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INTRODUCTION

Since March 2020 when the first lockdown was announced, the university student
experience has changed. Students have experienced isolation, boredom, financial hardship,
mental health concerns, and have missed the in-person aspects of their education. Some
students have felt moral judgements from others for their actions or perceived actions, and
many have felt that young people have been demonised by the media. 

Our research wanted to hear about student experiences during the pandemic and lockdown.
We surveyed 124 students at Scottish universities, and held three focus groups to
understand the key challenges faced and the strategies used to survive these past months. 

We made the decision to feedback our findings both in a student-facing format and a report
to be made available to Scottish universities to help institutions know what can be done to
help students. 

We hope that these documents give voice to the student experience and recognise the
dedication of students over the past year. We recognise that while not all students have
experienced lockdown the same, all experiences are valid. 

In the remainder of this document, we will highlight the key challenges that you told us that
you faced. We will provide quotes and explanations as well as helpful strategies that were
suggested and, where relevant, further resources to consult. Universities will have different
names for processes and different systems in place but we hope that these ideas will give
you somewhere to start.  
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“Being a student is

stressful in itself, but

when you’re in a global

pandemic, it’s made even

more complicated” 



The pandemic and lockdown have affected all of us differently. Some students in our
study voiced that lockdown had allowed them time to focus solely on their studies and
self-care, but the majority of students we heard from had found lockdown to be
extremely challenging, frustrating and isolating. 

In this toolkit, we highlight the five key challenges that you told us that you faced: mental
health, financial and material support, study skills, community connections, and health
and exercise.  We illustrate each challenge using students’ own words, followed by
helpful strategies recommended by students and, where relevant, further resources to
consult. While the toolkit is organised around these five areas, the research showed us
that every student’s experience was—and continues to be—different. As one student
explained “it’s different kinds of difficult” and we acknowledge that all experiences are
valid. We encourage you to dip into different sections of the toolkit to navigate the
challenges that you personally have experienced. 

KEY CHALLENGES

M E N T A L  H E A L T H

F I N A N C I A L  &
M A T E R I A L  S U P P O R T

S T U D Y  S K I L L S

S O C I A L  &  C O M M U N I T Y
C O N N E C T I O N S

H E A L T H  &  E X E R C I S E
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The pandemic and lockdown have presented serious mental health challenges to
students. Some students described feelings of anxiety and depression as a result of
isolation, boredom, and of work and study stress.  

Students described the stress as overwhelming and some considered quitting their
course of study. 

One student described a negative cycle of thoughts and concerns stemming from
study expectations without social interaction: 

“Online learning is very hard and it requires a lot of motivation. Being stimulated by
social interaction has been taken away from us and therefore the downtime that some
of us just need us taken away. I feel that because I am always home, I always have to
be looking at my computer completing some form of university work.”

01. MENTAL HEALTH

“mental health is at an all time low,

lack of motivation and no more social

interaction.”

“everything just feels overwhelming

so on your own without the daily

contact to fellow students with whom

you can share all this"

“we are trying our best, and...it can be

extremely difficult on mental health to go

months without socialising not only with

your peers, but your family too."



Crucially, we saw that not every student experienced mental health challenges in the
same way. As one student explained, there are many unseen concerns happening
‘behind the scenes’ that can add to negative mental health outcomes. 

“Mental health has suffered. That’s a pandemic that has already been going on. Also,
so many young people are dealing with stuff that you can’t see on the surface (eg
grief, money troubles) and people just assume because you’re a student your life is
partying and easy.” 

This quote shows the frustration many students experienced because of
misconceptions about them and their lifestyle without consideration of the nuances
of their situation. 

What can help

But, many students were proactive and developed coping strategies. Students
turned to meditation (through apps like Headspace, Calm and Balance or through
free online videos), yoga, listening to music, and going for a daily walk or
engaging in some light exercise to boost their mental health.

Many students formed WhatsApp or Zoom groups with friends and family near
and far. When things got tough, turning to personal tutors for advice or to
university counselling services was also helpful. Even saying ‘hello’ to a passer-
by when on a physically-distanced walk or the Res Life Team can help. 

Your university may have resources available ranging from individual counselling to
online services like SilverCloud or Big White Wall, and Nightline.  

