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Abstract

The study adopted the descriptive survey design to assess the perception and adjustment of
students towards the new normal of COVID-19 in universities. Three research questions and
two null hypotheses guided the study. A total of 3,553 regular undergraduate students in the
Faculty of Education of the three universities in Cross River State constituted the study’s
population. The cluster and simple random sampling techniques were employed to select 1,421
undergraduates, representing 40 per cent of the study's population. Data were collected using
the "Students' Perception and Adjustment Questionnaire ” (SPAQ) designed by the researchers,
validated by experts, with Cronbach reliability coefficients of .87 and .93 for the two sub-
domains respectively. Copies of the instrument were administered to the respondents with
1,403 properly filled and returned copies. Collected data were subjected to statistical analysis
using both descriptive and inferential techniques. It was found that students reported
significantly low extents of perception and adjustment to the new normal in universities;
students' perception has no significant contribution to their adjustment to the new normal in
universities. Based on the findings, it was recommended, inter alia, that counselling services
be rendered to university students to change their notion or perception of the new normal.
Keywords: adjustment, COVID-19, perception, students, universities

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic is a worldwide coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic
caused by coronavirus 2 (severe acute respiratory syndrome [SARS-CoV-2]). In December of
2019, the virus was discovered in Wuhan, China for the first time. On January 30, 2020, the
World Health Organization declared a Public Health Emergency of International Concern; and
on March 11, 2020, it was declared as a pandemic. According to Centre for Disease Control
(2021), COVID-19 is one of the worst pandemics in history, with more than 178 million
confirmed cases and more than 3.87 million confirmed fatalities worldwide as of June 22, 2021.
In Africa, according to the reports from Africa Centre for Disease Control (Africa CDC, 2021),
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there are a total of 5,235,282 confirmed cases, 138,192 deaths, 4,643,825 recoveries and
51,050,389 tests conducted. According to the same source, West Africa has a total number of
481,670 confirmed cases, 6,375 deaths, 463,467 recoveries and 7,503,948 tests conducted.
According to the data from Nigeria Centre for Disease Control (NCDC) (2020), the total
number of confirmed cases in Nigeria is 167,039; total recoveries is 164,116; deaths stand at
2,118; total doses given is 2,659,153; total number of individuals that have received full
vaccination stands at 680,345, representing 0.33% of the total population.

COVID-19 symptoms vary greatly in severity, ranging from undetectable to life-threatening.
COVID-19 individuals who are older or have underlying medical problems are more prone to
develop severe sickness. COVID-19 is spread via the air when droplets and tiny airborne
particles pollute it. Breathing them in is most dangerous when individuals are close together,
but they may also be breathed across greater distances, especially indoors (Owan et al., 2021a).
Transmission can also happen if one is splashed or sprayed with infected fluids, or if one gets
itin one’s eyes, nose, or mouth, or if one comes into contact with contaminated surfaces. People
can be infectious for up to 20 days after contracting the virus, and they can spread it even if
they do not show any symptoms (Centre for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2020;
2021). Since December 2020, many vaccinations have been produced and extensively
disseminated in most industrialized countries. Current therapies are aimed at alleviating
symptoms, but researchers are working on developing antiviral drugs. Travel restrictions, lock
downs and quarantines, occupational hazard measures, and company closures have all been
implemented by authorities across the world (Aslam et al., 2021).

Several governments have also tried to expand testing capacity and track affected people's
contacts (National Health Service [NHS], 2021). The epidemic has caused widespread social
and economic upheaval, including the worst worldwide recession since the 1930s' Great
Depression (Gopinath, 2020). Widespread supply shortages have resulted, which have been
compounded by panic purchasing, agricultural disturbance and food shortages. This has caused
a reduction in the pollution and greenhouse gas emissions.

