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Introduction: The COVID-19 outbreak led to school closures and a sudden shift
from in-person to online learning, which reduced students’ motivation and social
interactions, creating significant challenges for academic achievement. Therefore,
this study aimed to investigate the impact of motivation deficit and educational
isolation on students’ academic decline during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods: The present study employed a mixed-methods design, combining
qualitative and quantitative approaches. The study population included all mothers,
students, and secondary school teachers in Sabzevar in 2021. Among them, 30
participants were purposefully selected for qualitative interviews after meeting
inclusion criteria and achieving data saturation. Following the qualitative phase, after
identifying and validating categories and factors, a questionnaire was designed and
administered to 384 participants (mothers, students, and secondary school teachers)
due to the large and unlimited population. The research instrument was a 49-item
researcher-made questionnaire assessing challenges of effective virtual education
contributing to academic decline during COVID-19.

Results: The findings indicated that motivation deficit and educational isolation had
a significant impact on students’ academic decline during the pandemic. Moreover,
these variables explained 61% of the variance in academic decline, and the predictive
power for academic decline was 0.357, which is considered strong. Therefore, the
tested structural model demonstrated acceptable quality and validity.

Conclusion: Overall, the findings highlight that academic success during a crisis is
not solely dependent on students’ cognitive abilities, but psychological and social
factors- particularly motivation and social interaction- play a crucial role. Managing
these factors can be an effective strategy to reduce academic decline in emergency
educational situations and underscores the importance of designing supportive and
motivational learning environments.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic created unprecedented challenges for education systems worldwide. With sudden school
closures and the shift from traditional in-person instruction to online learning, students were forced to adapt to a
completely new learning environment. While online education provided continuity in academic activities, it also
introduced significant barriers, particularly in terms of maintaining motivation and social engagement. Motivation, as a
critical driver of learning, can be divided into intrinsic and extrinsic components. Intrinsic motivation stems from personal
interest and curiosity, whereas extrinsic motivation arises from external rewards, feedback, or social recognition. During
the pandemic, both forms of motivation were disrupted. The absence of direct interaction with teachers and peers
diminished extrinsic motivators, while the lack of structured school routines and engaging learning environments
negatively affected intrinsic motivation. In parallel, educational isolation emerged as a prominent factor influencing
academic outcomes. Students experienced reduced peer interaction, limited collaboration opportunities, and less access
to immediate feedback from instructors. Such isolation not only impacted academic performance but also contributed to
increased stress, anxiety, and feelings of disconnection from the school community. The combination of low motivation
and isolation creates a cyclical effect: unmotivated students are less likely to seek interaction or engage actively in online
learning, and students experiencing isolation are deprived of social and academic cues that stimulate motivation.

Understanding the interplay between these psychological and social factors is crucial for identifying the determinants of
academic decline during emergency educational situations. By investigating how motivation deficits and educational
isolation affected students’ academic performance during the COVID-19 pandemic, this study aims to provide insights
into the mechanisms underlying learning disruptions and to inform strategies that can support student success in similar
crises.

Methods

The present study employed a mixed-methods design, combining qualitative and quantitative approaches. The study
population included all mothers, students, and secondary school teachers in Sabzevar in 2021. Among them, 30
participants were purposefully selected for qualitative interviews after meeting inclusion criteria and achieving data
saturation. Following the qualitative phase, after identifying and validating categories and factors, a questionnaire was
designed and administered to 384 participants (mothers, students, and secondary school teachers) due to the large and
unlimited population. The research instrument was a 49-item researcher-made questionnaire assessing challenges of
effective virtual education contributing to academic decline during COVID-19.

Results

The findings indicated that motivation deficit and educational isolation had a significant impact on students’ academic
decline during the pandemic. Moreover, these variables explained 61% of the variance in academic decline, and the
predictive power for academic decline was 0.357, which is considered strong. Therefore, the tested structural model
demonstrated acceptable quality and validity.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that academic decline during the COVID-19 pandemic was significantly influenced
by both motivation deficits and educational isolation. Motivation emerged as a central factor affecting students’
engagement and persistence in learning activities. Reduced intrinsic motivation, due to diminished interest and
engagement, combined with weakened extrinsic motivation, resulting from limited teacher feedback and social
reinforcement, directly contributed to declines in academic performance. Simultaneously, educational isolation amplified
these challenges by restricting students’ opportunities for collaboration, peer support, and feedback, further exacerbating
learning difficulties. Importantly, the interaction between motivation and isolation created a reinforcing cycle: students
with low motivation were less likely to participate actively in virtual learning environments, increasing their isolation,
while isolated students received fewer social and academic cues that could enhance motivation. This dynamic highlights
the necessity of addressing both psychological and social dimensions when designing interventions to mitigate academic
decline. Practical implications of these findings suggest that schools and educators should focus on fostering motivation
and reducing isolation through structured online engagement, interactive group activities, and continuous feedback
mechanisms. Incorporating strategies to enhance intrinsic motivation, such as goal-setting and personalized learning tasks,
alongside measures to maintain social interaction, can significantly improve student outcomes. Ultimately, academic
success during crises depends not only on cognitive abilities but also on the effective management of motivational and
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social factors. Implementing supportive and engaging learning environments can help minimize the negative impact of
emergencies on students’ academic trajectories and ensure better preparedness for future disruptions.
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