


Online Learning Experiences and Adjustment Strategies During COVID-19: A Case Study of International Students in a Selected Chinese University in China


Abstract. 
[bookmark: _Hlk137978252]The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted traditional education systems worldwide, necessitating institutions to adopt innovative teaching and learning modalities. While maintaining the learning programs amid the unpredicted plague, students, on the other hand, had to familiarise themselves with the introduced modality to match their institution’s demands. The cognitive constructivist learning theory, with an integration with Maslow’s theoretical framework, facilitated the examination of online learning experiences of postgraduate international students. Furthermore, they help explain how these experiences have shaped students' perceptions in both their academic and personal lives, as well as their adaptation experiences during the transition back to a traditional learning modality. This research examined how learners adapted to changing learning approaches during the pandemic. Using a qualitative case study design, the study interviewed sixteen participants, including international students who experienced both online and in-person classes. It is intended to gain an understanding of their experiences with different learning modes. Findings suggested that students generally perceived in-person classes as more effective. The study’s insights can help educators and policymakers refine their teaching methods to meet student needs better, particularly when transitions between learning formats are required.  
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[bookmark: _Hlk137978718]Introduction: 
1. Background of the study
The COVID-19 pandemic started at the end of 2019, caused by a virus called the coronavirus. At the end of January 2020, the World Health Organisation declared an emergency, referring to the Coronavirus as a Public Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC), and by mid-March 2020, the coronavirus was stated as a pandemic (2020). Based on the rapid spread of the virus, many sectors had to revisit their operational modalities to accommodate the unexpected changes. The education sector was not exceptional (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2023). After the outbreak of COVID-19, the methods of learning at many universities worldwide changed from offline classes (traditional) to virtual classes, in line with other measures to combat the spread of the deadly virus (Yanti, 2022). The abrupt transition from face-to-face to remote online learning had a significant impact on learning in general. However, the effects vary from place to place, depending on several factors, including the technological resources available to teachers and students (Lemay, 2021). During online learning, most students were in their home countries, as they had gone on vacation at the time of the outbreak. 
1.1. Objectives of the study
i. To explore the experiences incurred by international students during online and offline learning.
ii. To analyse how the experiences construct students’ perceptions.
iii. [bookmark: _Hlk137703717][bookmark: _Hlk137033086]To describe the ways employed by international students to adjust themselves from offline to online learning/or from online to offline learning
2. Literature review
[bookmark: _Hlk209529028]Following the national announcements of virus prevention measures, most of the international students who travelled for New Year’s celebrations were stranded in their home country and started online classes. China opened its borders in the middle of 2023, and students had to travel from their home country to China for their studies. These students have experienced both remote and traditional classes. During online classes, some students take on additional family responsibilities at home, adding another layer of complexity and stress to their already overwhelming academic workload (Samudra & Matulessy, 2021). Some students also seek professional development opportunities, publish academic papers, present research at academic conferences, and engage in teaching or other academic work, which can be more challenging in online learning environments (Akpen et al., 2024). In organisations where the digital revolution had not yet reached an advanced stage, this abrupt changeover was an excellent task, and most of the online learning acquired during the pandemic was reduced to decoding face-to-face material and pedagogy for online use (Pierre et al, 2023). This resulted in challenges as face-to-face and online teaching approaches differ significantly (Hassan, 2021). On the other hand, the scenario in most developed countries has varied experiences with online learning, mainly due to the high rate of digital literacy and exposure to technology in teaching and learning prior to the outbreak. Most countries in the developed world managed this transition more effectively than those in the developing world (Aristovnik, 2020). COVID-19 highlighted the digital divide between students from developing countries and those from developed countries, as the impact can vary significantly from one country or individual to another (Akpen et al, 2024). 
The coronavirus not only highlighted the technological gaps between the developing and developed world (Global North and South) but also revealed the Global North's advantage in accessing and adopting digital technology for learning (Balfour, 2022). Another study on notches of precarity in UK academia during the COVID-19 pandemic noted that senior academic staff struggled with the transition to online teaching and required support from the younger colleagues (Hanna et al, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Hlk209528447]Online learning was the right approach during the COVID-19 pandemic; however, in some contexts, it has been felt that it needed to be implemented with proper planning, which has made it overly complex, unengaging, and less effective (Abbasi et al., 2020). Many challenges and drawbacks of online learning seem familiar due to the emergence or quickly unexpected changes (Rohman et al., 2020). Some studies have found that students feel embarrassed when they do not perform well in expressing themselves during online classes (Permatasari et al., 2024). Online learning presents numerous challenges that may vary from individual to individual and from locality to locality (Akpen et al, 2024). Additionally, the emerged challenges brought negative perceptions towards online learning among students and teachers. These challenges led students to dislike online learning and prefer traditional learning (Radha et al., 2020). However, it has been agreed that online learning was the only option and last resort during the pandemic (Watanapokakul, S., 2022). Other studies have reported that online learning provides limited interaction between students and teachers, poses individual burdens, incurs internet costs, and lacks stability. 
