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Determination of Social Anxiety Levels of Distance Education

University Students
Uzaktan Egitim Alan Universite Ogrencilerinin Sosyal Kaygi Diizeylerinin
Belirlenmesi

Reyhan Eskiyurt 1@, Erding Alaca ®

Abstract

The rapid spread of the Covid-19 pandemic worldwide has affected all areas of life. Social media platforms create a new kind of social
situation in terms of the presence of nonverbal cues. Emotions associated with social anxiety can be affected during the pandemic, due
to possible changes in social interaction and isolation. This study was conducted to determine the social anxiety levels of university
students receiving distance education. 670 university students who receiving distance education in the 2020-2021 academic year
participated in the study. Study data were collected using the Liebowitz Social Anxiety Inventory (LSAS) and The Brief Fear of Negative
Evaluation Scale (BFNE). The total score of the students’ LSAS was 94.10+.95, and the total score of BFNE was 30.38+9.07. The social
situations in which the students experienced the most anxiety were speaking up at a meeting without prior preparation, acting,
performing, or speaking in front of an audience, being the center of attention, giving a prepared oral talk to a group. It was concluded
that the students considered online education as a safe environment to cope with the fear of negative evaluation. This situation can
lead to an increase in the anxiety level of the socially anxious individual and to experience difficulties in real social situations that may
occur in the classroom environment when face-to-face education is started. It is recommended to increase the exposure of students
with social anxiety to online social situations during the pandemic process.
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0z

Covid-19 pandemisinin diinya capinda hizli bir sekilde yayilmasi sonucunda yasamin tiim alanlan etkilenmis olup sosyal medya
platformlan, sozsiiz ipuglarinin varligi agisindan yeni bir tiir sosyal durum yaratmaktadir. Sosyal etkilesim ve izolasyondaki olasi
degisiklikler goz oniine alindiginda, sosyal kayg ile iliskili duygular pandemi sirasinda etkilenebilmektedir. Bu calisma uzaktan egitim
alan iniversite ogrencilerinin sosyal kaygi diizeylerini belilemek amacyla yiiriitiilmiistiir. Calismaya 2020-2021 egitim 6gretim
yilinda uzaktan egitim alan 670 iiniversite rencisi katilmistir. Calisma verileri Liebowitz Sosyal Kaygi Olcegi (LSKO) ve Olumsuz
Degerlendirilme Korkusu Olcegi (ODKO) kullanilarak toplanmistir. Ggrencilerin LSKO toplam puani 94.10:.95, ODKG toplam puani ise
30.389.07 bulunmustur. Ogrencilerin en cok kaygi yasadigi sosyal durumlar: énceden hazilanmaksizin bir toplantida kalkip
konusmak, seyirci oniinde hareket, gosteri ya da konusma yapmak, dikkatleri iizerinde toplamak, bir gruba dnceden hazirlanmig sézlii
bilgi sunmak olarak bulunmustur. Ogrencilerin cevrim ici egitimi olumsuz degerlendirme korkusuyla bas etmek icin giivenlik saglayic
bir ortam olarak degerlendirdikleri sonucuna ulagilmistir. Bu durum sosyal kaygili bireyin kayqi diizeyinin artmasina ve yiiz yiize
editime gecildiginde sinif ortaminda meydana gelebilecek olan gercek sosyal durumlarda zorluklarin yasanmasina yol acabilir. Sosyal
kaygisi olan dgrencilerin pandemi siirecinde ¢evrim ici sosyal durumlara maruziyetlerinin artinlmasi dnerilmektedir.
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AS A CONSEQUENCE of the fast spread of the COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2) pandemic
worldwide, all domains of life have been influenced, and online communication has
become an inseparable part of social life (Khalil et al. 2020). Monitor-based social media
platforms have created a new social situation in terms of nonverbal cues (Walther 2011,
Valkenburg et al. 2016). In view of the potential changes in social interaction and
isolation due to the COVID-19, it is stated that emotions related to social anxiety may
be affected during the pandemic (Thompson et al. 2021). Social anxiety is defined as a
persistent fear of one or more social situations in which embarrassment may occur, and
fear or anxiety is not proportional to the actual threat (Clark and Beck 2010, Hofmann
and DiBartolo 2010). The anxiety arises from the fear of shame, humiliation, and
embarrassment due to the scrutiny and negative evaluation (Tirk¢apar 2018).

