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remains a valuable reference point for understanding how universities can
sustain humane learning during disruption. This qualitative open-ended survey
study aimed to examine how Indonesian university students narrated academic
resilience during emergency online learning, identify the sources of coping,
motivation, and support that sustained them, and explain why those narratives
remain relevant for post-pandemic online and blended learning. Data were
generated from three open-ended questions answered by 266 university
students from several Indonesian cities during the major COVID-19 outbreak
wave in Indonesia in early 2022. The responses were analyzed using reflexive
thematic analysis. Four interrelated themes were developed: emotional burden
did not cancel persistence; resilience was relational before it was individual;
meaning, gratitude, and purpose organized endurance; and everyday care
together with humane lecturer support sustained day-to-day persistence. The
findings show that academic resilience is better understood not as a fixed
individual trait, but as a dynamic process shaped by emotional regulation,
supportive relationships, meaning-making, embodied routines, and pedagogical
responsiveness in times of crisis. The study contributes a narrative-ecological
account that shifts resilience support from a narrow focus on individual
toughness toward relational, meaningful, and pedagogically responsive learning
environments for future disruptions.

To cite this article: Rahiem, M. D. H,, Rahim, H,, Lidinia, M., Muliyah, E., Faeruz, R, & Salistina, D. (2026). Academic
resilience during emergency online learning: Student narratives of persistence and wellbeing. Online Learning in
Educational Research, 6(2), 285-296. https://doi.org/10.58524 /oler.v6i2.1173.

INTRODUCTION

The pandemic had a huge effect on how higher education was conducted. Universities around
the world have swiftly transitioned from in-person delivery of instruction to distance learning, with
minimal preparation time and digital inequalities (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Bao, 2020) and a lack of
adequate time to purposefully design the online course (Bond et al,, 2021; Watermeyer et al., 2021;
Waulansari et al., 2025). Research that examines large-scale implementation of emergency remote
teaching reveals that several universities went into a reactive phase where the maintenance of
instructional continuity became the priority over the interactionality and social presence of learners
(Adedoyin & Soykan, 2023). The shift in the organization of the learning process affected more than
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just delivery methods; it shifted the academic, social, and emotional context within which students
were to continue learning (Nurhidayat et al., 2025).

Studies conducted globally and nationally found that learners encountered this transition
through a bundle of challenges that ranged from academics to technology, socioemotional factors,
and more (Aguilera-Hermida, 2020; Asyhari & Komikesari, 2024; Coman et al, 2020). The
experiences of learners in different settings were characterized by poor connectivity, low
interactions, concentration problems, unclear expectations (Gumede & Badriparsad, 2022; Pavin
Ivanec, 2022; Viana et al,, 2023), loneliness, anxiety, fatigue, home constraints, and disruption of
ordinary academic life (Browning et al., 2021; Ebrahim et al., 2022; Elmer et al., 2020; Kecojevic et
al, 2020; Lemyre et al,, 2023; Son et al,, 2020; Suherman et al., 2025; Sundarasen et al., 2020). In
Indonesia, studies also showed that learners appreciated flexibility but also had to face heavy
workloads, lack of dialogue, technological problems, and emotional burden due to the crisis (Rahiem,
2020b, 2021a, 2021b). Emergency online learning was not only a technical and educational shift but
rather a crisis-based learning setting where learning became dependent on learners' management of
stress, access to support, and interpretation of challenges.

Previous research has responded to these challenges by documenting barriers, attitudes
(Comanetal., 2020), satisfaction, mental health, engagement, teacher presence (Rapantaetal., 2020),
self-regulated learning (Panadero, 2017), and social support (Gelles et al., 2020; Rahmawati et al.,
2020), student motivation and engagement in digital learning environments (Agusnaya et al., 2024;
Nirmala et al., 2025). These studies help understand the conditions that could help or hinder online
learning, but what they do not address is the way in which learners talked about the interconnection
between the burden, support, meaning, self-care, and lecturer responsiveness in relation to difficulty.
Resilience literature during COVID-19 has mostly been quantitative and has used scale scores,
prediction models, and individual protective factors, making it more difficult to understand the
process of building resilience through everyday relations, embodiment, spirituality, and pedagogy.
This is why academic resilience is crucial not just as an outcome, but as a lived process that allows
students to learn in difficult times.