In description, online learning can be highly effective when students participate fully, summarise materials, and have their attention captured, as well as when students’ attitudes are closely linked to real-life contexts (Watanapokakul S, 2022). Its success is accompanied by students’ adjustments to the persisting situation that hinders their studies, brought about by the pandemic. Further collaboration and preparation among educational stakeholders, including students, faculty, staff (such as teachers, course coordinators, and computer programmers and technicians), made online learning possible. The current study aimed to investigate the experiences of international students in China, including those incurred during online/offline learning, how they constructed their knowledge, and how they adapted to online and offline studies during and after the pandemic.
2.1. Theoretical review
[bookmark: _Hlk147048141][bookmark: _Hlk147048095][bookmark: _Hlk209528524]Cognitive constructivist theory integrated into the study as constructivism theory helps explore students' perceptions and what they experienced in online learning during COVID-19, as the theory is defined as 'an approach to learning that holds that learners actively construct or make their knowledge through reality and reality is determined by the experiences incurred by themselves in a persisting learning environment, Alsmaiel et al., (2022). Constructivists believe that individuals construct meaning through their experiences, and this meaning can be influenced by the interconnection of prior knowledge and new events, which can shape learners' views and practices (McLeod, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Hlk147048227]Online learning has been designed and adopted as the only choice of learning during the pandemic. However, its perceptions can be constructed through the experiences the students experienced in responding to the new teaching method (online learning). Cognitive constructivism can validate the situation, as it believes that perceptions can be developed based on program experiences, and learners learn things through active engagement with the world. The approach may be received, but appreciation cannot be; however, Lee (2019) stated that learning is personal, as the learner can learn the same thing but with different perceptions due to the varied experiences they have incurred. Constantly, students develop their mental model of the actual situation based on their perceptions of that situation (McLeod, 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk137979535] Learning is not only a cognitive construct, but also a need that is influenced by motivation, making it eligible to be described by Maslow's hierarchy of needs. This theory was proposed by American psychologist Abraham Maslow in 1943, elaborating five levels of human needs where each level must be sufficiently met before moving to the next level. If the level does not fulfil someone needs to adjust to the new situation in the application of individual skills and knowledge, for example, the absence of a wife or child, an individual will hunger for loving family members with people in general, namely, for a place in his cluster, and he will strive with great intensity to achieve this goal (Willingham, 2023). According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, education belongs to the top tier of the hierarchy. This is the highest level, where individuals pursue their full potential, foster personal growth, and achieve peak experiences, which can include educational pursuits. This level can explain the urge for success that postgraduate students have. When access is encountered, students will attempt to identify the obstacles and find ways to adapt, ensuring their needs are met. The adjustment process will be the best way to formulate strategies for coping with the persistent situation. Adjustments are small changes that improve something or make it work better. In this study, adjustments can be defined as a transformation that enables a student to perform better academically or adapt more effectively to a new situation within the academic year (López et al, 2023). 
3. Methodology 
[bookmark: _Hlk137979659]The study employed a qualitative case study design, utilising semi-structured interviews to collect the necessary data. The selection of the respondents was limited to students in a Chinese University who conducted their studies both online and offline, given the necessity of both online and offline learning experiences. By focusing on a smaller sample, researchers conducted in-depth interviews to extract the rich information they sought to explore. In this study, the ideal means of escalating the students’ learning experiences during the COVID-19 period was to involve them in open-ended inquiries that did not limit the scope of their responses, unlike the quantitative approach, where the questions are more restrictive and are only able to explore a phenomenon to a limited extent. The participants in the study were from a single institution of higher education in China, aiming to achieve instructional uniformity, as different higher education institutions adopted distinct virtual modalities. The sample consisted of 16 students (five on campus and 11 from their home countries), identified through purposive sampling. The eligibility criteria for this study were the level of study (postgraduate PhD & MA students) and involvement in online and offline learning. Additionally, for confidentiality, the respondents were assigned pseudonyms to conceal their true identities.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Table 1. Respondent presented 
	
