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Abstract  Original Research Article 
 

The aim of this study was to assess the impact of COVID-19 on graduate healthcare students’ academic performance. 

The study was conducted among graduate students enrolled at Rosalind Franklin University of Medicine & Science 

(RFUMS). Students’ responses varied by demographics, and COVID impacted the majority of students both financially 

and academically. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The COVID-19 pandemic caused immense loss 

of human life worldwide and introduced an 

unprecedented obstacle to public health, economics, and 

the realm of employment. The center for disease control 

and prevention announced the outbreak of the pandemic 

in January 2020 [1]. As of November 2023, there have 

been 722,166,517 confirmed cases and 6,981,263 deaths 

worldwide [2]. The economic and social disruption 

resulting from the pandemic was catastrophic, tens of 

millions of people were subjected to extreme financial 

and academic hardships, resulting in isolation and 

anxiety [3]. The uncertainty that came with COVID’s 

onset has caused undue stress on students. They were 

both afraid for themselves and for their families to 

contract the disease. They were also frustrated with the 

change in the teaching method, increasing workload, 

ambiguity about course expectations, and concerns about 

finishing the academic year successfully [4]. 

Additionally, students began to have a decline in their 

social and emotional wellbeing, intellectuality, 

concentration on their studies, and understanding of the 

material [5]. Significant decline was observed in 

students' emotional stability during transition to online 

learning platforms [6]. Not only did the pandemic impact 

the student’s mental wellbeing, but it also challenged 

their financial status. It resulted in loss of jobs and fewer 

working hours, although some students ended up 

working overtime to support their family members. 

Some students had to continue working despite being in 

contact with someone who tested positive for COVID 

which indicated their dire necessity to maintain their 

jobs. In all cases students experienced hardships in 

paying rent, utility bills, and obtaining healthy food [7]. 

Loss of jobs and reduction in incomes of students or 

family members who supported them also impacted the 

students’ ability to continue their education as planned. 

The impact was amplified by socioeconomic factors 

where lower-income students were forced to delay 

graduation due to COVID-19 compared to their more 

affluent peers [8]. This may have also been due to lower 

income and first-generation students reporting reduced 

access to space and a quiet environment for their 

schoolwork [9]. Moreover, undocumented families were 

financially impacted by the pandemic and were not able 

to receive federal and/or state pandemic relief funds 

impeding their ability to support financially towards their 

children’s education. Furthermore, many undocumented 

college students did not receive financial support from 

the CARES Act Higher Education Emergency Relief 

(HEERF) funds [10]. The COVID-19 caused a decline of 

education opportunities for students on different levels 

such as having a hard time joining online classes due to 

lack of accessibility, network issues, and inadequate 

facilities [11]. Furthermore, the pandemic created 

nonacademic issues outside the classrooms such as the 

need to purchase advanced computers and software. 

Apart from this, the lockdown pushed education to 

virtual platforms which was manageable for some 

courses but was almost impossible for classes that 

heavily relied on hands-on experience. Graduate and 

postdoctoral students could not take part in their research 
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programs as the labs were closing down and those who 

were nearing their graduation were forced to use the 

uncompleted data to write their thesis or encounter 

delays [12].  

 

Students' performance in their courses is 

dependent on the set of skills they employ while 

studying. Time management and the students' abilities to 

multitask are ranked as the crucial components for 

positive academic outcomes [13, 14]. This was 

prominent amongst individuals with demanding jobs, or 

with students who were parents with family 

responsibilities [14]. In addition to time management, 

time spent studying has an impact on academic 

achievement. Students who studied for eight to nine 

hours straight were more likely to fatigue and experience 

burnout. This has led to poor exam performance 

compared to those who took breaks in between their 

studying [13]. A student’s motivation level is also a key 

determinant of their performance. Students who are 

motivated to get good jobs after graduating were found 

to have better performance in their courses [15]. This was 

attributed to them setting realistic goals which they were 

able to follow through. There is a plethora of other 

interpersonal factors which may impact academic 

achievement, these may include but are not limited to 

lack of motivation to make a serious effort to learn and 

understand the course, knowledge overload, emotional 

problems, and poor teaching skills of the professor [14]. 

