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Coping Strategies IUM Malay Undergraduate
Students Adopted to Proceed with Online
Learning during COVID-19

Nur Atiera Binti Yunus' and Iyad M. Y. Eid?

Abstract: This study explores the coping strategies adopted by Malay
undergraduate students at the International Islamic University Malaysia (ITUM)
to proceed with online learning during COVID-19. The study employed a
qualitative research approach and implemented face-to-face semi-structured
interviews for data collection. Open-ended questions were utilized to enable
participants to discuss their experiences freely. Using the purposive sampling
technique, ten (10) [IUM undergraduates were selected, 6 females and 4 males,
and all the participants were Malay students coming from Malaysia. The
results of the study show that Malay undergraduate students could overcome
difficulties while studying online by controlling the learning environment,
communicating with someone and asking for help, writing a diary, and taking
short breaks. This study is significant for showing the coping experiences of
IIUM Malay students. It highlights how adopting certain mechanisms allowed
them to proceed with online learning for more than two years throughout the
challenging time of COVID-19, which negatively impacted a large number of
students around the world. Practically, the coping strategies are applicable to
students and academic organizations and can support them during challenging
times that may threaten students’ academic performance.

' Nur Atiera Binti Yunus is an undergraduate student at the Department of
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Background of the Study

In 2019, the novel Coronavirus (COVID-19) spread all over the
world. According to World Health Organization (WHO), COVID-19
has various symptoms, including a cough, fever, sore throat, and
runny nose; 6,508,521 individuals lost their lives during the spread
of the pandemic (Hashim et al., 2021). Globally, the new fatal
disease has altered human routines and activities. Several countries
closed their borders and companies, businesses, and even educational
institutions suspended their activities in an effort to control the spread
of the disease. Similar to other countries, Malaysians had to deal with
the deadly pandemic (Shah et al., 2020). On March 18, 2020, the
Malaysian government imposed a Movement Control Order (MCO)
and mandated the shutdown of all sectors, including the educational
sector (Ramli et al., 2020). Accordingly, all physical activities were
suspended, and students stayed at home and shifted to online learning,
where the entire teaching and learning process was delivered online
(Gewin, 2020; Sia & Adamu, 2020). The new learning mode negatively
affected students and governments, who struggled to provide adequate
funding for universities to support online learning (Simamora, 2020),
which strongly relied on technology and online resources (Adedoyin &
Soykan, 2020). It emerged as the best choice for continuing education
throughout the COVID-19 period, allowing students and instructors to
deliver course contents (Thanji & Vasantha, 2016).

According to Al-Maroof et al. (2020), the lockdown situation
and online learning circumstances affected students’ feelings toward
academic lives and social relationships. Besides technological devices,
online learning requires soft skills that educators, institutions, and
organizations must possess (Hrastinski, 2008). However, the literature
indicates that the rapid shift to online learning without sufficient
preparations or instructions forced students to encounter difficulties
that interfered with their learning process (Munir et al., 2021); as a
result, they started to lose interest in studying.
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Despite its advantages, there are several challenges associated
with online learning. Previous research indicates that poor internet
connection was one of the major barriers to an effective learning
process. A study in Pakistan reported that inadequate internet
connection resulted in poor learning experiences (Ullah et al., 2021).
Another study highlighted that sluggish internet access made students
struggle to listen to the lecture properly, and they lagged behind their
classmates who had a good internet connection (Marco Jr & Dela Cruz,
2022; Alhamasees et al., 2021). Literature also showed that students in
Malaysian public universities, especially those residing in rural areas,
considered limited internet connection as a challenge affecting their
regular class attendance (Mustapha et al., 2021). Besides intermittent
and weak internet connection, the level of digital literacy or competence
to use technology for learning was also a drawback. The unexpected
shift to online learning made some students stand helpless, affecting
their learning process (Nur Salina et al., 2020). Some students had
old or unsupported devices, while others could not access learning
materials provided by instructors (Mahyoob, 2020).

