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Abstract
Introduction and objective. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic all schools in Poland were closed and obliged to conduct 
lessons remotely. The aim of the study is to present the demographic analysis of difficulties with remote learning, as perceived 
by students during coronavirus pandemic in Poland.   
Materials and method. In April 2020, a nationwide online survey was conducted among adolescents aged 11–18 (N=2408). 
Quantitative and qualitative data were used. Teenagers were asked about the problems connected with remote learning. 
In order to examine the overall level of remote learning difficulties, a scale of remote learning difficulties (RLD) was devised 
(range 0–23 points). Differences connected with gender, age and place of residence were analysed.   
Results. More than a half of the teenagers surveyed rated the increased demands from teachers as a major problem. This 
answer appeared statistically more often among girls than boys (59.6% v. 53.2%). Almost every third adolescent saw the 
lack of consultation (31.6%) as a significant problem. Difficulties related to learning in the remote system were most often 
described as considerable by the oldest students (17–18-years-old) and those living in rural areas. The big problem for them 
was usually much higher requirements of teachers and poor organization of distance learning. The mean level on the scale 
of remote learning burden was M=11.9 (SD=7.1). Technical difficulties and insufficient skills in using software constituted 
additional problems most frequently mentioned by students.   
Conclusions. There is a need to pay particular attention to organizing appropriate technical conditions for remote learning, 
especially in rural areas, where students have complained more often than in cities about equipment and problems with 
access to the Internet during the pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

On 13 March 2020 in Poland, a state of epidemiological threat 
was announce and a week later, due to a rapid, although 
relatively insignificant increase in the number of confirmed 
SARS-CoV-2 infections, a ‘state of epidemic’ was declared 
throughout the country [1]. The COVID-19 pandemic raging 
worldwide affected the lives of all social groups, regardless of 
age, gender, and place of residence [2]. To prevent the spread 
of the virus, public health authorities recommended staying 
at home and reducing direct contact to a minimum [3].

On 11 March 2020, the authorities decided to close all 
schools, kindergartens, and nurseries in Poland [4], thus 
suspending school-based activities. Initially, education and 

care facilities were closed for a fortnight; however, as the 
situation evolved, their opening date was delayed. From 25 
March onwards, schools were obliged to conduct lessons 
remotely. Remote learning continued until the end of the 
school year – 26 June 2020.

While for some adults remote work constituted a challenge 
requiring them to acquire new skills, for young people, who 
are skillful at new technologies, the use of remote learning 
platforms was unlikely to cause any problems [5, 6, 7]. The 
introduction of remote learning in connection with the 
COVID-19 epidemic meant that what had previously been a 
way of spending free time became an obligation, subordinated 
to new school regulations.

It is therefore justified to raise the question of whether 
remote teaching can replace direct teaching, or at least 
partially compensate for the lack of direct meetings with 
teachers and peers [8]. Remote education and its challenges 
have become the focus of researchers the worldwide. Surveys 
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from different countries show that due to forced restrictions, 
including physical isolation and school closures, students 
have experienced emotional problems, feelings of loneliness, 
uncertainty and anxiety, depression or sleep problems [9–
12]. The functioning of students during isolation, including 
problems related to remote learning, was also the subject of 
Polish studies [13, 14]. It should be remembered that one of 
the most important factors having a major impact on both 
the health and quality of life of children and adolescents is 
social support. School is a place where social relationships are 
formed, and where young people seek support from their peers, 
teachers, professional pedagogues, and psychologists [15, 16].

The level of education and educational achievements are 
considered to be social determinants of the health of the 
population, in addition to the economic level and occupational 
status [17]. In a time of epidemiological challenge and risk, 
which increases the important public health problem of social 
inequalities in health, the issue of education of the young 
generation becomes more important.

OBJECTIVES

The main aim of the study is to present demographic analysis 
of difficulties arising from remote education experienced 
by young people aged 11–18 in the period 25 March – 26 
April 2020, during the most severe restrictions related to 
the COVID-19 pandemic in Poland. The following research 
questions were devised:
1. What difficulties did young people most often see as a 

major problem during the period of the initial weeks of the 
pandemic, when tight restrictions were in force?