Epidemics are found to be linked to high levels of anxiety. For instance, the severe
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) epidemic caused social problems and anxiety in
many countries (Rubin et al. 2009, Zheng et al. 2020). A study has shown that people
with depression before the COVID-19 pandemic have experienced more severe
symptoms after the pandemic onset (Groarke et al. 2020). Various studies have
examined social anxiety caused by pandemics (Liberman and Trope 2014, Kim 2019,
Zheng et al. 2020). Studies examining online social situations and social anxiety suggest
that social anxiety is related to negative interpretations of uncertain online social
situations (Kingsbury and Coplan 2016, Carruthers et al. 2019), social pressure decreases
during online situations, and individuals with social anxiety feel more comfortable
(Weidman et al. 2012).

It was found after the COVID-19 pandemic onset, symptoms of social anxiety have
increased, feeling of loneliness has worsened, and the communication between
individuals and their family and friends has decreased (Thompson et al. 2021). With the
closure of schools and transition to distance education, students' communication with
their peers and instructors has been limited (Courtney et al. 2020). It is stated that a
temporary decrease in problems related to social anxiety can be observed, for there is no
exposure to anxiety-provoking factors by the students when schools are closed (Loades et
al. 2020). Due to the measures taken during the pandemic, individuals with social
anxiety receive positive reinforcement avoiding most situations where psychological
treatment would encourage exposure (Morris and Ale 2011). In addition, it is stated that
acute imbalance may occur in individuals with social anxiety when schools reopened
since avoidance leads to more avoidance through negative reinforcement (Morrissette
2021).

When the studies conducted with university students receiving distance education
during the pandemic are examined, results supporting social anxiety symptoms have been
reached (Pop et al. 2011, Adnan and Kainat 2020, Karakus et al. 2020, Sindiani et al.
2020, Wang and Zhao 2020). Wang and Zhao's study (2020) examined university
students' anxiety about online education. It was found that university students had
higher anxiety levels than the general population and that medical students and female
students' anxiety levels were much higher (Wang and Zhao 2020). In Sindiani et al.
study (2020), it was found that students did not attend online classes because they did
not feel comfortable. In another study evaluating the opinions of university students
(n=126) regarding the effectiveness of online education, 11.1 % of the students stated
that they did not feel comfortable while communicating in the electronic environment.
However, 8.7% of the students disagreed with the proposition that “face-to-face
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communication with the instructor is necessary in order to learn.” (Adnan and Kainat
2020). In Karakus et al. study (2020), students felt more comfortable during distance
education since interviews were not conducted face-to-face as in the classroom
environment. In the study of Pop et al. (2011), it was found that communicating with
asynchronous audio tools decreased students' anxiety about speaking in front of an
audience. Individuals with social anxiety either avoid such anxiety-provoking situations
or experience these situations by enduring a certain amount of distress (Hofmann et al.
2010). Results of the study show that online education platforms enable a safe
environment for university students who have social anxiety. As the number of social
interactions decreases, the individual's avoidance behaviors to cope with anxiety will be
reinforced. It is suggested that such a recovery will be ephemeral, and individuals with
social anxiety will face significant difficulties when schools are reopened (Morrissette
2021). Following this viewpoint, determining the social anxiety levels of university
students is thought to become more of an issue.