The novelty of this article therefore lies in its narrative and ecological reading of academic
resilience. In contrast to prior COVID-19 resilience research that tended to measure associations
among stress, support, motivation, wellbeing, and performance, this study examines the narrative
links students made among coping, motivation, wellbeing, family obligation, faith, self-care, and
humane teaching. The article treats resilience not as a fixed trait or score but as a relational-
pedagogical ecology shaped by dynamic adaptation, social ecology, everyday academic buoyancy,
self-regulated learning, and adaptive interpretations of difficulty (Martin & Marsh, 2006, 2008;
Masten, 2014; Ungar, 2011; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). This approach allows the study to show not only
that students were resilient, but how and why persistence became possible in a specific emergency
online learning context.

This focus remains timely beyond the pandemic because universities continue to deal with the
longer educational and emotional after-effects of prolonged pandemic learning (Esposito et al,
2024). At the same time, the expansion of online and blended learning means that the relational,
motivational, and wellbeing weaknesses exposed during emergency teaching have not disappeared
(Yasin et al, 2025). Future disruptions, whether epidemiological, environmental, political, or
infrastructural, may again require institutions to move quickly, making the lessons of student
resilience relevant to preparedness rather than only historical memory (Celbis et al., 2025).

Using three open-ended questions answered by 266 university students from several
Indonesian cities, this study aims to examine how students described their emotional and learning
experiences, identify the sources of strength, motivation, and meaning that helped them continue,
and explain what forms of care and lecturer support made persistence possible. The article
contributes to higher education research by offering a student-centered narrative model of academic
resilience that can inform more humane emergency, online, and blended learning design. The study
asks: (1) How did students describe their emotional and learning experiences during the outbreak
period? (2) What sources of strength, motivation, and meaning helped them keep going? and (3)
What kinds of care and lecturer support helped make persistence possible?
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METHOD

Research Design

In this study, a qualitative survey approach with open-ended prompts was employed to
investigate the way university students constructed their resilience narratives within the context of
the coronavirus outbreak in the first quarter of 2022 in Indonesia. This methodological approach was
appropriate because the objective of this study was to provide an interpretation of students' personal
experiences related to coping, motivation, support, and perseverance rather than to assess the rate
of resilience and its psychometric characteristics.

The set of prompts consisted of three open-ended questions (see Table 1). These were
concerned with emotions experienced while studying, sources of strength and motivation, and
support required from lecturers. Each of the prompts was analyzed by the authorial group in terms
of clarity, neutrality, pertinence to the research objectives, and sensitivity to students' pandemic
experience. Minor modifications were made to avoid leading language and to enable the respondents
to refer to both positive and negative experiences. As the questionnaire is not a standardized scale,
no psychometric properties were assessed.

However, open-ended web-based surveys can cause biases of self-selection, brevity, social
desirability, and access, since the respondents who had more access to technology, motivation, and
willingness to write might be more likely to answer. The first three problems were mitigated by the
use of neutral questions, anonymity, freedom to write, and preserving negative cases.

Table 1. Open-Ended Questions used in the Study

Question domain Open-ended question

How did you feel while learning during the COVID-19
outbreak period?

What helped you remain strong, motivated, and able to
continue studying during this period?

What kinds of support did you need, especially from
lecturers, so that you could keep learning well?

Emotional and learning experience
Sources of strength and motivation

Support needed from lecturers

The overall research process is summarized in Figure 1.

Research flow: from narrative prompts to thematic interpretation

Qualitative open-ended Sampling: convenience Online form: 3 Anonymized written
design + purposive criteria ’ open-ended questions ’ responses

.