2. How did the ranking of these problems relate to gender, 
age, and place of residence?

3. What was the overall level of remote learning difficulties 
in the investigated sample, as measured by the Remote 
Learning Difficulties (RLD) scale?

4. In what way does the overall level of difficulty connected 
with remote learning depend on gender, age, and place of 
residence of the surveyed adolescents?

5. What additional problems do young people mention 
regarding remote learning?

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Organisation of the study and participants examined. 
A nationwide survey on the functioning of young people 
during self-isolation in the initial period of the pandemic was 
conducted between 13–26 April 2020. This was a web-based 
cross-sectional study of a sample of a 2,408 adolescents aged 
11–18. Recruitment was conducted with a convenient, non-
probabilistic procedure according to the inclusion criteria of 
age (11–18 years). The coordinating centre of the ‘Youth and 
COVID-19’ survey was the Institute of Mother and Child 
(Instytut Matki i Dziecka, IMiD), with the support of the 
IMiD Foundation (FIMiD) in Warsaw and the Faculty of 
Education at Warsaw University.

The study participants were recruited by placing invitations 
on the IMiD and FIMiD social media platforms, as well as 
sending invitations to schools selected by school nurses in 
each province and to the schools cooperating with the IMiD. 
The Bioethics Committee cooperating with the Institute of 

Mother and Child issued a positive opinion (Opinion No. 
24/2020) on the adherence to ethical principles of the survey 
entitled ‘Youth and COVID-19’ carried out online at home. 
3,351 completed questionnaires were returned for analysis.

After completing the process of data cleaning, a final 
sample of 2,408 teenagers (girls constituted 60.1% of the 
total) was obtained. Detailed characteristics of the sample 
are presented in Table 1.

Research tools and indicators. The online questionnaire 
contained author’s questions referring to basic demographic 
data (age, gender, place of residence, school grade), a category 
of questions concerning the implementation of health 
promotion in the environment of children and adolescents 
(the guidelines were used in the implementation of a 
nationwide education and information campaign for children 
and adolescents), and categories of questions enabling the 
assessment of five areas related to the functioning of students 
in self-isolation. The following were used in the described 
analyses: demographic variables and a category of questions 
on the experiences of young people connected with remote 
learning in the studied period (eight questions) as well as 
answers to descriptive questions.

Demographic variables. The analyses included questions on 
gender, age, and place of residence. The age of the respondents 
was analysed in three categories: 11–12, 13–16 and 17–18. 
Basing on preliminary analyses, it was concluded that in 
terms of the variables selected for the purpose of assessing 
remote learning difficulties, the two outermost age groups 
(11–12 and 17–18 years) may differ considerably from the 
others. Therefore, to investigate noteworthy, age-dependent 
differences, the decision was made to conduct the analyses 
in three categories.

The question regarding the place of residence (Where do 
you live?) had the following categories of answers: in the 
countryside; in a small town (up to 20,000 inhabitants); in a 
larger town (between 20,000–100,000 inhabitants); in a big 
city (over 100,000 inhabitants). For the purpose of this study, 
after combining the second and the third categories, this 
variable was analysed in three groups:

 – rural area;
 – small or medium town (up to 100,000 inhabitants);
 – big city (over 100,000 inhabitants).

Problems related to learning. The investigated adolescents 
answered the question: In your opinion, how serious a problem 
are the following situations connected with school obligations 
at this time? on the basis of the eight statements concerning 
learning problems during the pandemic, including the 
conditions for online learning and the organisation of remote 
learning. These are discussed in detail in the Results section 
of this study.

The young people surveyed were asked to assess each 
of the statements on a scale from 1 (not a problem at all) 
to 5 (a very big problem). The variables were analysed in 
three categories: lack of problem (1–2); medium problem 
(3); significant problem (4–5). To improve readability, in the 
Results and in the Tables only two extreme categorie ‘lack of 
problem’ and ‘significant problem’ were described and shown.

The scale of remote learning difficulties. To examine the 
general level of problems experienced by young people 
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in connection with remote education, a scale of Remote 
Learning Difficulties (RLD) was devised. The answers to 
the questions were scored from 0 to 4. The overall index of 
the scale equaled 0–32 points. Higher scores mirrored an 
escalation of the problems arising from remote learning, 
according to young people.