The financial strain imposed a real challenge for students to pay for
expensive internet data or other essential study resources for effective
studying (Amir et al., 2020). Apart from imposing financial burdens,
online learning causes health problems. For example, Ullah et al.
(2021) found that prolonged exposure to computer screens caused eye
discomfort in certain students. Another study found that study load
caused stress and anxiety among online learners (Irawan et al., 2020).

The limitation of learning space as experienced by students in
the Philippines distracted them due to uncontrolled noise (Barrot et
al., 2020). Similarly, a study conducted in Malaysia mentioned that
environmental disturbances, like noise, made it difficult for students to
have great learning experiences due to limited space at home (Kapasia
et al., 2020). The family’s financial status may prevent children from
enjoying a private, comfortable place and learning environment.
According to Nur Salina et al. (2020), the lockdown forced students
to be at home and remain physically close to other family members.
Nonetheless, research confirms that students had to face rising
difficulties and adapt to the new learning style (Chung et al., 2020).
Limited social interaction imposed another challenge on students as
they had to remain physically separated and to stop enjoying face-



246 NUR ATIERA BINTI YUNUS AND IYAD M. Y. EID

to-face communication (Alhamasees et al., 2021; Amir et al., 2020;
Selvanathan et al., 2020). Physical isolation during learning caused
misunderstanding and late feedback from students and their instructors
and impacted academic assessments (Marco Jr & Dela Cruz, 2022).

Thus, the reviewed literature demonstrates that online learning
involved some common challenges. However, students were expected
to proceed with this learning mode as an alternative and cope with
difficulties. A study found that there were specific strategies students
employed depending on specific challenges and the relevance and
availability of resources in their surroundings (Barrot et al., 2021).
For this reason, the study investigated the coping mechanisms [ITUM
Malay undergraduates adopted to proceed with learning during
COVID-19, highlighting to what extent employing these strategies
helped them to deal with the challenges. In the context of this paper,
coping strategies refer to the actions the students practised to overcome
physical and emotional difficulties developed during online learning.
As using effective coping strategies will be more resilient to physical
and emotional obstacles, this paper explores the experiences of [IUM
Malay students in adopting four coping mechanisms: controlling the
learning environment, talking to someone and asking for help, writing
a diary, and taking a short break for stress releasing activities.

Environmental Control

Environmental control means adjusting the surrounding physical
learning environment. Environmental distractions hinder students’
participationin class discussions (Li& Che, 2022). Therefore, alearning
environment must be calm and roomy so students can concentrate better
and learn in a comfortable setting (Keser Aschenberger et al., 2022).
However, being at home, students can be exposed to environmental
noises and disturbances. According to Fransisco (2020), students cope
with noises in their surroundings by relocating to another location.
A conducive environment can be created by existing in a separate
room for study because it can enhance students’ concentration and
motivation in learning (Keser Aschenberger et al., 2022). Barrot
et al. (2021) found that students tended to exist in a quiet learning
environment at home even if they needed to study late at night while
all family members were sleeping soundly. Similarly, Realyyasques-
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Vargas et al. (2020) pointed out that having a designated room for
studying helps to increase the academic performance of students since
they can control the noises from disturbing them while studying.
Thus, the literature shows that students tend to practice environmental
control to secure a comfortable learning environment, which motivates
them to continue their studies.

The findings of this study also found that most participants
employed environmental control to avoid the noise that disturbed their
learning. For example, they tended to wake up early while other family
members were still asleep. 1zzah, one of the participants, viewed that
waking up early provided her with a chance to avoid noise and do her
work peacefully.

“I did work related to my study early in the morning to avoid
noise. Everyone was still sleeping, and that gave me peaceful
moments to finish my work.”

Nat, another participant, also put herself in her bedroom to avoid
noise while attending her online classes.