	Pseudo Names
	Level of study
	Study duration
	Gender 
	Country

	1
	Jiam
	PhD
	2019/2024
	Female
	Pakistan

	2
	Ya
	MA
	2019/2026
	Male
	Afghanistan

	3
	Is
	MA
	2020/2024
	Female
	Tanzania

	4
	Mau
	PhD
	2019/2023
	Male
	Palestine

	5
	Chunchi
	MA
	2020/2023
	Female
	Tanzania

	[bookmark: _Hlk137979809]6
	An
	MA
	2022/2024
	Female
	Venezuela

	7
	Ma
	MA
	2021/2024
	Male
	Armenia

	8
	Suma
	MA
	2020/2024
	female
	Pakistan

	9
	Mar
	PhD
	2022/2026
	female
	Pakistan

	10
	Kun
	MA
	2022/2024
	male
	Tanzania

	11
	Om
	MA
	2020/2023
	Male
	Afghanistan

	12
	Al
	PhD
	2019/2024
	Male
	Jamaica

	13
	Eun
	MA
	2019/2023
	Male
	Belarus

	14
	Zah
	MA
	2020/2024
	Female
	Myanmar 

	15
	Igw
	MA
	2021/2024
	Male
	Kenya

	16
	Onyenye
	MA
	2022/2024
	Female
	Ethiopia 


[bookmark: _Hlk137982029]The researcher employed a semi-structured interview schedule that allowed respondents to freely express their feelings and perceptions about their experiences with online and offline learning. Data collected from interviews were analysed using thematic analysis, where codes were generated from the responses that addressed the research questions and referred to the study's focus that underpinned the focus area. The data collected was transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis, where the data was read and re-read to gain a deeper understanding and clarity. Further, the data were categorised into codes that were later merged into themes from which this study was made (Ahmed et al, 2023). The process of data generation adhered to ethical principles, where permission was obtained from respondents to accept, decline, or discontinue participation at any time if they wished to do so (Bhandari, 2021).
4. Findings 
The findings describe the respondents' information, including the students' experience during online studies, the strategies applied, and their perceptions regarding online and offline delivery methods in teaching and learning. 
4.1. Students' Learning Experiences
The learning experiences of international students affected by the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak can be described in two phases: during lockdown and post-lockdown (resumption of classes).
4.1.1.	Lockdown Phase Experiences 
The error was noticed in a comparative perspective for the period immediately preceding the outbreak, during regular classes, and after the coronavirus had begun to spread in different parts of the world, when the Chinese government announced the discontinuation of face-to-face learning in early 2020 (Zhu et al, 2022 & maatuk et al 2022). In the early days following the announcements, respondents reported having to attend classes as usual, but with abnormal feelings and many restrictions (rules and regulations) due to disease prevention measures being implemented. The time of abnormality was stated to bridge the comparison gap between Normal and abnormal classes. The situation changed after Chinese universities responded to the national order to stop face-to-face courses and replace them with online classes. Then, students started a new life experience, comparing it with their previous learning experience. The lockdown experiences are discussed in the form of themes and codes.
i. Social phobia and Boredom
Refers to what the students experienced during online classes caused by social separation and COVID-19 restrictions. The social aspect of students' academic life has been compromised, resulting in varied social experiences. Boredom is the state of being tired because of persisting abnormal situations; someone can become bored because of being subordinated by a bundle of horrible conditions diverged from the abnormal conditions. Students become increasingly bored after being in lockdown, accompanied by high restrictions on face-to-face communication, even in the classroom. One of the students quoted; 
'I feel bored by staying in my room the whole day without going to class or visiting others' rooms. We only meet in the kitchen while cooking. Due to restrictions, we were scared of each other; no one wanted to come closer to the other. Just imagine what kind of life we experienced' (Jiam). 
Since the end of face-to-face classes and the beginning of online courses, students have become much more bored. They have no chance to meet, as they are supposed to stay in their rooms for so long without any contact with other students. If contact persists, maintaining distance and wearing a mask should be considered. Due to this kind of environment, some students experienced stress and loneliness, as described by the participants.
a. ‘Stress was my companion’
Most of the stranded students claimed that they became stressed during online classes, as everything became individualised, with a limited chance to seek advice or discuss in groups. The students became more strained because if someone needs help, there is no direct contact or discussion. However, the burden of online classes, especially in areas with unstable connections, increased academic tension. Additionally, the students reported that during online courses, they paid close attention to numerous announcements made by the university and the State regarding the deadly coronavirus, which had an uncertain future. The following response was given by one of the female postgraduate respondents;
 I became nervous, as no one knew what would happen next regarding the coronavirus. The online class increases my stress, as I have to handle everything alone. Sometimes, I feel sad to think about my family back home. Are they fine? Or what has happened to them? How about the day after tomorrow? (Ya). 