The particular statements making up the RLD general 
index revealed, respectively, high correlations with the 
overall score of the whole scale, ranging from 0.440–0.633. 
The studied dimension regarding difficulties with learning 
constituted one factor and accounted for 43% of the total scale 
variation. High reliability of the scale was also demonstrated, 
as the Cronbach’s alpha-Cronbach coefficient amounted 
to α=0.81 and did not increase when removing individual 
statements included in the scale.

Descriptive question. The question on the difficulties 
connected with remote education was supplemented with a 
category labeled ‘Other… ’. The aim was to obtain additional, 
in-depth information about the problems that young people 
face in connection with remote learning. A total of 152 
teenagers, more than two-thirds of whom were girls, shared 
their additional opinions on this topic.

For this study, all additional statements made by young 
people concerning remote learning were organised and 
objectified according to the methodology of qualitative 
content analysis [18, 19]. They were categorised in terms of 
their content – with the key categories being separated – 
and subjected to qualitative and quantitative analysis. The 
analysis included only those statements that were related to 
remote learning. After analysing all the answers to the open 
question, they were divided into two groups – the first group 
consisted of the answers that the participants could choose 
from in the closed categories (N=96), the second group 
consisted of the answers (N=56) not included in the category 
of closed questions. On this basis, five additional subject areas 
were identified and discussed in the results section.

Statistical analyses. Quantitative and qualitative data 
were analysed using a mixed method approach [20]. 
The relationship between each of the evaluated eight 
areas of remote learning difficulties and gender, age and 

place of residence was studied using the chi-square test. 
Descriptive statistics regarding the level of burdening young 
people with difficulties connected with remote learning 
based on the RLD scale were presented: mean values and 
standard deviations. Due to the different distribution of the 
RLD scale, compared to a typical distribution, the Mann-
Whitney’s U test for independent samples was used to 
compare the mean RLD values with regards to gender. The 
non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis test was used to compare the 
mean RLD values depending on age and place of residence. 
The significance level p<0.05 was assumed in the study. 
Analyses were carried out with the use of IBM SPSS Statistics 
v. 25 software.

The additional remote learning problems mentioned by 
young people were analysed qualitatively.

RESULTS

Ranking of remote learning difficulties as assessed by 
young people. The full distribution of responses to the eight 
statements on remote learning difficulties by two categories 
mirroring the severity of the problem in the total group and 
depending on gender and age is shown in Table 2.

For most of the examined adolescents (57.1%), the increased 
requirements imposed by teachers, compared to those they 
had previously experienced in school-based education, 
constituted a significant problem with remote education. 
For almost every third teenager, big obstacles during the 
pandemic period were the lack of possibility to consult 
the teacher in case of problems with understanding the 
material (31.6%), and poor organisation of remote learning at 
school (29.8%). More than 1/4 of the teenagers perceived the 
difficulties in obtaining feedback from the teacher (27.3%) on 
their learning progress as a significant problem, and 1/5 of 
them were unable to compare their own achievements with 
those of their class mates (20.8%). It is worth noting that only 
12.7% of students complained about the lack of support from 
parents in school matters. Similarly, in the total group, only 
a small number of students assessed the difficulties related 
to the conditions for online learning or access to educational 
materials as a significant problem.

Girls were significantly more likely than boys to perceive 
the increased requirements at school as a big problem (59.6% 
vs. 53.2%; p=0.001). There were no statistically significant 
gender-specific differences in the responses to the other 
seven analysed areas concerning remote learning during 
the pandemic.

The most statistically significant differences in the 
assessment of problems regarding remote learning were 
observed with reference to the age of the investigated youth. 
Table 2 presents a full distribution into particular statements 
from the educational category in particular age groups.

Big difficulties related to school learning in the remote 
system were most often reported by the oldest students 
(17–18-years-old). The most significant problem concerned 
much higher requirements imposed by teachers comparing 
to school-based education (p<0.001). For nearly 2/3 of pupils 
aged 17–18 this was a great difficulty. They also reported 
-significantly more often than their younger colleagues – 
difficulty resulting from poor organisation of remote learning 
(p<0.001), lack of possibility to consult (p=0.005), and 
difficulty in obtaining feedback from the teacher (p<0.001). 