“I usually sat in the living room for most of the classes, but
noises coming from the kitchen and my father, who used to
have a meeting for his work at the same time, disturbed me.
Therefore, I just stayed in my bedroom, which was quieter
and helped me avoid being disturbed by noise and loud
voices.

Thus, [ITUM Malay students controlled their learning environment
to enjoy an effective learning experience, as they were aware that the
disturbances that occurred in their surroundings, such as noise, would
distract them from concentrating during the online class.

Talking to Someone and Asking for Help

Talking to others is a form of seeking social support, usually from
family, friends, and close relatives. According to Chang et al. (2020),
receiving social support from family reduces mental stress and, at
the same time, works as an effective coping strategy for any stressful
situation. It can be in the form of expressing or sharing problems with
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others to obtain advice on dealing with burdens or problems rather
than keeping them to one’s self.

A study on students in Poland showed that the students used
problem-focused coping and emotional coping as adaptation
mechanisms to encounter challenges they faced (Babicka Wirkus,
2021). In another study, students sought assistance from family and
friends via online platforms to feel more connected during COVID-19
(Son et al., 2020). Mai et al. (2021) and Baloran (2020) also showed
that interactions with friends through discussions, communication,
and sharing issues developed trust and friendship. That is because
sharing a problem with someone can express feelings towards a
stressful event. A study in India found that getting social support from
peers was an effective coping strategy for facing challenges during
COVID-19 (Majrashi et al., 2021). Support may extend to providing
help with technology-related problems. In Oketch-Oboth’s study
(2021), the students pointed out that they borrowed a laptop from a
friend or relative when needed. The same finding is consistent with
another study conducted by Cahapay (2021) that the students who
could not complete an online task on their own devices asked their
peers to lend them gadgets to use for studying.

Similarly, many students in the present study considered talking
with someone as an outlet to ease physiological burdens. They
believed that it was not good to keep problems to themselves, so they
frequently met their family and friends via video conferences to talk
about critical issues related to their academic lives. For example, Qurr,
one of the participants, stated:

“I believe it is better to share the problems I have with
others instead of bottling them up. I talk to my friends, and
sometimes family, about problems I have with my teammates.
I'm the kind of person that needs to share my problems with
others and receive feedback, and any feedback is good for
me.

Fia also shared her problems with her mother. In this regard, she
said:
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“I talked to my parents, especially my mom, whenever [ felt
stressed or down. I always share my problems with her, and
she always motivates and pushes me.”

The participants also received physical support when they
had problems with their devices. Khai mentioned that he asked his
neighbor to borrow a laptop.

“My neighbours friend lived opposite my house. He is a
student. I usually borrowed his laptop for my study when he
did not use it during that time.”

Besides that, when the students had weak or interrupted internet
connection, they asked their parents to use hotspots from them. Sha, a
participant, explained this support in her words, saying:

“I used mobile data for an internet connection, but it was
limited. I usually asked for help from my father to connect to
the internet via his use hotspot account.”

Thus, asking for social, material, and emotional support was a
coping approach that made the students feel that they were never
alone. Having a conversation with someone helped them release stress
instead of keeping their concerns to themselves.

Writing a Diary

Writing a diary is a kind of expressive writing that some students use
as a coping strategy to reduce anxiety, especially when it includes
positive wording and insight (Shen et al., 2018). Expressive writing
can help students end a stressful day on a positive note, making them
feel more relaxed and calmer. According to a study on nursing students,
those who wrote a diary during their first clinical trial felt less anxious
than those who did not (Goodman & Henry, 2019). Robertson et al.
(2021) concluded that by writing about their experiences and emotions,
students’ anxiety levels could be reduced. Through expressive writing,
they find an outlet to express their feelings about what they have been
through, and in the end, this helps them to gain a clear mind. Another
study showed that using writing as a coping process by students who
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faced challenges related to their study resulted in effective relief
(Pennebaker & Evans, 2014) and reduced academic stress, making
students more comfortable and relieved (Argudo, 2021).