If you are feeling anxious, depressed, overwhelmed or

just need a chat, you can reach out to your university

wellbeing services. There are also other support

services available through your GP or NHS 24. You can

also contact Samaritans or Breathing Space  

SamaritansBreathing Space



“I think I had underestimated just how important physical human

interaction was, and the first lockdown particularly showed me that. So,

I meditate a lot more now, started doing yoga, taking a lot more walks,

trying to stay on top of my mental health. I’d say last year my mental

health did take a huge hit, but again I think we’ve sort of learned to find

coping mechanisms around it"

“I love walking, we just live close to the beach, going out with the dog,

going for long walks. And just being on the phone, family, friends,

chatting away. Putting your music on, doing a bit of cleaning. Anything

that’s going to make you feel a bit good. Or read, because you don't have

time to read for leisure, everything you’re reading is all for uni, so when

you do get a spare minute or get a bit of a break, because I think we only

had the Christmas holiday this year, there wasn't any spring break or

anything like that. I think just having time for yourself is a big thing,

because you just get burnt out otherwise. "



“I’m deeply regretful I didn't discover meditation

earlier in the pandemic"



02. FINANCIAL & MATERIAL SUPPORT

The financial impact of COVID and lockdown has been acutely felt by the students who shared
their experiences with us. Our student participants were keen to stress that their financial and
material experience had been truly challenging. 

“We have it as bad as everyone else but what’s worse is we’re paying money for our education
so it’s not like we’re earning out of it.” 

Some students found that despite the hardship caused by lost jobs and increased spending on
resources, they overall spent less each day.

“I found myself not spending as much (3.90 per ticket per day 5 days a week, 2 per coffee per
day, 3 per meal per day” 

Ultimately, though, many of our participants felt angry that they have struggled to pay for
university accommodation while often dealing with the effects of job loss. 

“Students/young people have

lost jobs, loved ones, money

etc the same way anyone

else has.” 

“I am angry because it’s not our fault that we were told
to come back to our university flats. We have had to
pay money for rent that was not necessary for our
courses and largely not able to get any compensation
for that or loss of jobs.”



Citizens Advice Scotland has a page of guidance with suggestions around

financial support for students and many student unions will have details about

any discretionary funds or loans that are available. 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/scotland/debt-and-money/financial-support-
for-students-s/

UCAS also offers a Student Budget Calculator to help factor in and plan for

common university-related expenses: 

https://www.ucas.com/finance/managing-money/budget-calculator 

Student Information Scotland has information available about hardship funds

and other funds that are available: 

https://www.saas.gov.uk/

“The phrase ‘it's been hard for everyone' does

not adequately take into account that the

psychological burden of being confined to a

single room for the better part of a year is

enormous when compared with having a

family home or a bedroom and another

private space or an appropriate (separate)

workspace." 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/scotland/debt-and-money/financial-support-for-students-s/


Maintaining good study habits at any time can be difficult but with the changes brought
about by lockdown, there have been additional challenges to consider. 

There were some students who took part in our research who found that lockdown
meant that they were able to study more effectively, saying that “I have been less
distracted studying at home due to having no one around.” Many students appreciated
the recorded lectures provided and found the ability to revisit content to be helpful. 

However, most participants told us that the transition to online learning had presented
more negatives than positives. 

WHAT CAN HELP

Students suggested several ways through which they maintained focus as their studies
moved online. Many used to-do lists, paper planners, and task managers. Some
students used the Pomodoro technique of 25 minutes working with no distractions
followed by a short five minute break and then repeat the cycle. This gave students
structure and a way of focusing on tasks in manageable chunks.  Others used 'reward
systems' to help motivate them to complete daily or weekly tasks. 

03. STUDY SKILLS

Some students found that working in the same
place in their accommodation presented
challenges that could be mitigated through
creative solutions like using background noise
soundscapes that could ‘take them’ to coffee
shops, woodlands, libraries, and classrooms. 

Working at different locations made a
difference, too.This could mean sitting
at the other side of the kitchen table for
a period of time, working outside,
working on the floor, or at the desk for
short periods to give a change of scene. 



One student described having a friend or sibling on a Zoom call as they
both worked. This emulated a classroom environment as it was possible to
chat for a few minutes and then work “just knowing that it felt like
there was someone beside me”.  
 
Above all, one student explains “first of all I began to forgive myself for a
lot of things, in terms of learning from home and the situation…you want
your work to be perfect but when you’re in the same place for so long,
you’re like ‘maybe I’m not as perfect as I thought and I should actually just
try my best.’”  
 
There are free Pomodoro timers online (like pomofocus.io/) and you can
even use a stopwatch to time yourself.  Websites like myNoise.net and
YouTube have soundscapes and ambient noise available free without a
subscription.   

Websites like GetRevising.co.uk allow users to create a free timetable to
structure the study week and assign downtime and time away from the
screen.  

UCAS also has a useful guide on tips and tricks to consider:
https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/what-and-where-study/distance-
learning/tips-study-online-or-remotely  

You can also check to see if your university has a 'study skills' or writing
centre for more assistance.  

Pomofocus.io timer

MyNoise soundscapes

GetRevising timetable maker

UCAS Tips for online study

“I know that I put myself under a lot of pressure to do

well...But I think just always remembering to take that

time out, not leaving things to the last minute, being

well organised, having a plan. So, what you needed to do,

looking at your deadlines, thinking of your deadlines as

that’s the final day kind of thing and not just aiming for

those deadlines, because I used to try and get things a

bit earlier because then if you wait till the deadline

then you’re rushing at the last minute" 

https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/what-and-where-study/distance-learning/tips-study-online-or-remotely


04. SOCIAL & COMMUNITY CONNECTIONS

Lockdown has presented many challenges to maintaining social contact and community
connections. Our ways of communicating have changed and as one student described “it
has been a challenging and even lonely time; some of my friendships have been broken”. 