Many educational institutions and public spaces have been shuttered in part or whole, and many
activities have been cancelled or rescheduled (Aslam et al., 2021; Owan et al, 2021b).
Misinformation has spread through social media and the mainstream media, exacerbating
political tensions. The epidemic seems to have brought up problems of racial and regional
discrimination, health fairness, and finding a balance between public health and individual
rights. All of these restrictions, changes to activities and regulations ushered in a “new normal”
in the behaviour of individuals the world over. This is a “new normal” because such regulation
and expected behaviours were not advocated before the pandemic. According to Wikipedia
(2021), a new normal is a condition in which an economy, society, or other entity settles after
a crisis when it differs from the scenario that existed before the crisis' onset. The phrase has
been used to describe events such as World War 1, the 2007-2008 financial crisis, the
September 11 attacks, the aftermath of the worldwide recession from 2008 to 2012, the
COVID-19 epidemic, and others (Asonye, 2020).
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Some of the new normal practices expected of students and other individuals include social
and physical distancing, regular handwashing, wearing a face mask, practising safe food
handling, practising mindfulness and stress relief, daily, mandatory self-assessment for all
employees of possible coronavirus symptoms, isolation at home and testing (if needed) for
individuals with recent travel history, maintaining close contacts with COVID-19 support team
in case of emergency, understanding who's at risk and so on (Maragakis, 2020; Owan et al.,
2021b). Furthermore, Owan et al (2021a) added that social distance, wearing face masks in
public, ventilation and air filtration, hand washing, covering one's mouth while sneezing or
coughing, cleaning surfaces, and monitoring and self-isolation for those exposed or sick are all
recommended preventive methods. Thus, it is expected that individuals adjust their behaviours
and practices to reflect these new norms. However, the extent to which individuals especially
students perceive these guidelines may affect their acceptance and willingness to adhere to
them. This may, in turn, affect the extent to which the spread of the virus can be mitigated.

It is important to consider university students’ perspective because they are at liberty to make
decisions without the interference of parents (Arop et al., 2019; Intraboonsom et al., 2020;
Jackson, 2020; Lorenzoni et al., 2021; Martins et al., 2020; Owan & Robert, 2019; Owan et al.,
2020). The freedom they enjoy could put them at risk if they follow unacceptably or display
irresponsible behaviour towards the new normal occasioned by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Based on this position, it is important to understand the perception and adjustment of university
students to the new normal of COVID-19.

Some researchers have focused on the protective measures that have been put in place (Chien
& Law, 2003; Tse et al., 2006; Verbeek et al., 2020), but the descriptive nature of these studies
does not give a theoretical viewpoint on how students might respond to a worldwide pandemic.
The cross-sectional study of Oyeyemi et al. (2020) discovered that a large majority of
respondents had a proper understanding of COVID-19. According to the findings, 84.1 per cent
of people did not believe they were in danger of getting COVID-19, 81.0 per cent avoided
crowded locations, and 61.3 per cent cleaned their hands often. In terms of attitudes, the results
showed that 19% of respondents had recently visited crowded places; 38.7% did not wash their
hands with soap under running water very often; 37 per cent rarely or never used hand
sanitisers; 64 per cent did not wear face masks; 87.5 per cent followed the government's “stay
at home” policy to prevent the spread of the virus.

In terms of perception, Oyeyemi et al. (2020) discovered that about 20% and 50% of
respondents, respectively, were unaware of the relationship between COVID-19 and chronic
illnesses and obesity, which is concerning. This is because it is well documented that senior
individual with chronic illnesses and obesity should take extra care to prevent contracting
COVID-19 since they are more prone to acquire COVID-19-related issues (Guan et al., 2020;
Zhou et al., 2020). Another source of worry is the significant percentage of respondents who
felt that antibiotics could be used to treat COVID-19 and those who did not realize that
antibiotics could not be used to treat COVID-19 (Oyeyemi et al., 2020). Participants in recent
research in Saudi Arabia and China exhibited the relatively same level of confidence (Al-
Hanawi et al., 2020; Zhong et al., 2020). These two types of people may become victims of
antibiotic misuse. It is distressing to learn that some people assume COVID-19 is a sickness of
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the wealthy. This group of people is unlikely to follow the COVID-19 preventive instructions,
which might jeopardize present efforts to combat this highly infectious illness.