Similarly, writing a diary proved to be an effective coping strategy
in the present study. The participants pointed out that expressive
writing allowed them to express their feelings and experiences. They
viewed that it created inner peace and helped in comforting their minds.
For the Malay IIUM undergraduates, writing a diary was a source
of motivation to keep studying online. Min, one of the participants,
described writing a diary as his coping mechanism strategy. In this
regard, he commented:

“In my diary, I write motivational sentences that maintain
my enthusiasm for learning. For example, I will write ‘kau
dah buat yang terbaik’ (you have done your best).”

Fia also had the habit of writing a diary to cope with the challenges
of online learning, which made her overthink or feel anxious,

“I started the habit of writing a diary whenever I overthought
or felt anxious. I wrote in the diary to express my feelings,
and I could see that it helped me be less preoccupied with
my problems.”

Thus, writing a diary was identified as a technique that assisted
the students in coping with the obstacles of online learning. They
wrote about daily events, and it was seen that writing allowed them to
express themselves and gain motivation and excitement for learning.

Taking a Short Break

Taking a short break means suspending academic work for a short
time. It is a self-coping strategy that is proven to release stress
(Yasmin et al., 2020). According to Blasche et al. (2018), having a
break from academic duties enhanced motivation and enthusiasm
among students and made them more relaxed after the break. Having
a break also decreases fatigue. Students can engage in relaxing or
physical activities (Son et al., 2020). Rotas and Cahapay (2021)
found that students dealt with the difficulties of online learning by
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refocusing their attention from academic-related activities to leisure
pursuits like watching movies or gardening. In another study by
Kwaah and Essilfie (2017), it was mentioned that self-distractions like
watching movies and listening to music are the second most common
coping mechanisms used during online learning after meditation.
However, in some cases, students take a break to escape the academic
workload and engage in creative activities such as music and painting
(Chandra, 2020). They can also watch a movie, listen to music, or play
a video game. Therefore, a short escape from academic matters can
energize students and improve their performance and well-being when
encountering a stressful situation.

Likewise, taking a short break was one of the coping mechanisms
used by all [IUM Malay undergraduates in the current study. They
tended to suspend studying for a while and rest. However, they differed
on the types of entertainment they engaged in. Dam, for example,
stopped studying and entertained himself by watching movies and
listening to music.

“I used to forget about my study for a while. I spent time
sleeping, binge-watching movies, or listening to music.”

Riff preferred to play video games.

“During the online classes, there was also a long period of
lockdown, and that created a stressful situation for me as 1
could not go out. I took a short break from studying to play
video games.”

Thus, the students believed that taking a short break would boost
their energy. For this reason, they took it as a coping strategy to deal
with stressful situations during online learning.

The previous sections presented the coping strategies that [ITUM
undergraduates consciously adopted to overcome the physical and
psychological challenges while experiencing online learning during
COVID-19. For most of the students, online learning was described
as challenging. It was clear that they were aware of the problems
that developed during the new learning mode, so they applied what
they felt were appropriate methods of dealing with the problems. The
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common strategies they adopted included controlling the learning
environment, talking to someone and asking for help, writing a diary,
and taking a short break.

Discussion

According to Folksman and Tedlie (2004), as cited in Algorani
and Gupta (2021), coping is how an individual manages stressful
events occurring internally or externally, either through thoughts or
behaviours. This study presented the coping mechanisms that IITUM
Malay undergraduates adopted to overcome the challenges they faced
during online learning, as shown in Figurel below.