Social life has been affected in several ways. Normal day-to-day campus interactions have
changed as classes moved online, meaning that, as one student explained “it’s harder to
socialise with people”.  With daily conversations between classes not possible, students
used breakout rooms during classes to gain social contact and chat with peers. 

Outwith their studies, some students found that there was comfort and company to be
found in university clubs and societies. Many students had regular Zoom or other video-
based catch-ups and games nights with friends and family. 

Some students found it difficult to see under-12s still meeting and having “that social
interaction” and they described the way in which they felt that university students and their
needs had been forgotten. 

Several participants described losing contact with
friends and friendships not withstanding the
stresses of lockdown and remote interactions. 

“We were doing the Zoom

quizzes on a Saturday

night, Zoom calls with

family, setting up group

chats and stuff"



Other students found that while the ways of maintaining contact changed, their family and
friends—regardless of their location—were their ticket to some sense of normality. But
others noted that this was not possible for everyone and some students may be truly
isolated and not have anyone to talk to. Randomly-generated buddy systems worked well,
though, for some students, ensuring that there was always someone there to listen and to
suggest where to turn for help or advice.

Many of our participants commented on the joy of receiving post—even a letter or a
postcard from a friend let them know that someone had been thinking of them, and
suggested that sending and receiving post was a simple way to maintain connections. 

“I think it was leaning very much

into my friends and family, and just

knowing that you weren’t alone in

what you were feeling” 

Regular catch-ups or games nights on Zoom or equivalent
with family or friends. Get creative with the help of websites
such as  www.teambuilding.com/blog/zoom-games

Try using Zoom or equivalent for companionship, not only
conversation. 

Agree to send letters, mementos, postcards or small parcels
to a friend or family member. 

Get involved in online university life: check out what societies
are doing virtually. 

Ideas to help

Zoom game ideas



“But one thing that I realised was that because I was

home all the time and because I live alone, I was in a

way starved of human interaction, I was going online

too much. So, what I did was, because I use an iPhone, I

went to the screen restriction settings, and I

basically created a digital bedtime, so by 9:30,

because I usually sleep at 11:00, by 9:30 the majority

of my apps shut down. I can access them, but once the

thing goes, it’s like screen time for the day, and it

doesn't start until 8:30 every morning. So, I became

too reliant on digital interaction, so I had to put that

in place."



Some students worried about the effects of COVID and lockdown on their health. Some talked
about their concerns regarding the close living conditions in student accommodation and the way
that COVID could spread, but our participants spent more time talking about concerns around the
impact of lockdown on their health. 

One student explained that: 

“I had a lot of health things come up from not moving and not being outside and being freezing
cold in my flat, and being confined to basically one room…it just started to feel like every day is
blending into the next one.”

05. HEALTH & EXERCISE

Another student had questions around how to
care for their eyes when they spent all day
looking at a screen. 

Some students turned to the same
strategies they used to combat
mental health challenges and relied
on meditation, yoga, and exercise
to remain active. One student
relied on their university’s free gym
membership during the pandemic
to stay fit. 



Although any medical advice should come from a doctor or qualified medical
professional, tips and hints for protecting your eyes when working can be found on
the College of Optometrists website: https://www.college-optometrists.org/the-
college/media-hub/news-listing/advice-on-lockdown-eye-care-to-mark-6-6.html
They suggest that a good place to start is following the 20/20/20 rule. For every 20
minutes of screen time, look away for 20 seconds at something 20 feet away.

For ideas about how to stay fit while working at home, NHS Scotland provides
suggestions: https://www.nhsinform.scot/illnesses-and-conditions/infections-and-
poisoning/coronavirus-covid-19/healthy-living/coronavirus-covid-19-physical-
activity 

You can find other hints for other forms of exercise on the NHS website, too:
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/10-minute-workouts/

Remember to check any new fitness regime with a healthcare provider if you have
concerns or queries. 

Royal College of Optometrists' 

Home-working Guidance

NHS Scotland physical Activity

 

NHS 10-minute workouts

20/20/20 timer

https://www.college-optometrists.org/the-college/media-hub/news-listing/advice-on-lockdown-eye-care-to-mark-6-6.html
https://www.nhsinform.scot/illnesses-and-conditions/infections-and-poisoning/coronavirus-covid-19/healthy-living/coronavirus-covid-19-physical-activity
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/10-minute-workouts/


“we have no money, we have no family, we have no friends,

we are in a box with nowhere to go. Be patient with us. We

are not quite adults and we are not quite children. There is a

space in between where we are treated as both."
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