Generally, online classes made students carry academic issues individually; at the same time, mass media and University announcements regarding the Virus pandemic made them more stressed. The lockdown announcement exposed some students to unexpected inconveniences in their learning atmosphere that they had not anticipated. Most students reported that the online learning environment had a significant impact on their learning. 
b. “I was Alone and lonely”
Universities impose strict rules that change according to the infection situation. China had red, yellow, and green codes to indicate the strictness of measures, corresponding to high, medium, and low infection levels, respectively. Students being subjected to numerous rules and restrictions as a measure of Virus prevention pave the way for loneliness. Many students reported facing the challenge of being isolated for a prolonged period, as they were unable to leave their homes during lockdown. They were supposed to remain in the room all the time. Loneliness becomes a student's companion. One of the university students was quoted as; 
‘I do not like to remember that life; it was like someone left alone in the wilderness or jungle of total darkness….no friend, it is the life of staying alone. Just imagine we cannot talk face-to-face anymore; we can only talk with friends through electronic devices. The face-to-face conversation was only through video calls as we could hear and see each other, but we could not touch’ (Is).
Students claimed that they felt lonely because they were isolated from each other. The class was the main area where they used to meet and converse with friends, but during online classes, things went viral. Additionally, they are supposed to look at each other on a computer screen, which increases the burden of online courses, as it requires an ambition for face-to-face conversation after seeing each other for an additional hour.
ii. Learning accessibility experiences                                               
Online learning has many costs that students should bear to establish better connections and utilise internet services. During online classes, students reported incurring numerous expenses related to internet accessibility. However, the costs have been analysed based on the respondents' responses, in which the ideas are organised in codes and code descriptions as follows.
During the online class, students were expected to connect to the class via the internet, regardless of their location within their home countries. Once connected to the internet, they can communicate with their professors and colleagues. However, internet accessibility caused many challenges to the students, as follows;
a.	“Countless internet glitches’
As the internet is the primary element for online classes, it has presented many challenges to students, particularly those who have returned to their home countries. However, most students in rural areas with weak or no connections experienced the challenges. Additionally, the internet led many students to miss online classes, as most reported experiencing internet instability. As quoted from the respondents; 
‘It was a terrible moment as sometimes I missed classes because my internet was unstable……. Moreover, I sometimes struggle to hear the professors' voices due to the internet. We have a power problem in my hometown, so if the power goes off, everything goes viral. Also, sometimes, if I made a presentation, I could speak, but my voice got lost. No one could hear me, and it became difficult to recognise that I had already lost connection’ (Mau). 
Many students miss online classes due to poor internet connectivity. Most students living in rural areas face difficulties with online presentations, as the connection can be lost, and some instructors are not understanding.
b.	 “Buying internet competes with buying food”  
Online classes came with associated costs for students, as they were required to purchase internet accessories (such as wireless devices) for improved connections. However, the devices were very costly in their home countries. Considering that, during the online courses, the scholarship (living allowance) was unavailable to students in their home countries, the burden fell on the students and their relatives; hence, they had to spend extra money with zero support from the scholarship providers. 
‘Online classes were very costly; it reached a time when I had to borrow some money to fix my PC defaults or buy wireless internet accessories and internet bundles. Imagine I spent over 60 yuan per class, as there was no scholarship, which was quite tricky. My parents cannot fix it; sometimes, I feel like giving up studies because of the costs (Mw). 
Under these circumstances, international students face a terrible situation of incurring the cost of online classes, especially for students from low-income backgrounds.
4.1.2.	Offline experiences
These are the expenses students incurred after returning to campus and switching to offline classes. At the end of 2022, students were supposed to return to their schools and start offline classes (regular classes resumed). However, it has also brought some challenges to the students as they have already adapted and adjusted to the online courses. Mentally and psychologically, the students were highly disturbed, as human beings have an adaptation state, so when it comes to change from one state to another, some psychological unrest happens to an individual. Hence, switching from online to offline again had some experiences incurred by the students as follows;
a.	Class shock
Some students who started their classes online had difficulties adjusting to traditional classes. Additionally, those who had switched to online learning and become accustomed to remote classes felt uncomfortable. Class shock refers to the tendency to become intrinsically demotivated to attend class after a prolonged period of online courses. Most students reported that they became accustomed to online courses as a means of following classes and communicating with their supervisors. Therefore, they feel uncomfortable attending physical classes. Some respondents were quoted as saying that;