The fact that university students cannot attend the social environments face-to-face
due to the COVID-19 pandemic may affect their social anxiety levels. This study has
been conducted as online descriptive research to determine the social anxiety levels of
university students having distance education. The hypotheses of the study have been
determined as follows. Social anxiety levels of university students receiving distance
education are high. The anxiety levels show similarity according to their grade levels.
There is a significant positive relationship between the social anxiety of university
students receiving distance education and their fear of negative evaluation. There is a
difference between the social anxiety levels of the students who do not actively
participate in the classes verbally during online education and those who actively
participate in the classes. There is a difference between the social anxiety levels of those
who state that they feel "more anxious than the classroom environment" and those who
say they feel "more comfortable in comparison to the classroom environment”" while
expressing themselves verbally in the course of distance education.

Method

The research was carried out with 1st grade, 2nd grade, 3rd, and 4th grade students
studying at the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, Faculty of Political Sciences,
Faculty of Business Administration, Faculty of Islamic Sciences, and at the Faculty of
Health Sciences of a university in Ankara. While determining these faculties, the
condition that they had 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th grade students and that they received

synchronous education were taken into account.
Sample

The research population included university students (n=6430) studying during the
spring semester of the 2020-2021 academic year. In determining the research sample, a
sample calculation program with a specific population was used, and as a result, the es-
timated sample size was 363 (alpha= .05, confidence interval= 95% (45%-55%). The
criteria for inclusion in the research were that the participant agreed to participate in the
study, was over the age of 18, had active course registration in the spring semester of
2020-2021 academic year, and attended the undergraduate courses through distance
education platforms. On the other hand, the exclusion criterion of the research was spec-
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ified as the participant's refusal to participate in the research. 670 of the students who
met these criteria participated in the research. The performance of the retrospectively
calculated study was found to be 100%. (Type-1 error=0.05, d=0.35), (G*Power 3.1.9.2
package program), (Lenhard and Lenhard 2016).

Procedure

Ethics committee approval was obtained from Ankara Yildirim Beyazit University
Social Sciences and Humanities Ethics Committee (Date:16.02.2021, No0:2021-17) to
conduct this research. All the students participating in the study read and approved the
online informed consent form. Sociodemographic data form, (LSAS) and (BFNE) were
applied to 2020-2021 spring, academic year students. The researchers sent these forms
through "Google forms” to the students' corporate mail addresses with the extension of
“@XXX.edu.tr” by turning them into an applicable online design.

In order to reach all participants, the university students working as faculty
representatives were contacted and informed about the aim of the research. The link
related to the study were shared with the student social media groups (WhatsApp). The
informed consent form was added to the first page of the online forms, and the
participants were given the information that they have a right not to participate in the
study or to leave any time after participating in it. Before starting the data collection
process, the applicability of the online questionnaire was controlled by the researchers
and two domain experts who were not included in this study. In the link sharing,
"response configuration" and "1 response limitation" were set on the system. In order to
avoid data loss, a single option for each question was required. All the forms together
cover 47 items and 4 web pages in total, including online data collection tool Informed
Consent Form (1 item), Sociodemographic data form (11 items), Liebowitz Social
Anxiety Scale (24 items), and The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (11) items.
Our research carried out by fulfilling the principles of "Privacy and the Protection of
Privacy" and "Respect for Autonomy" was based on voluntariness, and no course credit
or payment was granted to the participants.

Measures

Study data were collected using the sociodemographic data form, Liebowitz Social
Anxiety Scale (LSAS) and The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (BFNE).

Sociodemographic data form

The sociodemographic data form was created by the researchers by reviewing the
literature in order to obtain data about variables such as age, grade level, department,
gender, daily study time, camera opening and the speaking status during online classes,
the evaluation of face-to-face education conditions in the classroom and virtual
environment conditions. The form consists of 11 items in total and includes 4 open-
ended and 7 closed-ended questions. By asking such questions, it was aimed to
investigate the reasons for the answers given by the participants to the closed-ended
questions.

Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale (LSAS)
The Turkish adaptation studies of the scale developed by Liebowitz et al. (1987) to
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determine the severity of anxiety and avoidance related to social situations were carried
out by Soykan, Ozgﬁven, and Gengoz (2003). The scale consists of 24 items and has two
dimensions involving anxiety and avoidance. The total score of the scale ranges between
48 and 192. An increase in the score indicates that the level of social anxiety and
avoidance behavior is intensified. The cut-off score has been found to be 25 for the sub-
dimensions of the scale and 50 for the scale's total score (Soykan et al. 2003). Anxiety
score comprises the severity of fear or anxiety felt during situations that require social
interaction and performance. On the other hand, the avoidance score covers the
frequency of avoidance due to the fear or anxiety felt due to staying in situations that
include social interaction and require performance. The test-retest reliability coefficient
of the scale is r= .97. The Cronbach Alpha Value of the social anxiety subscale is r= .96,
and the Cronbach Alpha Value of the social avoidance subscale is r= .95. The Cronbach
Alpha Value of the entire scale is .98. The Cronbach Alpha Value of the scale ranges
from .92 to .81 (Soykan et al. 2003). In this study, the Cronbach Alpha coefficient is
0.95.

The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (BFNE)

The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (BFNE) is a self-report style scale
developed by Leary (1983) to measure an individual’s tolerance to negative or hostile
evaluation by others. The BFNE consists of 11 items covering fear and anxiety
expressions, and these items have a five-point Likert-type rating. The Turkish
adaptation of BFNE was conducted by Cetin, Dogan and Sapmaz (2010), and reliability
and criterion-related validity studies were carried out on a single-factor structure. The
psychometric properties of the scale have been based on the data gathered from 325
university students. The internal consistency coefficient of the scale has been found to be
.84. While low scores from the fear of negative evaluation show that individuals do not
fear or are less fearful of negative evaluation, higher scores of the scale show that
individuals fear more of negative evaluation (Cetin et al. 2010). Bu ¢alismada cronbach
alfa katsayis1 0.91 olarak saptanmistir. In this study, the Cronbach Alpha coefficient is
0.91.

Statistical analysis

The IBM SPSS Statistics 21.0 (IBM Corp. Released 2012. IBM SPSS Statistics for
Windows, Version 21.0. Armonk, NY: IBM Corp.) program was used for statistical
analyses and calculations. The statistical significance level for statistical analyses and
calculations was accepted as p<0.05. In calculating 95 percent confidence intervals, the
accelerated percentage confidence interval method (BCa) was used by correcting
deviations. The data were analyzed by being transferred to a computer program, and
descriptive statistics (number, percentage, average, standard deviation), correlation test,
t-test, and one-way analysis of variance test (one-way Anova) were used as the statistical
methods. The Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale and The Brief Fear of Negative
Evaluation Scale (BFNE) constituted the dependent variable, while age, gender, grade
level, active participation in online classes, and anxiety felt during online classes were the
study's independent variables. A correlation test was used to determine the relationship
between LSAS and BFNE scores, a one-way variance analysis test (one-way Anova) was

applied to detect the difference between LSAS and BFNE scores according to grade

Psikiyatride Giincel Yaklagimlar - Current Approaches in Psychiatry



262 Eskiyurt and Alaca

levels, and t-test analyses were used in order to examine the difference between LSAS
and BFNE scores in independent dual samples. The researchers examined the answers
given by the students to the open-ended questions. In order to increase the validity of
authenticity, some statements of the individuals participating in the study and
experiencing anxiety in the course of distance education were included directly and
presented as research findings.

Results

In our study, 670 university students, including 553 females (82.5%) and 117 males
(17.5%) with an age average of 20.77+2.77, participated in the research. It was observed
that 37.3 % of the students (n=250) were 9th graders, and 40.0% of them (n=268)
studied between land 2 hours daily. The university departments where students study
are given in Table 1, and it was determined that 50.1 % of the students (n=336)
participating in the research were studying in the Faculty of Health Sciences. 14.6% of
the students (n=98) stated that they had received psychiatric treatment before (Table 1).