Additionally, academic performance may also be 

influenced by extrinsic factors such as course load and 

financial abilities. Students may enhance their academic 

performance by improving their time management 

strategies, forming study groups following lectures to 

review the materials, learning effective memorization 

techniques, reading/thinking aloud, knowing one’s 

maximum concentration span, and managing their 

procrastination habits [16]. Overall COVID-19 had 

impacted the factors which were discussed above leading 

to an alteration in students’ academic performances. 

 

Despite the fact that time management and 

studying strategies affect academic progression, various 

demographic factors including race/ethnicity, gender, 

socioeconomic groups, and parental education level also 

have a significant impact on the academic performance 

of college students. Vaccine hesitancy and resistance to 

receive COVID-19 vaccination among various 

communities, notably, among African Americans. There 

was a substantial manifestation of vaccine hesitancy 

among this group, compounded by poor accessibility to 

vaccinations. This resulted in higher COVID-19 cases 

among African American students, impacting their 

academic performance and requiring remedial action in 

some classes [17]. Although, the pandemic was not the 

single causative agent of this poorer performance, it was 

a factor that exacerbated a historical disparity. Hispanic 

and African American students were observed to have 

significantly lower grade performance compared to 

white and Asian students, possibly due to socioeconomic 

disparities in education. African American and Hispanic 

students are more likely to attend for-profit colleges 

which spend less per student compared to non-profit 

schools which are usually attended by white students. 

This is associated with lower quality of education as the 

amount spent by the school per student is proportional to 

the quality of education provided [18]. Additionally, 

Hispanic males along with African American males and 

females were less likely to graduate on time compared to 

students from other racial groups [19].  

 

There are a variety of factors that can impact the 

academic performance of college students. This study 

explored demographic factors including race/ethnicity, 

gender, socioeconomic status, financial difficulties, and 

its impact on academic progression. The objective of this 

study was to assess the impact of COVID-19 on the 

academic performance of graduate healthcare students. 

 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 
A survey was developed by the pharmacy 

program faculty and students which was administered to 

the entire student body of Rosalind Franklin University 

of Medicine and Science (RFUMS) by email. The 

student body included students from the colleges of 

medicine, podiatry, pharmacy, health professions, and 

postdoctoral studies. The survey consisted of 17 Likert-

scale questions, including demographic, enrolled 

program, and year of graduation. In addition, questions 

regarding financial aid reception from government and 

school, the impact of COVID on job loss on students and 

family members, and items related to the overall impact 

of COVID on academic year performance. The students 

were asked to rate their agreement on a scale from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” 

 

Using responses based on a Likert scale, the 

students completed a self-administered questionnaire 

designed to test the research objectives. The 

questionnaire was assessed for flow and format of the 

various types of instruction and on the respondents’ 

comprehension of the words used in the questionnaire. 

Ten students were given the survey to take in two 

different occasions for a pre and post-test to assess the 

understanding of the questions and duration to complete 

the survey. An a priori level of 80% or greater consensus 

among the respondents was set and accepted. The 

reading comprehension difficulty of the questionnaire 

was measured in terms of the Flesch reading ease score 

and the Flesch–Kincaid grade level. An a priori grade 

level of 9 or less was set. The Flesch reading ease score 

was found to be 43.2 (corresponding to “fairly difficult”) 

and the Flesch–Kincaid grade level was found to be 8.3. 

The Likert-type scale was tested for reliability on the pre-

test and post-test using Cronbach’s coefficient α, where 

α was 0.91 for the pre-test group and 0.95 for the post-

test group. Most educational tests have a reliability of 

0.40–0.95 with scores greater than 0.9 generally 

indicating excellent reliability and internal consistency. 