Table 1. Sample characteristics

N %

Gender (N=2408)

Boys 961 39.9

Girls 1447 60.1

Age (N=2408)

 11-12 736 30.6

 13-14 671 27.9

 15-16 593 24.6

 17-18 408 16.9

Place of residence (N=2406)

 Rural area 670 27.8

 Small town (to 20,000 inhabitants) 503 20.9

 Medium town (20,000-100,000 inhabitants) 920 38.2

 Big city (over 100,000 inhabitants) 313 13.0
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These situations constituted a significant problem for nearly 
1/3 of the students at that age. Every fourth adolescent aged 
17–18 (24.5%) experienced big difficulties with access to 
didactic materials significantly more often than younger 
students (p<0.001). In most cases, the youngest students 
(11–12-years-old) complained the least about the difficulties 
arising from remote learning. More than half of the young 
people from this group did not see the situations connected 
with remote learning as a significant problem. The area which 
was the most problematic for them, in comparison with older 
students, was the lack of possibility to compare their progress 
with their peers (p<0.001). On the other hand, this issue was 
reported a little less frequently by the oldest students, and the 
least frequently by teenagers aged 13–16 years.

Taking into consideration the place of residence, the 
percentage of students who negatively assessed school 
requirements in the new educational reality was the highest 
among the students living in rural areas, and decreased with 
the growth of the size of the town or city where the adolescents 
lived (p<0.01) (Tab. 3). Noteworthy differences related to the 
place of residence were also observed in the case of assessing 
the possibility of comparing progress and achievements with 
peers (p=0.005). The lack of such a possibility was most often 
perceived as a significant problem by the young people from 
small and medium towns (22.7%), and the least often by the 
students from large cities (15.0%). Teenagers living in rural 
areas more often than young people from towns and cities 
complained about the lack of proper conditions for online 

learning (statistical trend: p=0.056). Preparing the right 
conditions for remote learning constituted a substantial 
challenge for 36% of the teenagers living in rural areas and 
26% of the adolescents from large cities.

General level of burden with remote learning difficulties. 
On the scale of remote learning (0–32 points) in the whole 
surveyed group of young people, the mean level equaled 
M=11.9 (SD=7.1). Analysis with the use of non-parametric 
tests revealed that girls had a higher mean level of remote 
learning burden than boys; however, this was not a statistically 
significant correlation (p=0.274) (Tab. 4). Nevertheless, it was 
found that the mean level of burden with problems arising 
from remote learning was considerably diversified with 
respect to the age of the investigated adolescents (p< 0.001) 
and their place of residence (p=0.020). The oldest adolescents 
(M=13.71; SD=7.07) and adolescents living in rural areas 
(M=12.26, SD=7.28) experienced the greatest difficulties with 
remote learning. The least burdened were the students from 
the age group 11–12 (M=11.21; SD=7.32) and those from large 
cities (M=10.85; SD=7.09).

Additional difficulties related to online learning during the 
Covid-19 epidemic. Areas that did not appear in the closed 
categories of questions but were indicated by students (N=56) 
in response to the open question were as follows:
1. Technical problems and insufficient knowledge and skills 

related to the operation of computer hardware and software 

Table 2. Ranking of problems with remote learning total, by gender and age (%)

Level of the problem Total
Gender 

χ2 (p^)
Age

χ2 (p^)
Boys Girls 11-12 13-16 17-18

Increased requirements imposed by teachers

Lack of problem 25.1 29.3 22.4 13.14
(0.001)

31.2 23.9 17.8 23.79
(<0.001)Significant problem 57.1 53.2 59.6 52.0 58.4 62.1

The lack of possibility to consult the teacher in case of problems with understanding the material

Lack of problem 48.5 50.1 47.5 1.36
(0.505)

51.5 49.6 39.8 14.73
(0.005)Significant problem 31.6 30.6 32.2 30.5 31.0 35.2

Poor organisation of remote learning at school

Lack of problem 46.8 46.7 46.8 0.10
(0.947)

53.1 46.3 37.0 33.07
(<0.001)Significant problem 29.8 30.2 29.6 23.1 30.6 39.3

Difficulties in obtaining feedback from the teacher

Lack of problem 52.0 54.5 50.4 3.86
(0.145)

57.5 51.6 43.5 22.31
(<0.001)Significant problem 27.3 26.5 27.8 23.2 27.0 35.5

Lack of possibility to compare their own achievements with those of their classmates