In another study, Khader et al. (2020) assessed Jordanian dentists' awareness, interpretation,
and attitudes around coronavirus disease (COVID-19) and infection management. Jordanian
dentists were found to be familiar with COVID-19 symptoms, modes of transmission, infection
management, and precautions in dental clinics. Dentists, on the other hand, are unaware of the
additional safeguards in place to protect dental workers and other patients from COVID-109.
State and worldwide dental organisations should provide national and international
recommendations to all licensed dentists during an epidemic, such as the COVID-19 pandemic,
to guarantee that dentists are trained. As a result of the quick spread of COVID-19, a significant
percentage of the Italian population engaged in incompatible behaviours with preventative
health interventions, according to Roma et al. (2020). While public acceptance of authorities'
suggested preventive health actions is critical for monitoring the results of an infectious disease
epidemic (van der Weerd et al., 2011), behavioural changes will have a significant qualitative
and quantitative impact on infection transmission (Poletti et al., 2011).

Insufficient awareness of infectious illnesses, according to Aldohyan et al. (2019), might lead
to ineffective infection control and precautionary measures. As a result, delivering COVID-19
educational activities might raise awareness and enhance infection management and
prevention. However, while evaluating past research, it is important to keep in mind that they
utilized different techniques and subjects, which might influence awareness and perception
levels. This suggests that more research on awareness and perception using a validated
instrument is needed. This is one of the gaps that the current study sought to fill based on the
demographics of Nigerian university students. Based on this observation, Roma et al. (2020)
studied psychological and psycho-social variables that may impact behavioural compliance.
Machine learning techniques were used to figure out who was more likely to take safety
precautions. Behavioural conformance was shown to be somewhat lower than efficacy
interpretation. Risk perception and public perceptions act as moderators, reducing the effect of
self-medicating efficacy.

Depending on risk assessment and public engagement, the perceived efficacy of proposed
behaviours varied. The perceived efficacy of a range of general health interventions, such as
physical activity, vaccinations, and psychiatric outpatient medication adherence, has been
researched (Brown, 2005; Mo et al., 2019). Perceived potency has also been studied in the
context of earlier epidemics/pandemics like HLN1, and the most recent COVID-19 outbreak,
with results suggesting that it is one of the greatest determinants of compliance with
preventative health behaviours (Pollak et al., 2020; Rezaeipandari et al., 2018). Previous
reports (Gadarian et al., 2020; Maekelae et al., 2020) examined people's
commitment/resistance to preventative activities, their perceived efficacy of the measures, and
what variables affected support. According to these findings, people favour COVID-19
prevention measures in the first few weeks but are strongly opposed in the subsequent weeks.

According to Pan et al. (2020), self-reported consistent face mask usage in public locations was
95.7%, while hand sanitization after returning from public spaces or handling public
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installations was 70.9%. After controlling for significant background factors, higher
information from television, journals, and magazines was associated with improved sleep
quality and hand sanitizing compliance. Hand cleanliness regulation has been connected to
increased exposure in informal internet media. Similarly, in recent Nigerian research, Yusuf et
al. (2021) studied students' behavioural compliance with COVID-19 requirements, as well as
variables predicting such action. Three mental frames evolved based on the likelihood of these
habits occurring: cautious, hesitant, and obstinate attitudes. The data revealed that the obstinate
position was the most prevalent among the behavioural frames, with some degree of variation
between the hesitant and cautious frames. The Ordinary Least Square (OLS) model of the study
found that perceived health threat, perceived consistency of advice, obligation to respect the
law, spiritual alignment, emotional state, and impulsivity all significantly predict students'
behavioural compliance with the COVID-19 guideline.

