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“WE HAVE LOST THE COMPASS OF WHAT 
EDUCATION SHOULD LOOK LIKE”: 

STUDENT CONCERNS ABOUT SCHOOLING 
 DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC15

Dušica Malinić16, Ivana Đerić and Slavica Maksić
Institute for Educational Research, Belgrade, Republic of Serbia

Introduction

Since the beginning of 2020, all members of contemporary education communities 
have faced various challenges caused by the coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2). For three 
academic years, education has been taking place in non-standard conditions 

including online classes and distance learning. From the beginning, decision-makers 
and practitioners have been aware of potential losses in the learning process and 
recommended examining the effects of changes in order to find better solutions 
(European Commission, 2020; United Nations, 2020). However, the duration of 
the pandemic has given rise to new challenges. In addition to overcoming the initial 
mistakes and losses, it has become necessary to develop new practices based on the 
knowledge obtained from current empirical research.

A review of literature revealed that the spread of COVID-19 had adverse effects 
on almost all areas of young people’s lives. The young, expressed insecurity, fear, and 
concern regarding their educational and professional goals and reported feeling „stuck 
in the present” and not knowing how to direct their potentials or what they would 
do in the near future (Максич, Малинич & Джерич, 2022). The results of several 
recent studies showed that students spent less time studying than before, were less 
concentrated on schoolwork, were aware of a decline in their motivation to study, and 

15	 Note. This research was funded by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development of the 
Republic of Serbia (Contract No. 451-03-68/2022-14/200018).

16	  E-mail: malinic.dusica@gmail.com
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felt overwhelmed by their teachers’ demands (Jošić, Đerić & Ševa, 2021; Di Pietro et 
al.,  2020).

In the present study, we explored the beliefs of high school students about the 
conditions in which their education took place during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our 
participants were young people in mid-adolescence, a period in which the foundations 
of a person’s identity are established and developed (Grbić & Maksić, 2020; Verhoeven, 
Poorthuis & Volman, 2019). This process involves perceiving, understanding, and 
establishing expectations from oneself and others, both in terms of one’s current 
positioning and in terms of what would be pursued and what paths would be chosen to 
reach the desired goals (Hurt, 2016; Massey, Gebhardt & Garnefski, 2008).

The goal of our study was to map the key themes in adolescents’ narratives about 
various aspects of schoolwork in pandemic conditions. Thus, we aimed to shed light 
on the challenges they face, which should be given more attention in further research 
work.

Data Collection and Processing

Second-grade students of a Belgrade high school (N=6; four boys and two girls; the 
average age = 16 years) participated in a qualitative focus-group survey. The authors 
held a two-hour discussion with the students, following a previously prepared guide 
in the form of a semi-structured group interview. The questions pertained to teaching, 
learning, and the participants’ plans for further education and career. Parental consent 
was obtained to audio-record the group interview. The collected data were transcribed 
and processed by thematic analysis without a predetermined coding system. All three 
authors independently coded the recorded data, and the final sub-themes and themes 
were reached by consensus (Popadić, Pavlović & Žeželj, 2018).

Results and Discussion

Our analysis of adolescents’ narratives about their schooling experiences during the 
pandemic yielded seven sub-themes of answers about different aspects of schoolwork, 
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the conditions in which education took place, and the effects of the novel way of 
schooling. These sub-themes were later grouped into three main themes (Table 1).

Table 1. The Effects of the Pandemic on High School Students: Themes and Sub-Themes

Education in the Age of the 
Pandemic

School Life During 
 the Pandemic

Career Choices 
at Risk

Online Learning Difficulties Immediate Effects on Students Career Aspirations

Unsupportive Environment Developmental Effects on 
Students

Insecurity, Fear, and Personal 
Responsibility
Professional Orientation 
Assistance

The Education in the Age of the Pandemic theme consisted of two sub-themes. Within 
the Online Learning Difficulties sub-theme, students discussed various aspects of 
teaching affecting the overall teaching quality, such as poor organization (Everything is 
completely chaotic in terms of organization, like one week we go and one week we don’t go 
to school). Furthermore, certain teachers lacked the necessary digital competencies or 
prepared teaching materials that were not suitable for distance learning, which severely 
limited their usefulness to students (On-line teaching absolutely did not make any sense 
and will not make any sense, because the teachers are not ready for it, and we do not follow). 
The Unsupportive Environment sub-theme contained student answers about the broader 
social context of education, the ambivalent attitude of society towards the maturity of 
young people and the neglected moral education. Students pointed out that the system 
“failed” to consistently implement the prescribed epidemiological measures, which 
caused them to feel disappointed (There are 30 of us sitting in our class, and four people 
wear masks… why do you say it’s the law and then you don’t enforce it).