Lack of problem 63.0 61.7 63.8 2.19
(0.334)

57.2 66.8 61.3 20.01
(<0.001)Significant problem 20.8 22.4 19.8 24.7 17.6 23.9

Lack of access to educational materials

Lack of problem 61.7 61.7 61.6 0.07
(0.963)

66.6 61.8 52.1 24.24
(<0,001)Significant problem 17.9 18.1 17.8 16.6 16.6 24.5

Lack of conditions for online learning

Lack of problem 67.6 68.3 67.2 1.93
(0.381)

69.0 68.8 61.3 8.77
(0.067)Significant problem 16.4 17.1 16.0 15.0 16.4 19.2

Lack of support from parents in school activities 

Lack of problem 75.4 76.6 74.7 1.22
(0.541)

76.5 76.5 70.1 8.35
(0.079)Significant problem 12.7 11.7 13.3 13.2 11.6 15.1

p^ - significance level p<0.05
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for remote learning (N=22). The students had a problem 
with the Internet, they wrote that in online lessons everything 
jammed, and that there was a problem with sending tasks 
(I  cannot send photos). According to the students, the 
problem is that not everybody can do the tasks on the 
computer and there is a weak Internet connection in the case 
of those living in the countryside. There were also negative 
evaluations of the Internet platforms and applications 
that were used for online lessons: weak communication 
platforms (the whole class cannot talk at once). Girls, more 
often than boys, mentioned technical problems and lack 
of sufficient knowledge or skills to operate the computer.

2. Lack of school activities, including sports, and school 
atmosphere (personal contact with teachers and peers) 
(N=13). The young people complained about the lack of 
school atmosphere motivating them to act and think. They 
also pointed to the lack of direct contact with peers, the 
problem being the lack of possibility to talk to colleagues 
during breaks and the lack of a colleague sitting at the same 
table. Students also regarded the lack of direct contact with 
teachers as a difficulty: lack of teachers (e.g. we always meet 
teachers at school, and now via the Internet). The boys also 
complained about the lack of PE and football.

3. No motivation to learn online. During remote learning 
in the time of pandemic, teenagers also lacked sufficient 
motivation to learn (9 answers, 7 of which were given by 
girls): I just lack motivation? I don’t know, it’s different for 

me to write tests knowing that I could just download all the 
answers, and nobody would know. While learning at home, 
some of the young people lost their enthusiasm for learning 
and wrote about their lack of motivation and willingness 

Table 3. Ranking of problems with remote learning by place of residence (%)

Level of the problem

Place of residence

χ2 (p^)Rural area
N=670

Small and medium town
N=1423

Big city
N=313

Increased requirements imposed by teachers

Lack of problem 24.7 23.9 30.8 18.79
(0.001)Significant problem 60.8 57.8 46.5

Lack of possibility to consult the teacher in case of problems with understanding the material

Lack of problem 47.0 48.1 53.1 2.98
(0.561)Significant problem 32.5 31.7 29.3

Poor organisation of remote learning at school

Lack of problem 48.1 46.5 44.7 1.52
(0.822)Significant problem 29.5 29.5 32.2

Difficulties in obtaining feedback from the teacher

Lack of problem 48.7 52.2 58.2 7.20
(0.125)Significant problem 28.8 27.1 24.9

Lack of possibility to compare their own achievements with those of their classmates

Lack of problem 65.8 60.3 69.2 12.09
(0.017)Significant problem 19.6 22.7 15.0

Lack of access to educational materials

Lack of problem 59.5 62.2 64.0 2.22
(0.695)Significant problem 19.5 17.4 16.5

Lack of conditions for online learning

Lack of problem 64.0 67.8 74.4 9.22
(0.056)Significant problem 18.4 16.2 13.2

Lack of support from parents in school activities 

Lack of problem 75.3 75.0 77.6 2.90
(0.574)Significant problem 13.7 12.3 12.5

p^ – significance level p<0.05

Table 4. General level of problems with remote learning by gender, age, 
and place of residence

Mean  
(SD)a

Value
(p) b

Total 11.91 (7.19)

 Boys 12.02 (7.12) 492366.000 c  
(0.274) Girls 11.73 (7.28)

Age (years)

 11-12 11.21 (7.32)
31.353 d

(<0.001)
 13-16 11.74 (7.06)

 17-18 13.71 (7.07)

Place of residence 

 Rural area 12.26 (7.28)

7.820 d

(0.020)

 Small and medium town 
 (up to 100,000 inhabitants)

11.99 (7.14)

 Big city 
 (over 100,000 inhabitants)

10.85 (7.09)

a SD - standard devation; b significance level p<0.05  
c U-Mann Whitney’s test 
d Kruskal-Wallis’s test
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to learn. According to the teenagers, teachers do not check 
their learning progress, resulting in a lack of motivation.