Table 1. Distribution of students' descriptive characteristics (n=670)

Descriptive Characteristics n %
Faculty of Health Sciences 336 50.1
Nursing 152 22.7
Nutrition and Dietetics 86 12.8
Social Work 59 8.8
Language and Speech Therapy 19 2.8
Audiology 10 1.5
Child Development 7 1.0
Physiotherapy and Rehabilitation 3 0.4
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences 305 45.5
Information and Documentation Management 99 14.8
Psychology 78 116
Turkish Language and Literature 32 48
Sociology 29 43
Translation and Interpretation 29 43
History 24 3.6
Philosophy 14 2.1
Business School 13 1.9
International Trade and Business 9 13
Management Information Systems 4 0.6
Faculty of Political Sciences 8 1.2
Political Science and Public Administration 5 0.7
International Relations 2 0.3
Finance 1 0.1
Faculty of Islamic Sciences 8 1.2
Islamic Sciences 8 1.2
Education Level
Preparatory class 37 55
1st Grade 250 373
2nd Grade 169 25.2
3rd Grade 126 18.8
4th Grade 88 13.1

Psikiyatride Giincel Yaklagimlar - Current Approaches in Psychiatry



Social Anxiety in Distance Education 263

Course study time

less than 1 hour 173 25.8
1-2 hours 268 40.0
3-4 hours 180 26.9
5-6 hours 39 5.8
7 hours or more 10 1.5
Psychiatric treatment history

Yes 98 14.6
No 572 85.4
Active participation in course in distance education

Yes 435 64.9
No 235 35.1

The students’ total LSAS score was 94.10+.95, their LSAS anxiety subscore was
47.84+.49, and their avoidance sub-dimension was 46.26+.48. BFNE total score, on the
other hand, was found to be 30.38+9.07 (Table 2)..

Table 2. Distribution of the scores of the LSAS and BFNE (n=670)

Scale Mean+SD Min-Max
BFNE 30.38+9.07 11.0-55.0
LSAS fear 47.84+12.89 24.0-96.0
LSAS avoidance 46.26£12.55 24.0-93.0
LSAS total 94.10+24.71 48.0-186.0
SD: standard deviation, LSAS: Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale, BFNE:The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale
3,50
3,00
2,50 —
2,00 — - N
1,50 — — — —A —A -
1,00 — —A — —A —A -
0,50 — —A — —A —A -
0,00
112 /3|4,5/6 7 8|9|10/11(12 13 14|{15/16/17/18 19 20|21|22|23|24
mfear 2,912,712,52,42,11,82,11,6/1,7)2,41,71,41,92,52,01,91,5/1,51,61,3]1,41,91,9]2,1
avoidance 2,7\2,52,42,41,91,71,81,6/11,72,41,71,41,92,21,91,81,5/1,51,61,3/1,51,81,92,1

Figure 1. Average fear and avoidance level per question in the LSAS
*LSAS: Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale items (1-24)

The social situations in which students experience the most anxiety were observed to
be as follow: speaking at a meeting without any prior preparation (M= 2.90, SD= .90),
acting, performing or speaking in front of an audience (M= 2.77, SD= .91), gathering
others’s attention on him/herself (M= 2.51, SD= .92), trying to meet someone for the
purpose of establishing a romantic or sexual relationship (M= 2.44, SD= 1.00),
delivering a prepared speech to a group (M= 2.10, SD= .88), talking to someone who is
more authoritative than himself (M= 2.14, SD= .87), studying while being observed (M=
2.49, SD= .96), being tested with ability, skill or knowledge (M= 2.50, SD= .92), writing
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while being observed (M= 2.04, SD= .95), and urinating in a public toilet (M= 2.10,
SD= 1.10) (Figure 1). There is no statistically significant correlation between the
students’ LSAS and BFNE scores ((r = 0.04, p > 0.05, 95% BCa [-0.03, 0.12]).