Van Rooij et al. (2020) used COVID-19 reduction metrics to assess the level of adherence in
the United States. The authors observed that while cognitive deterrence was not related to
conformity, the latter did depend on people's competence to obey laws, chance to violate codes,
self-control, moral motivation, and social norms, using an online survey conducted on 570
individuals across 35 states. Furthermore, Zettler et al. (2020) investigated whether factors
impact people's acceptance of personal constraints imposed by COVID-19 regulations and
procedures. The main demographic characteristics affecting acceptability of personal
limitation, according to their findings, are socioeconomic position, perceived health threat, and
age. Although self-reported tests are widely used to assess many aspects of human behaviour,
their relevance is difficult to ascertain (Gram, 2010; Brill & Schwab, 2019), and they are
susceptible to response bias in many situations (Folmer et al., 2020). Creswell (2014)
emphasized that observing participants' activities in real-world settings yield more accurate
data in this regard.

Shiina and Kobori (2021) utilized an online poll to conduct a cross-sectional study to
investigate between-country differences in COVID-19 interpretation, attitude, and safety
preventive behaviours. According to the findings, awareness, fear, and the prevalence of
preventative practices were greater in the United Kingdom and Spain than in Japan.
Participants who have known sick persons were more fearful about COVID-19. Individuals in
the United Kingdom, on the other hand, hardly ever used a protective mask. COVID-19 piqued
the interest of subjects in the United Kingdom and Spain more than those in Japan. Respondents
in Spain did not appear to trust official expertise and instead relied on expert opinions.

On COVID-19 contamination, four particular non-pharmaceutical activities National Provider
Identifiers (NPIs) (handwashing, proper cough techniques, social distance, and mask-wearing),
and overall risk perception, understanding, attitude, and other social demographic factors were
examined by Xu et al. (2020). According to the findings, 0.73 per cent of the 8,158 people
tested positive for COVID-19. The majority of respondents had a positive attitude, a positive
risk assessment, and high knowledge levels, which were among the strongest predictors of the
four NPIs employed (handwashing, 96.8 per cent; appropriate coughing, 93.1 per cent; social
distance, 87.1 per cent; 97.9% of people wear masks). Many people who did not wash their
hands, coughed improperly, did not practice social distance or did not use a mask were more
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likely to develop COVID-19. When compared to those who did not use a face mask, those who
practised the three other NPIs had a somewhat reduced risk of contamination when wearing a
mask. Similarly, wearing a mask was associated with a slightly reduced risk of infection among
individuals who did not follow all or half of the other three NPIs. In a penalized logistic
regression model that included all four NPIs, wearing a mask was the sole significant indicator
of COVID-19 contamination.

Al-Dossary et al. (2020) investigated nurses' demographic information on COVID-19
awareness, attitudes, prevention, and views during the epidemic in Saudi Arabia. The findings
revealed that nurses were aware of COVD-19 and had a favourable opinion of it. This might
be because the Ministry of Health's website is regularly updated, and healthcare professionals
are required to be informed of COVID-19 changes, according to the authors. Another
explanation might be the experience of Saudi Arabian nurses with prior coronavirus illnesses
like MERS (Rabaan et al., 2020). As a result, the lessons gained in treating these illnesses may
help nurses plan for, adapt to, and respond to any disease epidemic. Nurses in other countries
with COVID-19 outbreaks, such as Iran (Taghrir et al., 2020), Saudi Arabia (Alsahafi & Cheng,
2016), and Korea (Kim, 2018) with MERS-CoV, had greater perception and awareness levels,
according to studies.

In terms of perception of COVID-19 illnesses, Anyanti et al. (2020) found that the majority of
respondents (90.4 per cent) had the correct impression of the disease, indicating that they were
aware of the disease’s presence and were not unaware of its transmission pathway. COVID-19
is real in Nigeria, according to less than 10% of responders who are neither agreeing nor
disagreeing (5.7 per cent). It was also revealed that 95.9% of the respondents believe that early
diagnosis of the condition might aid in better treatment and prognosis. Furthermore, the
majority agree that people must tell healthcare practitioners about their recent travel history
(96.4 per cent). Many respondents (96.5%) thought that wearing a face mask that covers the
mouth and nose is critical for preventing COVID-19 illness transmission. More than half of the
participants felt that wearing a face shield while not wearing a facemask is insufficient to
prevent COVID-19 transmission (51.6 per cent). Wearing a facemask and keeping a social
distance is highly essential in preventing transmission, according to at least 6 out of 10
individuals (62.1 per cent).