4. Lack of precise criteria for evaluation and no possibility to 
improve the grades. Girls were the only ones to complain 
about these problems (N=5). They wrote that the problem 
is the lack of information on, e.g., how to improve grades. 
Teachers ask for homework, make us send it, I spend all day 
doing the homework, send it to them, and they don’t give 
me my grade, I think they don’t check the homework, they 
just check if somebody sent them, and if not, they give them 
a bad mark (‘1’) with no chance for improvement.

5. No precise timetable (N=2). Students noticed a 
difficulty due to the lack of a clearly detailed online school 
timetable: My colleague has an online ‘timetable’ given by 
the school (…) Mine is so ‘scattered’ – it is not organised.

DISCUSSION

The closure of schools caused by the coronavirus pandemic 
and the running of remote education has become a challenge 
for everyone involved, from the pupils themselves to their 
parents and teachers, to the institutions involved in the 
organization of education. Students in Poland have never 
before used online education instead of traditional school 
education on such a scale.

The research carried out by the team at the Department 
of Child and Adolescent Health and the IMiD Foundation 
reveals that young people perceived excessive demands from 
teachers and curricular overburdening of students as the 
most significant problem related to remote learning. Similar 
admissions were made by the students participating in the 
‘Action Navigation’ survey conducted by Grzelak et al. at the 
Integrated Prevention Institute. In this survey, young people 
point out that the greatest challenge related to learning via 
the Internet is not so much the lack of appropriate equipment 
or Internet connection, but the curricular overburdening 
[13]. It is worth mentioning that in a study conducted by 
the Digital Centre, in which teachers indicated problems 
related to remote learning, it was also the burden related to 
the time-consuming nature of the whole remote learning 
process that was most frequently chosen [21].

One of the reasons for the overburdening that the young 
people indicated may be the very form of online learning. 
Remote learning is based on presenting and processing 
many visual stimuli and numerous methods of response 
(including text, audiovisual graphics, and animation). This 
forces the digital learner to be multi-tasking and can result 
in overloading the memory and reduced ability to accurately 
absorb, process and memorize information. The students 
themselves also point out that remote lessons are less attractive 
than those taught at school [22]. It seems necessary to ensure 
that the time spent by students in front of the computer screen 
and other digital devices, especially when remote learning is 
a necessity, is reasonably regulated. As Polish studies indicate, 
during the period of the epidemic, excluding school duties, 
the time spent online on entertainment, including watching 
movies and playing games, has increased and some students, 
parents and teachers have had clear symptoms misuse of 
digital media [23]. A large group of students often used 
social networking websites during online activities, played 
games, browsed the Internet for private purposes, wrote to 
someone without any connection to the lessons, or used 

their smartphons for non-learning purposes [23]. Therefore, 
it is reasonable to include in future research information on 
how much time students spend in front of the screen during 
and outside school activities, and to examine and estimate 
the overall screen time. It is worth taking into account the 
recommendations on the maximum time that children can 
spend in front of the computer at one time, and bear them 
in mind when planning lessons [24]. These guidelines should 
be adapted to the age of the students and include a daily and 
weekly schedule and type of the lessons [23].

A study by the Institute of Mother and Child revealed that 
girls were considerably more likely than boys to perceive 
excessive demands from teachers as a major problem. This 
was the only difficulty that was significantly varied in terms of 
gender. Garza and Jovanovic demonstrated that girls were less 
resistant to stressful situations than boys, which may account 
for the differences observed [25]. In contrast, the HBSC study 
of 2018 showed that experiencing school stress is – among 
others – gender-specific. Girls were found to be much more 
likely to experience high levels of school stress compared to 
boys, which may partly explicate the data obtained in the 
presented study [26].