According to grade levels, the students’ LSAS and BFNE average scores are similar
(F (4, 665) = 0.923, p=0.45, 95% BCa [92.32, 95.85]; F (4, 665) = 1.92, p=0.10, 95%
BCa [29.68, 31.12]). It was observed that 64.9 % of the students (n= 435) actively
participated in classes during distance education term. It was found that the students
who did not actively participate in classes had higher LSAS and BFNE scores than those
who actively participated in classes, though this difference has no statistical significance
(t(668) = -1.03, p= 0.30, 95% BCa [-6.13, 1.79]; t(668) = -0.56, p= 0.57, 95% BCa [-
1.78, 0.98]), (Table 3).

While 31.6 % of the students (n= 212) stated that they felt “more anxious compared
to the classroom environment” when they spoke during online education term, 27.9% of
them (n= 187) said they felt “more comfortable compared to classroom environment.”
According to the anxiety levels experienced by the students during distance education
term, the difference between LSAS and BFNE scores was observed to be statistically
similar (F(3, 666) = 0.819, p=0.48, 95% BCa [92.18, 95.95]; F(3, 666) = 1.88, p=0.13,
95% BCa [29.75, 31.04]), (Table 3).

Table 3. Distribution of LSAS and BFNE according to certain variables (n=670)

Variable BFNE LSAS fear LSAS avoidance LSAS total
Mean+SD Mean+SD Mean+SD Mean+SD

Education Level

Preparatory class 27.83£8.77 44.57£11.22 43.35+10.36 87.92+20.99

1st Grade 30.49+8.51 47.64+12.09 46.17+12.05 93.81+23.62

2nd Grade 31.56+10.04 48.14+13.61 47.01+13.45 95.15426.45

3rd Grade 30.26+8.27 47.93+13.67 45.38+13.04 93.31+£25.41

4th Grade 29.07+8.90 49.05+13.20 47.57+£12.27 96.61+24.72

F 1.929 827 1.044 923

pa .104 .508 384 450

Anxiety Status

| felt anxious like in a classroom 31.02+8.59 46.73+13.83 45.28+14.09 92.01£27.59

setting

| felt more anxious compared to 29.23+9.83 48.51+£11.87 47.47+£12.07 95.98+23.34

the classroom setting

| felt more comfortable compared 31.25+8.86 48.17+13.68 46.14+12.85 94.30+25.42

to the classroom setting

No change in my mood 30.50+8.48 47.28+12.70 45.47+11.86 92.76+23.83

F 1.888 581 1.090 819

pa 130 627 353 484

Active participation in course

Yes 30.24+9.10 47.51+£12.97 45.86+12.65 93.37+24.79

No 30.65+9.01 48.43+£12.74 47.01+£12.37 95.44+24.55

t -.560 -.876 -1.130 -.1.031

p 576 381 259 303

*One-way Anova, bt test, p<.05, LSAS: Liebowitz Sodial Anxiety Scale, BFNE:The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale

When the reasons for students to prefer distance education were examined, such
answers were collected in various categories as “having more time for personal
development,” “being safe from the pandemic,” “having a more comfortable environment

Psikiyatride Giincel Yaklagimlar - Current Approaches in Psychiatry



Social Anxiety in Distance Education 265

while studying,” “having the opportunity to watch the lessons repeatedly.” It can be said
that only those with social anxiety considered the virtual classroom environment as a safe
domain.

K1: “Online (Virtual) environment is more comfortable than the classroom environment. There is no feeling of excitement because
there is no one by our side.”

K2: “I prefer the virtual environment. | felt more comfortable since no one didn’t see me.”