Reflexive thematic Trustworthiness checks Theme refinement and
analysis and audit trail reporting

Figure 1. Research Flowchart

Participants and Context

The final data set included 266 university students selected using convenience sampling with
the purposeful selection criteria that participants had to be university students who had undergone
emergency online education during the outbreak period and who would be ready to provide written
responses. The online survey link was sent via student and academic networks available to the
researchers, which means that participation in the study was up to students' willingness and access
to the internet. The majority of the participants were from the Greater Jakarta urban area (n = 182);
then there were students from Semarang (n = 15), Palembang (n = 12), Yogyakarta (n = 12), and
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Mataram (n = 10). Other students (n = 35) came from various Indonesian cities. Most of the
participants (n = 196) were female, and there were 70 male participants. Most of the participants
were undergraduate students (n = 240); there were also master's students (n = 23) and doctoral
students (n = 3). Thus, the sample provided a cross-city view of the topic, but due to the focus on
Greater Jakarta and undergraduate women, the results of the study should be viewed from the point
of view of analytic transferability. Table 2 summarizes the demographic characteristics and study
context of the participants, providing an overview of the sample included in the qualitative analysis.

Table 2. Participant Profile and Study Context

Characteristic n Details
Total participants 266  University students from multiple Indonesian cities
Greater Jakarta metropolitan area 182  Largest metropolitan cluster in the sample
Semarang 15  Regional city group
Palembang 12 Regional city group
Yogyakarta 12 Regional city group
Mataram 10  Regional city group
Other cities 35 Remaining respondents from other cities
Female 196 Majority gender in the sample
Male 70  Remaining gender group
Undergraduate (S1) 240 Largest study-level group
Master's (S2) 23 Postgraduate subgroup
Doctoral (S3) 3 Smallest study-level subgroup

The table is descriptive and clarifies who answered the three open-ended questions. The
qualitative corpus consisted of students' written responses to the three prompts; responses varied
from brief statements to richer reflections linking learning conditions, emotional states, family life,
health anxieties, and future aspirations.

Data Analysis

The responses were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021, 2023;
Byrne, 2022). The process included repeated reading of the full corpus, generation of meaning units,
provisional coding, cross-domain comparison across the three prompts, theme development, and
refinement against the full dataset. The analysis was interpretive rather than frequency-led: a theme
was retained when it explained an important patterned meaning in how students kept learning under
pressure.

Trustworthiness and Triangulation

The credibility of the study was enhanced through triangulation, cross-case analysis,
triangulation of the researchers, an audit trail, and negative cases. In particular, the main coder
analyzed the entire dataset, while two other coders independently analyzed samples of responses,
codes, and potential themes. Disagreements concerning code demarcation and the interpretation of
selected excerpts were discussed in the team of authors until a consensus was arrived at. Names of
themes and claims of the study were agreed upon only after their verification against the full data set
and the research questions.

Ethical Considerations and Limitations

The process was strictly voluntary. Permission to conduct research was sought from the Center
for Research and Publication of UIN Syarif Hidayatullah Jakarta, the affiliation of the lead researcher.
The data set was anonymous, as the identities of the respondents were presented using codes of
letters and numbers. The quotes have been translated into English from Indonesian and slightly
edited to improve readability without losing their essence.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Analytic Grounding of Themes

The Results and Discussion have been merged purposefully. Each theme presented below is
composed of what was found, its manifestation in students’ stories, theoretical significance, and the
relation to existing literature. The four themes indicate that academic resilience was not an absence
of challenges, but rather a process that emerged through emotional toughness, relations, meaning
construction, daily regulation, and humane teaching. To avoid redundancy, the findings have been
provided in Table 3 instead of conceptual maps. Table 3 outlines the source of each theme and its
grounding, while the narrative discussion includes quotes, their interpretation, and literature review.