Surveys were emailed out to all students at RFUMS in 
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spring of 2022. Participation in the survey was 

anonymous and voluntary. No incentives were provided 

to complete the survey or to participate in this study. 

There were no exclusion criteria. Surveys that returned 

blank were not included in the data analysis. The data 

was analyzed using descriptive statistics and chi-square 

test by using Statistical Package for Social Scientists 

(SPSS)Ⓡ. This study was reviewed and designated 

exempt from RFUMS’ Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). 

 

RESULTS 

 

  
Table 1 

 

Table 2: COVID-19 Influence on Student’s Academic and Financial Status 

 Gender 

P value 

Race 

P value 

Age 

P value 

Healthcare 

program  

Year of 

graduation  

Mean (SD) 

Recipient of financial aid  0.902  0.243 0.470 0.092 <.001 1.52 ± 0.499 

Student’s financial status  0.559 0.983 0.131 1.000 0.610 2.30 ± 1.355 

Impact on student’s job prospect  0.469 0.852 0.001 <.001 <.001 2.21 ± 1.334 

Impact of family’s job prospect  0.228 0.878 0.001 <.001 <.001 2.22 ± 1.334 

Recipient of government economic 

benefit  

0.024 0.864 0.001 0.657 0.372 1.59 ± 0.491 

Recipient of school economic benefit  0.024 0.864 0.001 0.657 0.372 1.59 ± 0.491 

Need to seek additional jobs  0.024 0.864 0.001 0.657 0.372 1.59 ± 0.491 

Course failure  0.228 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 2.22 ± 1.334 

Course remediation  0.001 0.878 0.001 0.001 0.001 2.09 ± 1.276 

Failure to progress to next academic 

year  

0.682 0.056 0.100 0.910 0.747 2.03 ± 1.289 

Impacted GPA  0.985 0.003 0.001 0.993 0.750 2.05 ± 1.318 

Academic probation 0.726 0.034 0.001 0.550 0.090  2.04 ± 1.314 

 

A total of 1392 students participated in the 

study, representing 58% of the entire student population 

at RFUMS. The respondents comprised 57.5% males and 

42.4% females, with a diverse racial distribution: 45.2% 

identified as white, 8.6% as Hispanic, 17.2% as African 

American, and 28.9% as Asian. Participants also varied 

by their age, 7.3% were within the range of 20-22, 59.4% 

in the 23-26 age group, 8.7% in the 27-30 range, and 

24.6% were 30 years and older. Responses were 

collected from all schools within the institution, but the 

majority of the respondents were from the medical 

school (32.2%) followed by the college of pharmacy 

(22.1%). The class of 2024 had the highest response rate 

(36.4%) while the class of 2022 had the lowest (12.9%). 

These demographic and institutional characteristics 

provide a comprehensive overview of our survey 

participants, highlighting the diversity and 

representation within the student body. 
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The cross-tabulation analysis examining the 

association between gender and various survey variables 

revealed a statistically significant relationship between 

gender and the receipt of government and school 

economic benefits. Additionally, a significant 

association was identified between gender and course 

remediation (p = 0.001). On the other hand, no 

significant relationships were observed between gender 

and other variables, such as financial aid, academic 

probation, or course failure. 

 

While no significant relationships were 

identified between race and various aspects such as 

financial aid, economic benefits, or job prospects, 

compelling disparities surfaced in academic outcomes. 

Notably, race exhibited statistically significant 

associations with course failure (p = 0.001), impacted 

GPA (p = 0.003), and academic probation (p = 0.034). 

 

Age exhibited remarkable relationships with 

various academic and economic factors. Notably, 

statistically significant relationships were identified 

between age and impact on both student and family job 

prospects, the receipt of government and school 

economic benefits, and the necessity to seek additional 

jobs (p = 0.001). Furthermore, age demonstrated 

significant associations with academic performance 

indicators, including course failure, course remediation, 

impacted GPA, and academic probation (p = 0.001). 