K3: “I prefer the virtual environment because the instructor’s awareness of the anxiety | experience in the classroom environment
affects me negatively. However, when | have anxiety in the virtual environment, | can control my anxiety without the instructor
noticing me.”

K4: “I prefer the virtual environment because you do not see others in the virtual environment while speaking or making a presenta-
tion, and it feels more comfortable, frankly.”

K5: “I prefer the virtual environment. | feel more stressed in the school environment .”

K6: “1 prefer the virtual environment because | feel safer.”

K7: “Iwould like to be in the classroom environment in terms of communication, but [ can be more anxious in the classroom. | feel
better while typing for a chat when it is online.”

K8: “The virtual environment is better. | felt better while making a presentation and participating in the classes.”

K9 “The virtual environment is more worry-free.”

K10: “I prefer the virtual environment because we don't need to make eye contact or use facial expressions while speaking, which
allows us to express ourselves more easily.”

K11: “You can express yourself more easily in the virtual environment.”

K12: “Since | couldn't open the camera during online classes, | felt more comfortable while talking. So | answered the questions more
easily.”

K13: “I prefer the virtual environment. Not being seen makes me feel more comfortable.”

K14: “1 prefer the virtual environment because it is nice to know that no one is around and they won't be seeing you.”

K15: “I prefer the virtual environment; | feel less pressured, and | don't have difficulty while expressing my thoughts.”

K16: “1 prefer the virtual environment. As long as it is not mandatory to open the camera, our identity is not revealed, which makes us
feel less stressed.”

Discussion

In our study, which was carried out to determine the social anxiety level of the university
students who receive distance education due to the Covid-19 (SARS-CoV-2) pandemic,
it was concluded that the students’ social anxiety and fear of negative evaluation levels
were high, and they considered distance education a positive environment for coping
with anxiety. Situations experienced in the natural flow of life functioned as safety-
providing behavior.

It is indicated that (17,6%) university students preferred online education instead of
traditional face-to-face education due to their psychological problems (Drange and Wyk
2019). This result shows that it is worth investigating the relationship between
psychological problems and online education. It is stated that the pandemic poses a
threat to individuals with social anxiety, and it has been found that social anxiety
anticipates the increase in fear of negative evaluation during the pandemic (Ho and
Moscovitch 2021). Fear of negative evaluation may include negative feelings, thoughts,
fear, and anxiety concerning the possibility of students' being misunderstood and judged
during their interaction with others in the online learning environment. Wang and
Zhao’s study (2020) examined university students' anxiety about online learning.
Accordingly, it was found that university students had higher anxiety levels than the
general population (Wang and Zhao 2020). It was found that more than 70% of 264
university students who participated in the study of Drange and Wyk (2019) had social
anxiety scores above the cut-off score of LSAS. It is stated that the Covid-19 pandemic
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makes the university students feel more anxious, and in the study of Ma (2021), a
negative and significant relationship was found between social anxiety and resilience
levels of university students. In the Thompson et al. (2021) study, it was observed that
anxiety symptoms increased after the Covid-19 pandemic onset.

Our study found that the social anxiety levels of university students were similar at all
grade levels. In the Ghezelbash et al. (2015) study, no significant difference was observed
between university students' social anxiety average scores and their grade levels. In the
study of Sharma and Sharma (2015), no difference was detected between anxiety levels
and grade levels. In the study of Gultekin and Dereboy (2011), no statistically significant
difference was found between the students' departments, grade levels and frequency of
social anxiety. This research shows that the students' anxiety level does not change by
such factors as education and training process, education method, theoretical knowledge,
and clinical experience. Therefore, social anxiety should be addressed explicitly in the
context of online learning with its own different dynamics. Students should be noticed in
the educational environment on time and prepared for their academic and social lives
through necessary interventions.