Table 3. Evidence Trail and Integrated Interpretation for Theme Development

Theme Main Prompt Domain Grounding in the Data
Emotional burden did Feelings and learning Students described sadness, boredom, worry,
not cancel experience isolation, and fatigue while still trying to attend,
persistence adapt, and remain academically present.
Resilience was Sources of strengthand Students repeatedly located endurance in
relational before it motivation family reassurance, peer encouragement,
was individual prayer, practical help, and accountability to

people who mattered.
Meaning, gratitude, Sources of strengthand Students connected persistence with gratitude,

and purpose motivation faith, usefulness to others, future aspirations,
organized endurance and the wish to make parents proud.

Everyday care and Support needed to Students linked self-care routines and
humane support keep learning well embodied regulation with requests for lecturer
sustained persistence empathy, clearer explanation, flexibility, and

manageable workloads.

Theme 1. Emotional Burden Did Not Cancel Persistence

This theme explains what was found: students continued studying while carrying sadness,
boredom, worry, isolation, and fatigue. The narratives show that academic resilience did not begin
after emotional strain disappeared; it operated while strain was still present. Students described
emergency online learning as tiring, emotionally uneven, and socially thinning, rather than as a
neutral change of medium. One student wrote, "During the pandemic I felt bored and sad. Online
learning made me want face-to-face classes again as soon as possible because I missed meeting
friends on campus.” Another explained that learning from home had made everything feel flat,
repetitive, and harder to understand even though classes continued. These responses linked affective
hardship with disrupted learning conditions, showing that the academic burden of online study was
inseparable from the loss of ordinary campus relationships and routines.

How resilience worked was visible in the pairing of distress with continued effort. Students
who missed campus life still described trying to attend classes, remain enthusiastic, and complete
assignments. This pattern is consistent with studies showing heightened loneliness, anxiety, fatigue,
and learning disruption among university students during COVID-19 (Browning et al,, 2021; Elmer
etal,, 2020; Lemyre etal., 2023; Son et al., 2020), but it extends barrier-focused research by showing
how persistence was narrated alongside distress rather than after distress had been resolved.

Why the finding matters is that it reframes resilience as effortful continuation under strain.
The finding aligns with academic buoyancy and resilience theories that view resilience as an adaptive
response to everyday and major educational adversity (Martin & Marsh, 2006, 2008; Masten, 2014;
Yeager & Dweck, 2012). What else it suggests is that universities should not interpret attendance or
assignment completion as evidence that students were unaffected; visible academic participation
may coexist with substantial emotional load. This emotional starting point leads to the next finding:
students' persistence was rarely described as solitary toughness, because the capacity to continue
was repeatedly held together by relationships.

Online Learning in Educational Research | 289



Online Learning in Educational Research

Rahiem et al. [ Academic Resilience During...

Theme 2. Resilience was Relational before It was Individual

The persistence theme described the way persistence was anchored in relations. Students
found their endurance not only in their own will but also through the support from their families, the
encouragement from peers, the practical assistance received, prayers, and accountability to people
who were important to them. In the answers to the strength and motivation question, there was very
little emphasis on the resilient qualities as something that was solely an individual accomplishment.
One student explained, "I got through the pandemic with my family - my parents, siblings, in-laws,
and nephew - who kept supporting me whenever I started to feel tired and anxious." Another wrote,
"When I felt exhausted and down, my parents and family always supported me. My friends also kept
encouraging me, so because of them I could endure and stay strong." These accounts show that
support was not an abstract resource; it was a relational infrastructure that made emotional survival
and academic continuity possible.

How relationships supported resilience was both emotional and motivational. Support soothed
distress, stabilized routine, and kept students oriented toward obligations and future aspirations
(Anilon et al,, 2026). This finding is consistent with social-ecological resilience theory, which argues
that resilience depends on access to meaningful relationships and contextually available resources
(Masten, 2014; Ungar, 2011), and with recent evidence on the role of family, social, and teacher
support in academic resilience (Cai & Meng, 2025; Kassis et al., 2024; Suud et al., 2024). The reasons
behind the emergence of this pattern can be attributed to the social environment of Indonesia, which
was reflected in the sample data as the students talked about being resilient through dependency
and not by themselves. Another implication this has for higher education is that there should be
practices of building connections within peers, families, and lecturers without abandoning the
students.

