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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to explore changes in students’ social competence
following the COVID-19 pandemic, based on the perspectives of teachers in
Mashhad. Adopting a qualitative approach, the research was conducted
using a post-phenomenological method. The study population consisted of
schoolteachers in Mashhad, from which 20 participants were purposefully
and homogeneously selected during the 2021-2022 academic year. The
sample size was determined based on the principle of theoretical saturation.
To ensure research validity, member checking and researcher triangulation
were employed. Data were analyzed through qualitative content analysis
using Krippendorff’s method. The findings revealed five overarching
themes representing the observed changes in students’ social competence:
(1) communication and social skills, (2) cognitive strategies, (3) behavioral
skills, (4) motivation, and (5) emotional regulation. Given the critical role of
social competence in educational settings, the identified changes in this
construct post-pandemic highlight important implications for educators. The
insights derived from this study can inform targeted interventions and
strategic planning to support the development of students’ social skills in the
evolving educational context.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The outbreak of COVID-19 led to
fundamental changes in all dimensions of
personal and social life worldwide.
Countries closed schools, and education
continued in virtual settings to control the
spread of the disease. The absence of
students from schools had adverse effects on
their skill development as schools are places
where children can enhance their social
skills (Tarkar, 2020). Social isolation
(Ingram et al., 2021), loss of friendships,
feelings of stress and anger (Akdogan &
Ergin, 2022) were among the other
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic.
These changes raised
concerns among parents, teachers, school
principals, and educational policymakers
about a decline in students' social
competence (Celik, 2021) for parents,
teachers, school principals, and educational
policymakers. Furthermore, there has been a
growing interest in the concept of social
competence as an important determinant of
students' mental health in recent years.
Therefore, investigating the physical,
psychological, and behavioral changes in
children and adolescents after the end of
quarantine conditions is essential for a better
evaluation of their mental health and for
planning potential interventions.

Method: This study employed a qualitative
type and was conducted with a post-
phenomenological approach. The research
population consisted of all teachers in
Mashhad during the academic year 2021-
2022. The sampling method was purposive
and homogeneous. Ultimately, 20 teachers
from the research population were selected
as the sample, determined based on the
theoretical saturation of the data.

Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews and analyzed using qualitative
content analysis with Krippendorff's method
(1980/2013). Validity and reliability were
ensured through 1) member checking, and 2)
triangulation (researcher consensus). To
ensure transferability, a comprehensive
description of the participants and the
methodology was provided so that users
could determine whether there were

sufficient similarities between the new
conditions and those under which this study
was conducted, allowing them to decide
whether to generalize the results. Efforts
were made to increase confirmability by
ensuring that the researchers' prior
assumptions did not affect the results and the
data were systematically coded.

Results
Based on the analysis of the interviews,
teachers indicated that changes in students'
social competence encompassed areas such
as social-communicational skills (110),
cognitive strategies (105), behavioral skills
(56), motivation (36), and emotion
regulation (20).

Interpersonal communication emerged as
a significant change in students after the
COVID-19 pandemic. Teachers mentioned
issues categorized as "reduced interpersonal
skills", "non-compliance with class and

school  rules", "reduced  respectful
relationships”,  "diminished teamwork
skills", and "increased  isolation".

Interviewees also reported that student
interactions with classmates and parents
increased after the COVID-19 pandemic,
which was classified under "increased
academic interactions."

According to the participants, students'
cognitive skills also changed after the
COVID-19 pandemic. During the post-
pandemic period, students' knowledge and
technology skills increased, along with
improvements in self-regulation, self-
awareness, adaptability, and appreciation for
teachers. However, teachers, noted that
learners exhibited inappropriate academic
behavior, and lower critical thinking and
creativity since the COVID-19 pandemic.
Behavioral skills represented another
outcome in this study. According to the
interviewees, students tend to be more
assertive, exhibited daring behavior, become
more dependent on mobile phones and
virtual spaces, and relied on parents for class
exams during the post-pandemic period.
They appeared are more self-centered, less
resilient, and more likely to choose lying
over honesty. Motivation was another
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component reflecting changes in students'
competence. Interviewees reported that
learners displayed less motivation for
learning, experienced low self-esteem
during the  post-pandemic  period.
Additionally, there was a noticeable
decrease in motivation for social interaction
and communication.

Altered emotion regulation was another
finding of this study. According to
participants, students could express various
emotions but struggled to control their
emotions well in the post-corona period.

Discussion and Conclusion

In examining the research question, teachers
outlined changes in students' social
competence in the post-pandemic period,
which were classified into five themes.
These themes are consistent with the
findings of global studies.  The
"interpersonal communication skills" theme
is an important change in students after the
COVID-19 pandemic. According to the
results, there has been a decrease in
interpersonal relationships among students.
This finding alighn with research conducted
by Lee and Son (2021). Teachers attributed
this decrease to insufficient school
attendance and reduced eye contact and
fewer conversations with teachers and peers,
whichdiminished opportunities for
communication.

The "cognitive strategies" theme
correspond with the findings of Felner et al.
(1990). Furthermore, Panda et al. (2021)
report that mobile phones became the
primary means of acquiring and transmitting
information  during the COVID-19
pandemic, leading to an increase in students'
technological knowledge and skills beyond
the curriculum. Although academic
performance has declined, learning has
shifted towards various content fields.

The "emotion regulation" theme, as

another component of social competence
(Felner et al., 1990), aligns with the category
of emotion dysregulation (Rogowska et al.,
2020). Undoubtedly, contracting the virus
and losing loved ones have evoked various
emotions in children. The fear of contracting
the virus has created anxiety in children
(Imran et al., 2020). Teaching students to
manage these emotions to mitigate potential
effects on learning is a post-pandemic
challenge.
The "behavioral skills" theme represents
another dimension of social competence, as
reported by Felner et al. (1990). Di Pietro et
al. (2020) argue that the shift toward remote
learning has resulted in behavioral changes
among students and exacerbated the unequal
distribution of behavioral problems.

In the "motivation" theme, academic
demotivation is the most significant change
among students, as noted by Di Pietro et al.
(2020). Many learning activities that used to
be conducted in groups have been eliminated
or carried out only with family members,
leading to a lack of motivation among first
to third-grade elementary students who have
not experienced preschool or the early years
of schooling in a traditional setting.

The "emotion- regulation" theme, as
another component of social competence
(Felner et al., 1990), aligns with the category
of emotion dysregulation (Rogowska et al.,
2020). Undoubtedly, contracting the virus
and losing loved ones have evoked various
emotions in children. The fear of contracting
the virus has created anxiety in children
(Imran et al., 2020). Teaching students to
manage these emotions to mitigate potential
effects on learning is a post-corona
challenge.
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