The social situations that most frequently worry university students with social
anxiety are: gathering others' attention on him/herself, being tested with ability, skill or
knowledge, acting, performing or speaking in front of an audience, trying to meet
someone to establish a romantic or sexual relationship, studying under observation,
speaking at a meeting without any prior preparation, expressing disagreement, and
entering a crowded room (Bella and Omigbodun 2009, Gultekin and Dereboy 2011,
Russell and Topham 2012). The situations in which university students experience social
anxiety show similarity to the findings of the studies conducted during the pandemic
term. Karakus et al. (2020) study examined university students’ views on distance
education. Students revealed they experience anxiety in such situations as speaking in
front of a group in the classroom and being exposed to negative evaluations by their
instructor and peers (Karakus et al. 2020). In the Drange and Wyk (2019) study, it was
emphasized that the most anxiety-provoking situation for university students is
performing or speaking in front of an audience. In the study of Uzunboylu and Tuncay
(2010), the most worrying situations for students receiving distant education are
speaking in front of an audience and gathering others' attention on him/herself. The
social situations obtained from the study results that cause anxiety in students show
similar characteristics to our research findings.

Individuals with social anxiety tend to avoid social opportunities to interact with
others (Heeren and McNally 2018). Accordingly, pandemic conditions provide positive
reinforcement for people with social anxiety to avoid situations where psychological
treatment would encourage exposure (Morrissette 2020). Also, the nature of social
interactions during the pandemic may naturally present more opportunities in terms of
self-concealment. That may result from the decrease in opportunities for real social
interaction during the pandemic and the confrontation with new socially threatening
situations that arise as a result of the pandemic. In the study of Miers et al. (2020), it was
observed that social anxiety anticipated online avoidance behaviors. In the study of
Karakus et al. (2020), university students expressed their views as “People who are shy of
talking in front of the class can speak more comfortably during online classes” (Karakus
et al. 2020). In another study, the students’ doodling and drawing pictures on their
textbooks and hiding from the instructor during online classes were defined as avoidance
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behaviors (Uzunboylu and Tuncay 2010). In the study of Zheng et al. (2020), the other
hand, it was found that there is a negative relationship between psychological distance
and anxiety. It was proven that the pandemic-related psychological distance has a
mediating effect on the relationship between pandemic severity and social anxiety. It is
noted that quarantine protects those with social anxiety against the harmful effects of the
pandemic (Zheng et al. 2020). However, in the studies where students evaluate distance
education, the students' explanations that they interact better with their peers during
online education and that there is no need for face-to-face communication to learn may
be an avoidance behavior they display in coping with social anxiety (Adnan and Kainat
2020, Sindiani et al. 2020). In our study, students’ expressing that they feel more
comfortable during online education, preferring online education rather than face-to-
face education, not turning on their cameras, and writing their questions in the chatbox
can be cited as examples of avoidance. Avoidance behaviors prevent the individual from
discovering that the feared outcome is unlikely to occur and cause anxiety symptoms to
continue.

The fact that the research was carried out only with students studying in specific
departments of a university, the application of data collection forms in the electronic
environment, and the inability to communicate with students face-to-face constitute the
essential limitations of this research.

Conclusion

Our study examined the level of anxiety and fear of negative evaluation of university
students during the pandemic term. Students' social anxiety levels and fear of negative
evaluation were observed to be high, and it was concluded that the students with a high
level of anxiety considered online education a positive environment for coping with
anxiety. This situation is not an effective method of reducing anxiety. It can lead to an
increase in the anxiety level of the individual with social anxiety and to experiencing
difficulties in real situations that may occur in the classroom environment when face-to-
face education starts again. Yen et al. (2012) compared the severity of social anxiety in
real life and online interactions and underlined that social anxiety decreased in the course
of online interactions. It is recommended to determine the social anxiety levels of
students before and after the pandemic and to increase their exposure to online social
situations such as their actively participating in online meetings and activities with peer
groups to cope with their social anxiety and encouraging the use of camera and
microphone for their active participation in live classes on education and training
platforms.
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