Theme 3. Meaning, Gratitude, and Purpose Organized Endurance

This theme describes how students created a larger moral and existential context for adversity.
Resilience was structured by gratitude, religion, helping others, ambition for one's family, and future
goals, thus enabling students to find meaning in endurance, as opposed to making it obligatory for
them. Whenever students described the factors that kept them going in school, they tended to situate
their adversity in a wider moral and spiritual context. It is gratitude, service, religiosity, and the
desire to make one’s parents proud that emerged as interpretive frameworks here. One student
stated, "My life purpose may sound very pious, but it is true for me: to seek God's pleasure by trying
to be useful to other people and society.” Another wrote, "l want to become someone who is useful
to many people and someone who can make my parents proud.” These responses show how
persistence was attached to dignity, faith, family aspiration, and contribution to others.

How meaning sustained resilience was visible in students' use of gratitude to interpret
adversity without denying it. Students did not claim that life was easy; rather, they described
gratitude as a way to remain steady amid uncertainty. This finding supports studies linking meaning
in life, spirituality, and resilience with student wellbeing (Lehihi et al., 2025; Rasheed et al., 2022;
Reyes-Perez et al, 2025), while adding narrative detail about how moral purpose and family
aspiration organized endurance during emergency online learning. The importance of this finding is
that resilience was not just achieved through the use of coping strategies and personal discipline, but
through the way in which students made sense of their difficulties. The other thing it implies is that
the concept of well-being and academic support must be able to accommodate students' values and
spiritual beliefs.

Theme 4. Everyday Care and Humane Support Sustained Persistence

This theme brings together the practical and pedagogical conditions that made persistence
sustainable in daily life. Resilience was built through ordinary self-care routines and through lecturer
practices that made online learning clearer, more flexible, and more humane. Students described two
converging forms of support (Zakariyah et al., 2025). The first was embodied and practical: exercise,
rest, vitamins, food regulation, hygiene, prayer, and small routines helped them feel more stable (Sari
etal, 2025). The second was pedagogical: students asked lecturers for empathy, clearer explanation,
manageable workload, varied teaching, and flexibility when learning conditions became difficult.
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A student wrote, "During the pandemic [ exercised every day, stopped sugar so [ could be
healthier, took supplements such as vitamin D3, vitamin C, and fish oil, and paid much more attention
to cleanliness." Another emphasized that lecturers needed to understand students' task burden, vary
online teaching, and not assume that students were always fully available. These accounts show how
resilience was practiced through bodily regulation and enabled through teaching conditions that did
not intensify distress.

Why the pedagogical side matters is that students did not present lecturer support as optional
kindness. They treated clear explanation, humane pacing, social presence, and flexibility as
conditions that made learning survivable. This finding aligns with research on compassionate
flexibility, teacher presence, online engagement, supportive teaching environments, and student
wellbeing (Amelia et al., 2020; Erlangga et al., 2024; Fadiji & Eloff, 2024; Gelles et al., 2020; Prananto
etal.,, 2025; Rapanta et al., 2020; Riadi et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2025; Xia et al., 2024). What else this
theme contributes is a shift from asking students simply to become stronger toward asking how
courses can be designed so that strength remains possible. Academic resilience was assembled
through sleep, food, movement, prayer, encouragement, and lecturer actions that recognized
students as whole persons learning under crisis conditions (Ichsan et al., 2025).

Cross-theme Interpretation and Theoretical Contribution

Across the four themes, academic resilience appeared as a relational-pedagogical ecology
rather than a private psychological possession. Emotional burden explains the strain, relational
support explains how students were held, meaning explains why persistence remained worthwhile,
and everyday care and humane support explain how persistence became sustainable in practice. This
integrated interpretation is consistent with social-ecological views of resilience (Masten, 2014;
Ungar, 2011) and academic resilience theories that emphasize adaptive responses to difficulty
(Martin & Marsh, 2006, 2008; Yeager & Dweck, 2012).