The unprecedented situation related to the pandemic 
caused youths to feel increased anxiety, depression and stress 
[23, 27, 28]. In order for the learning process to proceed 
properly, students need a sense of physical and mental health 
and safety. Children learn best when their environment 
is friendly and ‘safe’ and when teachers respond to their 
strengths and needs, but fear and anxiety weaken cognitive 
abilities and cause learning disruption [29].

Another serious problem often indicated by the young 
people surveyed, was the poor organisation of remote 
learning and the lack of possibility to discuss and clarify 
difficult topics. For some of the respondents, the lack of 
feedback from teachers and lower motivation to learn were 
also very problematic, as they pointed out in their descriptive 
answers to the open question. Adolescents lacked direct 
contact with teachers and the possibility to discuss with 
them the problems they encounter at school. According 
to research on the environment in which online education 
takes place, the effectiveness of learning depends not only 
on the individual characteristics of a student and his/her 
surrounding, but also on the speed and quality of the teacher’s 
feedback [30].

Another problem highlighted by young people in this 
study in the descriptive answers, regardless of gender, was 
the feeling of isolation and loneliness, which is also supported 
by other studies. Young people complain about the lack of 
direct relationships with their peers. This is undoubtedly 
influenced by the developmental period of this age group. 
Adolescents have a much greater need to interact with their 
peers than adults [31]. Isolation and radical restrictions on 
adolescents’ ability to establish direct social contacts outside 
the home can have lasting negative consequences for their 
physical and mental health [32].

As many as 2/3 of the investigated teenagers did not 
complain about the conditions for remote learning. Notably, 
more often problems related to the Internet connection or 
equipment were observed by the young people living in rural 
areas. Such issues were mentioned by the young people when 
answering the open question and were more often indicated 
by girls and students under 17 years of age than the rest of the 
respondents. Other studies conducted among students from 
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Kraków also indicated that equipment problems were more 
often reported by younger students, who require parental 
assistance to take part in an online lesson [14].

Studies demonstrate that young people, despite rather 
favourable conditions, find it difficult to adapt to the remote 
learning system, and signal many problems related to it [14, 
22]. The 17–18-year-olds investigated for the current study, 
more often than younger students, pointed to the analysed 
problems with remote learning. For older adolescents 
(including those preparing for their end-of-school exam 
– ‘matura exam’), more often than for other age groups, 
the (subjectively assessed) low quality of remote education, 
hindered access to didactic materials and limited contact 
with teacher, constituted a considerable problem. Their 
assessment may have been influenced by the fear of failure 
during the enrollment in tertiary schools process due to 
the switch to remote education, which some respondents 
mentioned in their answer to the open question. Changes 
and uncertainties related to the pandemic could affect their 
educational decisions and prospects. Similar conclusions 
were reached by Długosz, who conducted a survey among 
youth in Kraków [14]. About challenges related to the future, 
feeling uncertain about the future plans, e.g. the college 
transition, summer plans or college applications were also 
reported by adolescents in a qualitative study conducted in 
the USA [33].

However, there are also voices indicating that older 
teenagers appreciate this education system. In the study by 
A. Jurczak, the author reports that students of grades VII and 
VIII of primary schools and students of secondary schools 
indicated that remote learning allows them to save time and 
focus on examination subjects [34].

The research presented in this article carried out by the 
Institute of Mother and Child demonstrates that the youngest 
students (11–12-years-of-age) complained the least frequently 
about remote learning, although they also noticed the 
disadvantages of this system, especially the lack of possibility 
to compare progress with their peers. Differences in the 
assessment of problems and the quality of remote learning 
may result from the education stage of the students. Young 
people, who had uncertain perspectives due to the lack of 
clear information about the exams and the general further 
education pathway, might have evaluated more rigorously 
the actions undertaken by schools and educational decisions 
taken at national level [8].

Excessive control of parents, caused in the initial period of 
the pandemic by the ban on leaving home without a guardian 
until the age of 18, and learning at home, could also have had 
an impact. Nearly 13% of the students felt that during the 
pandemic their relationship with their parents/guardians 
had become difficult [23]. Young people also lacked access 
to libraries, school teaching materials and direct advice from 
teachers. On the other hand, younger students, most of whom 
received help from their parents and spent more time with 
them than before the pandemic, were better off learning at 
home. The youngest lacked the most face-to-face interaction 
with their peers [35]. Half of the students indicated during 
lockdown, that before the pandemic, relationships with 
colleagues from their class were better [23].