 

Healthcare program affiliation demonstrated 

highly significant associations with the impact on both 

student and family job prospects (p <0.001). Moreover, 

significant associations between the program a student 

was in and their academic outcomes, including course 

failure, course remediation, and impacted GPA (p = 

0.001). 

 

There was a significant difference between the 

year of graduation and the receipt of financial aid, the 

impact on both student and family job prospects, and the 

occurrence of course failure and remediation (p = 

<0.001).  

 

DISCUSSION 
Most students regardless of their ethnicity, 

gender, and age were impacted by COVID-19 both 

academically and financially. Gender emerged as a 

discerning factor, showcasing significant associations 

with economic support and academic outcomes. Notably, 

male students were more likely to receive government 

and school economic benefits, while also exhibiting a 

correlation with the need for course remediation. This 

could be because male students typically are the sole 

provider for their families including financial, 

healthcare, and other needs. Additionally, male students 

typically feel responsible to support their families due to 

various cultural and social backgrounds. This indicates 

that gender may play a role in determining eligibility for 

economic support from external sources and educational 

institutions. Age, as a multifaceted variable, revealed 

substantial relationships across economic, career, and 

academic domains. Older students were more likely to 

face challenges such as the need for additional jobs, 

impacting both job prospects and academic performance. 

They are not normally supported by their families, 

whereas their younger counterparts could be receiving 

financial, emotional, and in-kind support from their 

parents. In addition, older students may have 

responsibilities to support their families including 

extended families in some cases. Older students tend to 

seek financial stability, are more aware of the financial 

risks and the value of investments. Furthermore, not 

having the buffer of savings, may induce a sense of 

insecurity and apprehensions amongst them. Moreover, 

older students may have felt pressured to meet the 

timeline of their planned career which limited the 

flexibility to alter their plans. Whereas the younger 

students could have been in a better position to respond 

to the COVID crisis by modifying their career pathways. 

 

On the other hand, race displayed pronounced 

associations with academic outcomes, indicating that 

racial backgrounds might play a role in shaping students' 

performance and progression. Black and Hispanic 

students are traditionally disadvantaged by poor 

socioeconomic backgrounds, which may have hindered 

their ability to respond to the COVID crisis. The need to 

take additional jobs, finding other means to support 

themselves and their families, the loss of family 

members’ jobs, and the loss or hospitalization of a family 

member, may have adversely impacted their focus on 

studies resulting in higher rates of course failure, lower 

GPA, and academic probation. The anticipated year of 

graduation, while significantly linked to financial aid and 

academic outcomes, did not exhibit notable relationships 

with economic benefits or the need for additional jobs. 

 

These findings indicate the apprehensions and 

insecurity of students toward future job opportunities as 

a consequence of COVID-19. Additionally, COVID-19 

impacted student progression, remediation, and course 

failure rates. This demonstrates that colleges and 

universities would greatly benefit from implementing a 

plan of action to address students’ academic progression 

during potential future calamities. 

 

CONCLUSION 
The diverse array of findings underscores the 

importance of considering multiple demographic factors 

when designing interventions and support systems 

tailored to the unique needs of different student 

populations. One of the limitations of the study was that 

it was a self-reported survey and the results cannot be 

generalized since the study was performed at one 

institution. 

 

The impact of COVID-19 on students should 

serve as a caution to encourage institutions of higher 
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learning and policy makers to develop emergency 

protocols to address the financial and academic needs of 

students. The Center of Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) recommends strategies for daily operations for 

schools to prevent the spread of communicable diseases, 

including COVID-19 [19]. Adherence to CDC strategies 

would help alleviate the hardships that students may 

experience when facing another crisis. Additionally, 

providing more resources to minority students with 

socioeconomic disparities would improve their success 

in college and universities. Students also can benefit 

from academic support, counseling services, and mental 

health support. Although COVID-19 impacted students 

academically and financially, further research is needed 

to explicitly assess and quantify the impact of COVID-

19 on graduate healthcare students. 
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