The study's theoretical contribution is to show how these dimensions were narrated together
in emergency online learning. Barrier-focused studies have been indispensable for documenting
access problems, stress, isolation, and disengagement during COVID-19 (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2023;
Bond et al,, 2021; Browning et al., 2021; Lemyre et al., 2023), but the present analysis shows that
students did not experience these factors as separate domains. They connected emotional burden
with family obligation, prayer, gratitude, bodily routines, and expectations of lecturers in the same
narrative field. The study thus contributes to research into resilience by exploring how perseverance
was interactionally constructed, how students were enabled to persist due to the alignment of
relations, practices, meaningfulness, and pedagogy that made learning manageable. It is particularly
critical in collectivist cultures and family-centered societies, where support can come from
reassurance, accountability, prayers, assistance, and a future-based reason to persist.

The implications for pedagogy are unequivocal. Resilience-enabling pedagogy goes beyond
counseling students about becoming more disciplined. Institutions and lecturers can enhance or
undermine the ability of students to persevere through effective workload planning, communication,
social presence, feedback, and compassionate flexibility. Concerning policy and practice, learning
during emergencies and blended learning should take into account the management of emotional
burdens, social disconnect, workload planning, and communication practices. Training for lecturers
should encompass compassionate communication, flexible and responsive course design, and
maintaining social presence online. Support for students needs to be ecological, too - peer networks,
family-sensitive work, advising, and wellness support are not separable. Institutional success in
disruption should therefore be measured not only by whether classes continue, but by whether
students can continue learning in ways that remain psychologically and educationally sustainable.

LIMITATIONS

There are some constraints associated with this research as well. Firstly, the data collection
process included an open-ended questionnaire and not personal interviews. It allowed for getting
input from many students, as well as letting them describe the problem using their words; however,
no further probing and exploration could be conducted in the process. Secondly, the participants
were recruited using convenience sampling with purposive criteria and included mostly
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undergraduate students, women, and people coming from the Greater Jakarta metropolitan area. In
turn, convenience sampling might result in over-representation of accessible and willing
participants.

Thirdly, the geographical imbalance is one of the constraining factors in terms of the
transferability of results. Since the number of 182 people is from Greater Jakarta, the findings may
represent the experiences of a large metropolitan area with its unique infrastructure, network of
universities, and households. People living in rural, remote, or not so easily accessible places might
face another type of vulnerability which will not be reflected in this dataset. Finally, the research is
based on a retrospective account of a certain outbreak period. Fifth, quotations were translated from
Indonesian into English and lightly edited for readability, which may have reduced some linguistic
nuance. These boundaries should guide how the findings are transferred to other contexts.

CONCLUSION

In summary, resilience in terms of emergency online learning is not a pre-existing disposition
of the individual nor a linear process of adjustment. Rather, students described academic resilience
through continuing to learn despite challenges through relationships, meaning, caring, and humane
lecturing. The emotional strain did not go away but became easier to bear when students felt
accompaniment, meaningfulness, and good pedagogy. For the field of higher education, this study has
offered an interpretive and ecological analysis of resilience. It has demonstrated how the ability of
students to persevere depends on the interplay of individual practices, relational ties within families
and among peers, spiritual and moral meaning, and the quality of the teaching. For university
practice, future designs of blended and online learning experiences have to incorporate emotional
livability, relational presence, flexibility in assessments, and clear communication.

Future-proofed universities would be able to shift their learning environments online while
preserving the element of care, intelligibility, and humanity of the learning experience. Future
research should follow students longitudinally across emergency, blended, and post-pandemic
learning; compare metropolitan and non-metropolitan contexts; include more balanced gender and
study-level samples; and examine how specific lecturer practices or institutional support systems
influence resilience over time.
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