).

“It was a year (2020) of many plans, aiming for a master’s
degree in 2021, but graduation was delayed” (BU23).

It was also noticeable the concern of international under-
graduate students in managing their future plans regarding
immigration and length of stay in Brazil:

“I scheduled the undergraduate course in four years, with
this delay I will not leave (from Brazil) in the time I planned”
(IU5).

“I am African and here at the college everything is very busy,
we came with an entry and exit plan (from Brazil)” (IU8).

“I am afraid of the future; the first thing is that you don’t
know when this will end and I will end up staying here (in
Brazil) longer than I expected” (IU16).

3.6 Adaptation to changes and the new lifestyle to con-
trol COVID-19

Social restriction resulted in a new behavioral character,
which implied lifestyle changes. It was noticeable that under-
graduate students found it imperative to change their previous
routine and adapt to the new format of classes, in a restricted
environment and to use preventive measures when needing
to leave home, such as a mask and gel alcohol:

“We found ourselves obliged to adapt to this new world and
everything we are experiencing. We really have to reinvent
ourselves and adapt to this new lifestyle” (BU2).

“I had to readapt myself and create new routines, new sched-
ules, so I wouldn’t get lost and be able to follow the college’s
tasks” (BU8).

“Over time, an adaptation took place” (BU16).
”We will have to adapt to be able to deal with different situ-
ations, such as regular use of mask, use of gel alcohol and
having more hygiene” (IU1).

“We have to adapt to the new challenges that the pandemic is
offering, in terms of prevention” (IU2).
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4. DISCUSSION

This qualitative study evidenced that during COVID-19 pan-
demic, Portuguese-speaking undergraduate students faced
the presence of fear of acquiring the disease and transmitting
to family members, negative implications resulting from so-
cial isolation, difficulties in reorganizing the study routine,
concerns and insecurity with online teaching and changes
in future plans, in addition to the need to adapt to a new
lifestyle.

The analysis of the testimonies revealed the fear of under-
graduate students in the face of the first information from the
media about the virus’ high infectivity. In this view, study
reinforces that news feeds increased student’s stress.[13, 14]

Thus, being faced with an unknown and health-threatening
disease and its repercussions in social life can cause high
levels of fear, anxiety, suffering, loneliness and sadnes.[15–17]

Furthermore, despite the social media can promote connec-
tions and contribute to face social isolation, their misuse can
be increased by infodemic and misinformation, impacting
student’s mental health.[18, 19]

Also noteworthy is the concern with transferring the disease
to family members such as parents and grandparents. Sim-
ilarly, studies realized in Iran, Israel, and the United States
evidenced student’s concerns with the health of their family
and friends, and fear of contracting and transmitting the virus
for them as a cause of stress.[13, 20, 21] Thus, it is worth noting
that this finding may be related to the fact that COVID-19
has high infectivity with more severe and more lethal clinical
manifestations in populations at risk, such as older adults
and those with comorbidities.[22]

Undergraduate students also reported difficulties in the face
of social isolation with repercussions on mental well-being.
The impact of social isolation on international undergradu-
ate students stands out, most of whom were isolated alone
in college residences, financially unable to migrate to their
country of origin during this period of public calamity and
college closures.

Undergraduate students are increasingly recognized as a vul-
nerable population that suffer from higher levels of anxiety
and depression compared to the general population. There-
fore, when the nature of their educational experience changes
radically, such as the change of scenery during the COVID-
19 pandemic, the mental health burden of this vulnerable
population is magnified. Studies carried out in different
countries point to severe implications of social isolation on
the mental well-being of undergraduate students, which has
impacted physical health, quality of sleep, and stress.[13, 23–26]

Thus, the fact that undergraduate students have greater nega-

tive implications for mental well-being is related to the fact
that they represent the most active and dynamic age group
of the population. Suddenly, with the COVID-19 pandemic,
they were directly affected by the ban on attending universi-
ties, staying at home, not meeting friends, not going to gyms
and not traveling.[27]

In this view, it is noteworthy that the class with greater ex-
pression in the study on screen refers to difficulties in re-
organizing the routine, fear of unproductivity and difficulty
adapting to the study in a home environment. These results
corroborate another study from Brazil, which highlights that
main causes of mental health impairment in Brazilian uni-
versity students were associated with changes in routine and
sleep changes.[28] Furthermore, a systematic review with
metanalysis evidenced that the main concern of nursing stu-
dents was the disruption of their classroom-based studies, the
need to move to online form of education and the difficulty in
participating in class, which became very difficult to manage
academic matters. Thus, it was noticed that depression was
associated with distance teaching, academic load, delay in
completing work, and the risk of Internet connection failure
during an exam or class interruption.[26]

Another study conducted with Portuguese students identified
repercussions of social isolation in the COVID-19 pandemic
on anxiety and learning, in which the students reported hav-
ing so much impact on their academic performance.[29] This
demonstrates the difficulty of undergraduate students in re-
organizing themselves to study and manage their time away
from the physical environment of the college and the fac-
ulty, which can influence frustration and withdrawal from
continuing their studies.