The School Life During the Pandemic theme included short-term and long-term 
effects on students. Again, a complex picture was obtained. Our participants reported 
unfavorable influences on getting to know classmates and spending time with them 
and favorable influences stemming from the change in their daily routine and having 
more free time. Students’ narratives indicated that the pandemic had mainly negative 
immediate effects on the students’ schooling experience, their attitude towards school 
assignments, and especially on their motivation to study and the quality of the knowledge 
they acquired (I don’t consider hanging out on social networks to really be hanging out. It’s 



81 

“WE HAVE LOST THE COMPASS OF WHAT EDUCATION SHOULD LOOK LIKE”:STUDENT CONCERNS ABOUT SCHOOLING DURING  ...

more like just texting. I was never excessively lazy, but the more this pandemic goes on, I 
have less and less will to work). High school students identified greater independence 
in learning as one of the positive effects of the pandemic (Probably we have become 
independent...we have learned to recognize for ourselves what we need in all this and what 
we don’t). Developmental Effects on Students related to socializing with schoolmates and 
developing interests. Students recognized that the pandemic had a negative impact on 
their social and peer relationships, because they generally built relationships on social 
networks rather than through direct communication (We knew them all [classmates] by 
name, but we didn’t know what they were really like. We didn’t know any of their character 
traits and we hardly knew what they looked like). On the other hand, students stated 
that they had more free time that they could use for developing personal interests and 
acquiring life and practical skills, which could be interpreted as a positive effect of 
education in pandemic conditions (Perhaps we had more time to devote ourselves to some 
things we like, and we can do them at home).

The last theme, Career Choices at Risk, consisted of sub-themes related to the issue 
of career development. The Career Aspirations sub-theme referred to young people’s 
reflections on their further education as well as the need to test professional interests 
(What I would also strongly suggest would be a possibility to have a trial period for some 
professions; To get a window into that world to see what it might look like and whether we 
really want to do this for a living). In the next sub-theme, high school students expressed 
insecurity and fear of making a mistake in choosing a future profession, but also an 
awareness of personal responsibility in that process (Why should someone at the age of 14 
chart a path for herself to decide what she wants in life… it’s just so scary to me honestly). In 
the last sub-theme, the participants emphasized the need to receive support from experts 
through workshops, clubs, and organizations for professional orientation (Career insight 
can be achieved by organizing, for example, workshops in schools). 

In sum, the feeling of isolation, difficulties in social and individual functioning, 
diminished motivation and engagement in learning, and the unpreparedness of teachers 
for online teaching all contributed to a negative schooling experience, students’ negative 
feelings, and uncertainty regarding future educational opportunities, plans, and career 
choices. This is in line with the findings of previous research (Di Pietro et al., 2020; 
Jošić, Đerić & Ševa, 2021; Максич, Малинич & Джерич, 2022). The contribution 
of our study lies in the accentuation of the positive effects of the pandemic on learning 
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independence, constructive use of free time, and interest development. This could be a 
topic of future research, as it is reasonable to assume that different incident events could 
interfere with the current standard face-to-face education in the time ahead.

A deeper analysis revealed links between the obtained topics and the developmental 
needs of adolescents recognized in research on the desired and expected personal 
development of young people before the COVID-19 pandemic (Grbić & Maksić, 2020; 
Hurt, 2016; Verhoeven, Poorthuis & Volman, 2019) as well as during the pandemic 
(Максич, Малинич и Джерич, 2022). Young people would immensely benefit from 
pedagogical, psychological, and broader social support, which would empower them 
to successfully overcome the difficulties they face, for which neither their teachers nor 
their parents have a solution. The encouragement of student autonomy would form a 
solid foundation for the provision of these forms of support.

Conclusion

Based on our examination of high school students’ beliefs about the effects of the 
pandemic on their education, we identified three main themes related to personal, 
educational, and professional development in mid-adolescence. Adolescents were 
aware of the adverse effects of their school being closed and the lack of face-to-face 
classes. However, they also recognized certain benefits, including the opportunity for 
independent learning, developing interests outside of school, and taking responsibility 
for their own development. Considering the number of participants in this study, it is 
necessary to continue the survey and include new focus groups in order to verify and 
further elaborate the defined topics. 

Keywords: high school, education, the COVID-19 pandemic, students, career choices.
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COPING STRATEGIES OF PRIMARY 
SCHOOL TEACHERS IN SERBIA DURING 

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC17

Marija Stojanović18

Institute for Educational Research, Belgrade, Republic of Serbia 

Branislava Popović-Ćitić
University of Belgrade – Faculty of Special Education and Rehabilitation, Belgrade, 

Republic of Serbia 

Lidija Bukvić Branković
University of Belgrade – Faculty of Special Education and Rehabilitation, Belgrade, 

Republic of Serbia 

Marina Kovačević-Lepojević
Institute for Educational Research, Belgrade, Republic of Serbia

Introduction

In a relevant study (Johnson et al., 2005), out of 26 different professions, six 
occupations emerged as the most stressful (ambulance workers, teachers, social 
service workers, customer service representatives – call center operators, prison 

officers, and police officers), and teaching has a prominent place among them. With 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the sources of teacher stress have become significantly more 
numerous. To cope with stress, people use different strategies. Coping is an action 
directed at the resolution or mitigation of a problematic situation (Ray, Lindop & 
Gibson 1982). The literature generally distinguishes between coping strategies, aimed 

17	 Note. This research was funded by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development of the 
Republic of Serbia (Contract No. 451-03-68/2022-14/200018).

18	  E-mail: marija.stojanovic.ipi@rcub.bg.ac.rs
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