Carlucci et al. (2020) evaluated the degree to which quarantine rules were followed. According
to the findings, respondents followed quarantine instructions from a medium to a high degree,
as evaluated by a single interval indicator. Covering the mouth or nose (when sneezing or
coughing) and keeping at least one metre of distance (also known as social distancing measure)
were the most frequently used preventive behaviours (78.5 and 70.6 per cent, respectively),
followed by handkerchief (54.5 per cent) and handwashing with soapy water or alcohol-based
solution (40.8 per cent) (35.7 per cent). Cleaning surfaces was the least common protective
behaviour among respondents (26.2 per cent of "always" replies). Avoidance of gatherings
(92.8 per cent), handshake/hug (76.8%), doing outdoor activities alone in a public location
(77.3 per cent), and sharing of glasses and bottles (61.3 per cent) were the most common
protective behaviours undertaken by participants. Less crucially, 18% of the participants
avoided touching their eyes or lips with their hands. Finally, just 0.9 per cent of individuals
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who are managing illness behaviours use antiviral medications even if they are not medically
recommended, compared to 5.4 per cent who have a medical prescription. The following were
the reasons given by respondents for going out: working demands account for 8.5 per cent,
23.9 per cent for seeking medical treatment or going to the pharmacy, 9.7% for requirements
(getting food), 1% for aiding families, and 5% for the physiological needs of one's domestic
animal.

Bodas and Peleg (2020) performed a cross-sectional study in Israel to assess self-isolation
compliance among a sample of 563 people. Public compliance rates with self-quarantine were
evaluated in particular, depending on whether lost earnings would be reimbursed. The
compliance rate was 94% when remuneration was anticipated. When compensation was
eliminated from the equation, the compliance rate fell to less than 57%. According to the
findings, providing individuals with guarantees regarding their livelihoods during self-
quarantine is a crucial part of adhering to public health rules. Finally, the survey found that
58% of respondents stated they would report someone who violated COVID-19 standards,
while 7% said they would not. The remaining 35% were undecided about whether or not they
would follow through on the call to report persons who broke such laws. It was also shown that
53% of respondents had a high degree of faith in the Ministry of Health's public health
instructions during the COVID-19 epidemic, 33% had a moderate level of trust, and 15% had
a low level of trust. Furthermore, 69 per cent of respondents said that enforcing criminal
penalties against persons who did not self-quarantine would enhance compliance with the law.

Objectives of the study
The main purpose of the study is to assess the perception and adjustment level of students
towards the new normal in universities in Cross River State. Specifically, the study was
designed to assess:

1. The nature and extent of students’ perception of the new normal in universities

2. The practices and extent of adjustment to the new normal in universities

3. The contribution of students’ perception to their adjustment to the new normal in
universities.

Research questions

1. What are the perceptions of students towards the COVID-19 new normal in universities
in Cross River State?

2. What is the extent to which students have adjusted to the COVID-19 new normal in
universities in Cross River State?

3. What is the contribution of students’ perception to their adjustment to the COVID-19
new normal in universities in Cross River State?

Hypotheses

Hol: The extent of students’ perception of and adjustment to the COVID-19 new normal
in universities is not significantly low.

Ho2: There is no significant contribution of students’ perception to their adjustment
towards the COVID-19 new normal in universities.