This study analysed the problems connected with remote 
learning in terms not only of the gender and age of the 
respondents, but also of their place of residence. The place of 
residence is important with a view to assessing the conditions 

for remote learning. The young people living in rural areas 
complained more often about the lack of conditions for 
remote learning than the young people from cities. Indeed, 
rural residents were also much more likely to pay attention 
to the much greater demands imposed by teachers than in 
traditional school teaching. International analyses indicate 
differences in educational opportunities between students 
from urban and rural areas. The results of the OECD’s 
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
showed that students in large cities scored 31 points higher, 
on average, in science than their peers from rural regions 
[36]. This is important for individuals, for their future and 
prosperity, including material prosperity, as well as for 
regional economic efficiency and innovation, to ensure high 
quality education also in rural areas. Despite the fact that in 
recent years in Poland the differences in development between 
the rural and urban areas have been decreasing, including in 
the fields of infrastructure or household equipment and the 
income of the agricultural and rural population increased, 
there are still the differences in the economic situation [37, 
38]. In view of this, the place of residence can be treated in 
this case as one of the factors related to the level of economic 
status. As research indicates, territorial diversity as well as the 
socio-economic situation of students’ families are important 
elements influencing educational inequalities [36, 39]. For 
example, children from wealthier families spend 30% more 
time studying at home than those from poorer families [23]. 
It should also be emphasized that due to the remote learning, 
the students’ families faced additional financial challenges. 
As shown by the results of Polish research, for the purposes 
of remote education every fifth student needed to purchase 
computer hardware and additional Internet data transfer, as 
well as appropriate software [23]. Due to remote learning in 
the USA, families with lower incomes were more exposed 
to financial burdens than families with higher incomes, 
and 12% of families also reported the need to buy a better 
Internet subscription [40]. These economic challenges related 
to the organization of remote learning concerned both the 
families of the students and were present also on the school 
and community levels.

Therefore, during the pandemic the place of residence 
of the students became more important in the context of 
educational process, as it could differentiate, among other 
things, access to the Internet and other resources enabling 
participation in online classes. Taking into account the 
socio-economic factors influencing the functioning and 
school achievements of students, in future research, it is 
recommended to inclu, in addition to the place of residence, 
the financial situation of the family, as well the material 
resources of the school (including school equipment) and 
factors on the regional level (e.g. cooperation of schools with 
local government, social and cultural resources, organization 
of after-school time).

The issue of remote learning is still relevant, even though 
with the start of the new school year 2020/2021 schools 
were reopened and school-based education returned. In 
accordance with the Regulation of the Ministry of National 
Education of 12 August 2020 [41], in the event of a worsening 
of the epidemiological situation, a mixed (or hybrid) education 
model was considered, including  distance learning for a 
group of or for all students.

Due to the dynamic growth of the number of infected 
individuals during the pandemic, in mid-October it was 
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decided to change the functioning of schools and return 
to remote learning for secondary school students [42] and 
students from the higher grades of primary schools [43]. 
From 9 November 2020, distance learning was applied once 
again to the entire population of students in Poland.

The main limitation of the current study is that the 
questions in the online survey were answered by youths 
who volunteered, therefore the study was not conducted on 
a representative sample. On the other hand, undertaking 
an in-depth demographic analysis, including the study of 
differences by age and by place of residence, is unique at this 
point. Another advantage of the survey was the obtaining 
of additional opinions from students, and the inclusion of 
qualitative analyses.

CONCLUSIONS

1. The big difficulties arising from remote learning during 
the pandemic were most often noted by the oldest students 
(17–18-years-old) and those living in rural areas. Therefore, 
it is worth paying special attention to this group when 
planning further in-depth research.

2. There is a need to pay particular attention to organising 
appropriate technical conditions for remote learning, 
especially in rural areas, where young people have 
complained more often than in cities about equipment 
and Internet access problems during the pandemic.

3. Due to the epidemiological situation, it is important to 
implement targeted funding for students and regions 
with the greatest needs, also taking into account remote 
education.
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