I am uncomfortable attending classes, as I have adopted the situation of doing all my academic work in my room. I feel lazy going to class. Why did this happen to me? I am tired; I prefer to graduate online, no matter the challenges, but now it is okay. I have accepted the situation’ (Jiam). 
The students experience intrinsic demotivation, as some do not feel comfortable waking up early to attend classes and sometimes meet their supervisors. This is primarily caused by the time differences between their home countries and Chinese Standard Time.
b.  Anxiety 
This situation happened to many students after classes were resumed. Anxiety occurred as most students feared coming into contact with the virus. Once someone coughs or sneezes in the class, the rest of the students fear them, as they perceive sneezing and coughing as signs of coronavirus infection. ‘At the beginning, after class resumed, I was afraid of staying close to anyone, and if one among us coughed or sneezed, I was scared of him as I feared getting infected by the viruses’ (Mau). Anxiety seemed to be more severe at the beginning when the class was resumed. Some respondents still fear the virus, while others wear masks and maintain social distancing. However, anxiety tends to limit students’ social and academic associations.
4.2.	Adjustment Strategies
The presence of obstacles did not limit students’ dreams; instead, they were persistent in ensuring they achieved their educational goals. Themes that emerged under this category included cost adjustment, academic focus and knowledge acquisition, familiarisation with social media, identity formation, and school environment.
a. Cost and expenses adjustments
Online classes have numerous student costs, and due to the global pandemic, students in their home countries were not financially secure. Many international students, especially scholarship beneficiaries, were from low-income families. Hence, buying internet bundles was a significant challenge, as some students reported having to borrow money from friends and family (without knowing where they would find it to repay the loan) to cover their online expenses. 
I used to borrow money from my friends to buy internet bundles, as my family could not afford them. The online classes have caused my family and me to incur many debts; interestingly, it seems that the scholarship will not refund me. I do not know if I can pay it back since I do not have a job and my parents cannot pay for it (Im). 
Students needed help adjusting to the challenges of online classes. However, the learning costs seemed very high, and the students’ allowances were stopped. Nevertheless, the students adjusted to the situation by borrowing money from friends to pay it back after being refunded by the scholarship.
b.	Concentration and knowledge acquisition.
Concentrating on academic issues helped students adjust to online classes. Although stressful, students adapt by focusing on academic tasks such as assignments and daily lessons. As one respondent (Is) noted, ' I became more active in reading myself and try to make sure that I do the assignments on time and avoid finding some excuses.’ Generally, students become more active and concentrate on academic issues, making them adopt online classes. After classes had resumed, students struggled again to adapt to the new academic situation. The adjustments were complex in the early days, but later, they adjusted as they became interested in getting knowledge directly from regular classes and the university library. (Jiam) quoted ‘I am at school and happy to join offline classes and go to the library to learn different things; this made me adjust fast to offline classes, a historical event of the past three years.’ Students tend to adjust more quickly to offline classes than to online courses. They were supposed to change according to the situation, from offline learning/regular class learning to online learning. One of the students quoted: (Imu). ‘I could not balance my role as an individual, but unfortunately, I am supposed to adjust as there is no way out…’ As a result, one has to suffer and force oneself to adjust to the situation and accept that there is no way out. Worth noting, though, is that, unlike the on-campus respondents, none of the homed respondents alluded to many struggles of having to falsify the adjustments to the school situation, but only their schoolwork with familial responsibilities. 
c.	School atmosphere
The school environment is a significant way to help students adjust to their new surroundings. Another respondent expressed the sense of regret that came with applying for the scholarship postgraduate program that was followed by the lockdown with online classes: (Mwa) ‘I had not been in The University since the beginning of my studies since I should start to conduct it online, I was like to give up, the school cooperation made me adjust and accept the situation.’ Alongside the negative experience of struggling to adjust to the home environment and the unfavourable conditions for learning during the lockdown, inequalities among students in different parts of the world were exposed. It was mainly the case for those who had to return to villages or remote areas where online learning would be challenging because of a lack of access to the internet. However, the support and tolerance from the university allowed them to adjust slowly and attend classes.
d.	 Familiarization with social media 