Controlling
Learning
Environment

Taking to
Someone and
Asking for
Help

Coping Strategies [IUM
Malay Undergraduates
Adopted to Continue
Online Learning During
COVID-19

Taking a Short
Break

Writing a Diary

Figure 1: Research Design on Coping Strategies [[IUM Malay
Undergraduates Adopted to Continue Online Learning During COVID-19

The students controlled their learning environment because they
wanted to avoid noise and distractions to secure an optimal place for
studying. Some students moved to a separate room, while others woke
up early and studied while the rest of the family slept. This finding is
consistent with the results of a study conducted by Keser Aschenberger
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et al. (2022), who stated that improving students’ concentration and
motivation for learning can come through environmental control,
which is creating a conducive environment; for example, staying in a
separated study area.

To understand the coping strategies used by IIUM students, it had
become a habit to wake early even before the pandemic, to prepare
themselves for morning classes. Hence, they chose to continue
with this kind of habit during online learning as they encountered
several challenges that distracted them from learning during class.
Accordingly, they used a familiar coping strategy to do everything
related to their studying that fit their current situation.

Besides, having a conversation and asking for help from close
people can make individuals feel better as they express their thoughts
and problems (Yasmin et al., 2020). Similar to the participants in
the current study, having a conversation with their friends or family
concerning their problems is a better option for the participants rather
than keeping it to themselves. Seeking help from close friends or people
in the surrounding can be helpful in every challenge encountered by
the students. Majrashi et al. (2021) agreed that asking for and receiving
help from friends was an effective coping strategy that can be used for
different challenges during COVID-19. It should be noted that talking
with friends and asking for help is a normal practice among [ITUM
students during their physical learning, and it has become part of the
culture at [IUM through exchanging ideas, things, and belongings.
Unconsciously, students practiced the same method as their coping
strategies during COVID-19 time.

Moreover, expressive writing was also found as an effective coping
strategy for reducing stress and anxiety (Shen et al., 2018; Argudo,
2021). Writing a positive sentence and motivational word, for example,
helps in reducing the level of anxiety among students. The participants
in this study employed coping strategies through journaling their day
in a diary and having motivational and spirit sentences to develop
their motivation and enhance their enthusiasm for online learning. For
ITUM students, expressive writing using motivational expressions was
habitual during physical learning. They noticed having notice boards
in their rooms to boost their motivation for learning when feeling
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gloomy. Hence, expressive writing effectively boosts one’s spirit with
new motivation to keep on going without looking back to the past.

Other than that, taking a short break through entertainment was
found to be one of the coping strategies among the participants, such
as enjoying a movie or playing a video game. Referring to Dam and
Riff’s situation, both used coping strategies in taking a short break
through entertainment, such as watching a movie and playing a video
game. A study by Yasmin et al. (2020) mentioned that it is encouraged
to take a break to release stress due to the workload of academic life.
A previous study has found that having a break from academic-related
issues enhances the motivation and enthusiasm among students to
continue learning (Blasche et al., 2018). It is important to mention that
before COVID-19, IIUM students used to cope with stress and escape
from academic pressure by hanging out with their friends, going to
the park, and engaging in outdoor activities within IIUM. However,
to deal with stressful conditions during COVID-19, they adopted new
coping activities such as watching a movie, listening to music, or
playing computer games to maintain enthusiasm and lessen stress and
anxiety, which affected their academic performance.

Conclusion

This study explored the coping strategies adopted by IITUM Malay
undergraduates to deal with the challenges they encountered while
studying online during COVID-19. They adopted various mechanisms
to motivate them to maintain their academic performance, especially
during the pandemic, as fear, uncertainty, and anxiety took over
one’s emotions. The coping strategies included controlling the
learning environment, talking to someone close about their problems
and asking for help, writing a diary, and taking a short break. Even
though the study investigated the significant experience of online
learning, it has certain drawbacks. It was based on a small sample
size and included IIUM Malay students studying at AbdulHamid
AbuSulayman Kulliyyah of Islamic Revealed Knowledge and Human
Sciences. Therefore, future research should involve more Malaysian
and international students from various faculties to examine different
experiences of adopting coping techniques.
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