Furthermore, in this study, participants also highlighted con-
cerns with online teaching. This finding may be related to
the uncertainty of many undergraduate students about the
quality of education, mental pressures and decreased motiva-
tion. It is also worth noting the fact that many students report
difficulties in obtaining the technological devices necessary
for the success of online teaching, such as an exclusive com-
puter for classes and quality internet access, especially by
international undergraduate students from the African con-
tinent, which have lower purchasing power and depended
exclusively on the college library to carry out academic work,
view e-mails and research on the internet.

Similarly, study from Canada identified that students did
not have a desk or a quiet place to study, and some of them
had problems with internet connection, aspects that impact
in quality of teaching and learning.[30] Other study carried
out in the United States evidenced that students reported
lower levels of learning, confidence, and engagement with
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the online course materials when compared to face-to-face
teaching, which is due to difficulties such as the quality of the
internet.[31] This compromises student engagement and pro-
motes dropout, given the difficulty in student cohesiveness,
peer-to-peer, and interactions beyond the chat or video.[32]

It is important to note that many students still encountered
technical problems with accessing virtual files, lack of skill
on the part of some educators, few opportunities for questions
and answers during virtual sessions, lack of infrastructure,
inadequate facilities for recording lectures by professors, de-
livery of many activities in a short space of time and student
fatigue due to the feeling of being overwhelmed in virtual
teaching.[33, 34] These aspects produce significant repercus-
sions in the mental health and well-being of students, rein-
forcing the importance of educators considering student’s
mental health conditions in their teaching approaches.[30]

The COVID-19 pandemic has provided educational centers
with the opportunity to use new teaching methods and then
explore new technologies. However, the difficulty of access-
ing technology and quality internet for all undergraduate
students is one of the points that contributed to the with-
drawal of students from the training process.

While there are indisputable advantages of online teaching
and learning in terms of access and reach, this potential is
limited by structural and economic factors and this issue has
a major impact on the ability of undergraduate students to en-
gage with this form of education.[35, 36] Thus, it is imperative
to identify the conditions of undergraduate students regard-
ing the technologies available for online teaching/learning
to avoid harm and achieve inclusive and universal learning,
especially in post-COVID-19 scenario, in which the tech-
nologies are increasingly incorporated in teaching.

The pandemic also impacted the future plans of undergrad-
uate students. The testimonies portrayed the concern with
graduation and participation in graduate competitions and
selections. The level of concern of international undergradu-
ate students during the interviews is strongly highlighted, as
they will need to request authorization from the competent
bodies to increase length of stay in Brazilian territory.

It is worth emphasizing that with the COVID-19 pandemic
scenario, it was not only on-site classes that were suspended,
but graduation ceremonies and field research were also can-
celed and internships, internships and exchanges, defenses of
course conclusion works, competitions and graduate notices
were postponed, strongly harming undergraduate students’
life plans.[37, 38] These impacts have been observed in univer-
sities around the world.[15, 39]

Considering the above, it is noteworthy that the pandemic

caused deleterious effects on undergraduate students’ men-
tal health and their academic experiences. It is imperative,
therefore, to implement measures by higher education institu-
tions, to mitigate the impacts of COVID-19 on undergraduate
students’ lives. There must be the creation or improvement
of psychosocial support centers for undergraduate students,
with easy access so that they can take care of their mental
health until the return of on-site classes.[37, 40]

It is also relevant to highlight the importance of continuing
to investigate the topic, with the development of studies in-
cluding students from different countries, to understand the
mechanisms and psychological reactions underlying experi-
ences of undergraduate students, facing such an atypical and
challenging period of life.

The present study is online qualitative research, therefore,
there is a possibility of reporting bias. In addition, conve-
nience sampling stands out as a limitation of the study, which
may have compromised the representativeness of the popu-
lation. A longitudinal study with personal interviews may
reveal even more in-depth information.

5. CONCLUSION

Experiences of Portuguese-speaking undergraduate students
during the COVID-19 pandemic proved to be marked by dam-
age to academic life with negative repercussions on mental
well-being, negative adaptation to social isolation, difficulty
in maintaining a productive routine in the home environment,
experiencing episodes of anxiety and concerns regarding
online teaching, insecurity and anguish due to changes in fu-
ture plans and having to adapt to the new lifestyle to control
COVID-19.

Therefore, it is recommended that universities develop perma-
nent strategies to promote the mental health of undergraduate
students, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic, aiming at
improving students’ quality of life and well-being, and equal-
ity in access to quality education, especially with remote
teaching approaches.
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