Social media helped students cope with online learning by utilising mass media, such as YouTube, to become aware of concepts they did not understand during class hours. One of the respondents reported that she used YouTube to study SPSS for data analysis and became more proficient. She also claimed that YouTube helped her understand the lesson she missed due to an internet problem. (Im) ‘I could use the YouTube app as the best app that made me learn SPSS and some missed class lessons’; students tried to use different apps that helped them overcome academic challenges and adapt to the terrible situation of online learning. 
Communication during online classes was challenging, but students utilised WeChat to communicate and interact with both peers and teachers. The Zoom app facilitated various academic discussions, which helped students overcome different academic obstacles (Mwa). Sometimes, I used WeChat to communicate with teachers and make live charts that allowed me to ask questions and get feedback; this helped me feel okay with the situation.’ Furthermore, it is a fact that students have employed different apps to communicate with teachers in live chat and receive immediate feedback, which has enabled them to feel more comfortable with online classes. Various apps, such as Zoom, were used for live discussions, helping students adjust to online courses.
e.	Identity moulding
Many students reported that they adjusted to the situation by becoming more flexible and efficient in time management. They were supposed to carry out multiple duties simultaneously, managing and participating in online classes while facing numerous challenges.
Time management: Students always need to be more efficient. However, due to online classes, they coped with online learning challenges by tuning themselves and becoming more efficient in time management. One of the respondents claimed that he became more efficient in time management, which enabled him to handle family issues and, at the same time, proceed with online learning. (Mau) ‘Combining learning with family matters is not easy; I used to become more proficient in time management, which made me more capable of carrying classes simultaneously to deal with my family issues’ Family issues and online learning become partners as they are supposed to be combined and solved at once, no matter what, but should be solved and carried out by an individual. In doing so, the only choice for students is to adjust themselves, especially in becoming efficient in time management.
Flexibility, one of the significant ways to overcome online learning challenges, is for students to be adaptable and adjust according to the situation. Many students, especially in rural areas, were more flexible in moving to urban areas where the internet seemed stable. (Im) ‘My home had no internet; I had to travel to the district's centre where the internet is stable.’ Students become more flexible in the face of existing challenges, as online learning presents obstacles that require individuals to adapt and cope with accessible online learning. 
4.3. Construction of perceptions and lessons learnt
Lived experiences, whether positive or negatively, affect one’s plans; they always bring out lessons. The university's teaching and learning changes disrupted the students’ traditional norms to a new norm. However, lessons are learned throughout the process, including the importance of natural power, optimism, and effective learning methods.
i.	Nature's power
Students become aware that a natural power can act and destroy human life. The virus has ruined human life, and many people have lost their lives. The threat of danger has prompted various scientists worldwide to respond by developing methods to overcome biological phenomena. Iss explained that ‘Human being is nothing in nature, power as a small thing can ruin human life totally, I believe the natural power exists somewhere. It was an unseen virus, but it drove humans to madness. Some students awaken their beliefs and become aware that a raw power exists somewhere that can control humans in all aspects of life. It instilled the idea that humans should live with care and pay close attention to everything around them, regardless of its size or impact.
ii.	Optimism
The students became aware that it is possible to make the impossible possible. At the beginning of the online classes, things were insensitive, as most students replied that they were close to giving up. However, the situation changed after they focused on reading and solving individual online challenges. Chunchi reported that, initially, I thought I could not proceed without a scholarship due to poor internet accessibility. However, once I decided to work hard, the impossibilities disappeared, as I will graduate no matter the challenges and barriers I encountered. 
Many students give up after experiencing challenges in achieving their targeted goals. However, during the coronavirus era, some students tried to change their challenges into opportunities and succeeded. It made them understand that anything is possible if someone tries to work on it.
ii.	Learning methods
Through the coronavirus outbreak and its challenges, most students' understanding of teaching methods has changed, and they have become aware of which teaching method is more suitable. The students attempted to compare offline and online classes to gain explicit knowledge on which delivery method is more effective and which is better than the other. A quoted from An saying that, I recognised that offline courses are better than online classes. Online courses have many challenges compared with their advantages, as the respondents indicated that offline courses are more suitable than online classes. One of the respondents replied that an online class is for people who are wealthy and live in cities with stable internet. It is not easy for low-income individuals to afford internet costs.
