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Student Perspectives of the Impact of 
COVID-19: A Summary of Open-Ended 
Responses

Edgar I. Sanchez, PhD

This data byte explores students’ open-ended responses about how the coronavirus 
pandemic has impacted them academically. Students commented on the impact to their 
opportunities for taking the ACT® test; issues of time related to taking the test, preparing 
for the test, and college admissions deadlines; and the greater demands being placed 
on them by both school and work. This analysis provides a snapshot into students’ 
experiences during the coronavirus pandemic in June 2020. This work compliments 
other ACT studies of the pandemic’s impact.

Key Findings
• Many students expressed confusion and frustration over test date cancellations.

• Students discussed disruptions to their postsecondary plans and an increase in
personal anxiety.

• Many students spoke about the increased demands being placed upon them by both
school and work.

• Some students reported that during the pandemic they have felt greater pressure to
work to support their family.

A forthcoming study by Howland, Moore, and Sanchez (2020)¹ illustrates how students 
have been impacted academically by the coronavirus pandemic. That study examined 
how the coronavirus has impacted their motivation and interest in preparing for the 
ACT and concentration on schoolwork in general. This survey, which was administered 
in June 2020, asked students about both their current experiences with the pandemic 
as well as their experiences over the past few months. It further highlighted how—
despite significant upheaval due to the pandemic—many students have not changed 
their postsecondary plans. The pandemic has, however, had a big impact on students’ 
ability to concentrate on school and remain motivated to prepare for the ACT. In the 
survey, students were also afforded the opportunity to indicate in their own words how 
the coronavirus pandemic has impacted them. In this paper, I explore open-ended 
responses that were provided by approximately 100 students. 
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Figure 1 shows the prevalence of the words used by students to describe how the 
coronavirus has impacted them.2,3 The four most frequently used words to describe the 
impact of the coronavirus pandemic were test, time, school, and less. Student themes 
around these word choices are explored next. 

Figure 1. Prevalence of Words Describing how the Pandemic has Affected Students

Test, Time, and Less. Many students expressed their feelings about the impact of 
cancelled ACT test dates, speaking about the confusion and frustration this caused 
for their postsecondary plans. Other students indicated that the uncertainty in being 
able to schedule and sit for an exam was causing increased personal anxiety. As a 
result of having fewer available test dates and the challenges with rescheduling test 
dates, students also expressed concern about having less time to prepare for the ACT 
and less time to take the ACT before admissions decisions are made. As one student 
noted, “All of my tests have been cancelled. I don’t know when I will be able to take it, 
and taking it is really important.”

Time and School. Students also responded that they had greater demands on their 
time from both school and work. This resulted in a situation where they had less time 
to study for the ACT. Some students also reported that during the pandemic they have 
felt greater pressure to work to support their family. As one student said, “I do not have 
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time to study due to always working to support my family throughout the pandemic.” 
Others indicated that their schoolwork was so overwhelming that they had little time left 
for other things: “I am extremely overwhelmed with school work, and have no free time 
to do anything else.”4 This is consistent with other research that found that students 
have multiple demands placed upon them at home a result of the pandemic.5 Some 
students went on to express their frustration with learning from home: “I concentrate 
more at school in person. It’s all too stressful doing school at home online and I don’t 
support full time distance education.”

Our understanding of the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on students’ educational 
experiences is evolving. This analysis, in conjunction with Howland, Moore, and 
Sanchez (2020), provides a snapshot into students’ experiences during the coronavirus 
pandemic in June 2020.  ACT has initiated other studies of the pandemic’s impact, 
covering topics such as technology access, mental health, learning loss as evidenced 
by lower ACT test scores, postsecondary planning, and social and emotional skill 
development.6,7,8,9,10,11
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