5	Discussion 
The study findings reveal that academic issues require a clear mind, as interference significantly impacts academic life. However, other studies found that the sense of freedom is what capabilities are about (Walker, 2021). The current study found that natural phenomena and other factors can influence academic life; therefore, human beings should be mindful of their surroundings. Nonetheless, it has been argued that freedoms can either be qualified or constrained by social, political, and economic elements. For the participants, the social disruption caused by COVID-19 was a constraining force hindering the realisation of students' capabilities to learn. 
The study found that after going back to campus, students experience anxiety, as in other studies, which explained that the feeling of anxiety respondents expressed was an emotional reaction reflected in online learning (Watanapokakul S, 2022). This study found anxiety and psychological unrest, as in other studies that linked the deficiency of physical-social contact among students to psychological unrest, including depression, anxiety, stress, and sleeplessness (Akpen et al, 2024). Students were not comfortable with the online learning that started with the lockdown. However, another study reported an increased rate among students who admitted having had suicidal thoughts because of the lockdown, which gave them the impression of being trapped (Wise, 2020). Additionally, Students constructed their ideas through the experiences incurred. It can be stated that the Constructivist theory, as applied to the study, considers humans capable of producing or constructing familiarity after interacting with their actual circumstances; however, humans will construct their knowledge differently depending on their experiences (McLeod, 2025). The current study found that students developed their ideas and skills through the hardship experienced during online learning.
Reasonably, students were adjusted through different means to proceed with their studies. Students’ adjustments can be connected to Maslow's theory of the hierarchy of needs, in which students' academic needs are supposed to be met, and they are expected to adapt to various learning situations, ranging from offline to online learning. As a result, one had to suffer and force oneself to adapt to the existing condition and accept that there is no way out as a student. However, the study relates to Maslow's humanistic learning theory because it explains how means can lead to intended ends or be influenced by other factors, thereby preventing the attainment of planned goals. In conceptualising learning as a means of utilising the acquaintance, attitudes, and skills acquired and developed over time, the study revealed how COVID-19 disrupted access to such learning (Banda T., 2020). The threat to the online basic needs of students, including safety and social needs (belongingness), hindered their attainment of self-actualisation through higher education and affected other dimensions of their lives (psychological). It reflects the connection between the needs and the order in which human needs are usually met. Different studies have revealed that the experiences of men and women differ. Women can adjust faster than men; women have to balance studies and home responsibilities (Hjálmsdóttir, 2021). 
This study found that students have an attitude that online learning lacks freedom, as they perceive online classes as having no autonomy. However, this finding contradicts other studies, which suggest that online learning systems offer students greater freedom in their learning (Yanti, 2022). The student's perception changed, and they realised that the impossible could become possible; this aligns with constructivist theory, which posits that we learn to appreciate and build meaning through experiences (Alsmaiel et al., 2022).
5.1	Conclusion and recommendations
Constructivist theory is integrated with the study findings to validate the survey results about theoretical ideas. The study examined the impact of COVID-19 on the teaching and learning processes of international students at a university in China. Maslow's theory has been applied to understanding students’ academic lives in one of China's universities. Due to COVID-19, international students incurred threats to their basic educational needs and social forbearance. It also hindered their achievement of self-actualisation through the attainment of higher education. It affected other dimensions of their lives, such as shock, and led to psychological unrest, reflecting the connection between needs and the order in which human needs are usually met. The COVID-19 disruption exposed students to encounters that were, for the most part, perceived as a negative factor hindering them from achieving their full capabilities.
  Students adopted different ways to cope with online learning, as the adverse learning experiences undergone by some students would take a while to recover from (Dorn et al., 2020, p. 5). Online learning can only occur when the learning process is balanced in terms of fulfilling basic needs (Samudra & Matulessy, 2021). The students made their best effort to adjust, but the institution required them to adapt to and cope with the teaching methods. In another study, it has been argued that institutions can mediate students’ adjustments (Mitsheni, 2024). Students’ perceptions of their experiences during the error confirmed that offline classes are preferable to online classes. Students perceive that online classes are suitable for wealthy individuals who reside in urban areas.
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