26



Students' Perception and Adjustment towards the COVID-19 New Normal in Universities in Cross River State
Jennifer Uzoamaka Duruamauku-Dim, Obaya Effiong Bassey, Sampson I. Owor & Pamela Njinse Ekuri

Methodology

The research design employed in this study was the descriptive survey research design under
the quantitative research method. The population of this study comprised 3,553 regular
undergraduates’ students in the Faculty of Education, distributed across the three universities
in Cross River State. The cluster and simple random sampling techniques were employed by
the researchers to select a total number of 1,421 undergraduates, representing 40 per cent of
the study's population. The sample distribution of the study is as follows: University A = 1084;
University B = 252; University C = 85. The names of these universities were masked for
confidentiality.

Data for this study were collected using a questionnaire that was designed by the researchers.
The questionnaire was entitled: “Students’ Perception and Adjustment Questionnaire” (SPAQ).
The questionnaire was composed of two sections — A and B. While section A elicited
respondents’ data, section B was dedicated to assessing the perception and adjustment of
students towards the new normal occasioned by the COVID-19 pandemic. Section B of the
SPAQ had two domains, each comprising of 10 four-point Likert scale items. The two domains
were both designed to assess students’ perception and adjustment respectively. The face and
content validity of the instrument was determined by five experts (three measurement and two
health education experts) all of the University of Calabar, Nigeria. The instrument was
subjected to a reliability analysis based on the Cronbach Alpha approach after a trial test was
conducted on 30 undergraduates who were part of the population but not the sample. Reliability
coefficients of .87 and .93 for the two domains respectively were obtained. This indicates that
the instrument was internally consistent and dependable for data collection.

Ethical clearance to conduct the research was obtained from the Ethics committee of the
University of Calabar. Before the administration of the instrument, the researchers sought the
voluntary consent of all the targeted respondents to participate in the study. The objectives of
the study, implications, and how the data collected shall be treated before publication were all
explained. After seeking their voluntary participation, 1,411 students consented to participate
in the study. Copies of the instrument were administered to the interested respondents.
However, 1,403 students properly filled and returned copies of the instrument offered to them.
Collected data were subjected to statistical analysis using both descriptive and inferential
techniques.

Presentation of results

Research question 1: What are the perceptions of students towards the COVID-19 new normal
in universities in Cross River State?

The result of the analysis presented in table 1 revealed, on a general note, that students maintain
a low perception of the COVID-19 new normal in universities. Specifically, many students of
universities had the perception that the lockdown policy of the government can assist in
reducing the spread of the virus; COVID-19 is for the rich people, the common man should
continue his daily activities as usual; there is nothing like COVID-19 in Nigeria; students
should not be made to wash their hands regularly while in school; COVID-19 protocols in
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Nigeria are political tools used by the government to deceive her citizens; constant use of
alcohol-based hand sanitizers is just a waste of time. However, a high perception was shown
by the majority of the students who believed that maintaining social distance is a good practice
for students to reduce the spread of the virus; the use of face mask can prevent COVID-19 from
spreading if it is real; there are no enabling factors in the universities to promote students’
adjustment to COVID-19 protocols; the use of handkerchief cannot serve the same purpose as
recommended nose mask.

Table 1: Extent of students’ perception of the COVID-19 new normal in universities

SA A D SD -
S/N ITEMS % % % % x S

1 Maintaining social distance is a good practice 497 398 265 243 2.82 1.10
for students to reduce the spread of the virus 354 284 189 17.3

2 The use of a face mask can prevent COVID-19 428 425 267 283 2.71 1.10
from spreading if it is real 30.5 30.3 19.0 20.2

3 There are no enabling factors in my university 256 1.13
to promote students’ adjustment to COVID-19 340 323 351 389
protocols 242 23.0 25.0 27.7

4 The use of a handkerchief cannot serve the 357 354 351 341 252 1.12
same purpose as recommended nose mask 25.4 252 25.0 243

5 The lockdown policy of the government can 330 360 366 347 248 1.10
assist in reducing the spread of the virus 235 257 26.1 247

6 COVID-19 is for the rich people, the common 2.44 1.13
man should continue his daily activities as 388 347 334 334
usual 27.7 24.7 238 2338

7 I am very sure that there is nothing like 578 372 251 202 2.05 1.08
COVID-19 in Nigeria 412 265 179 144

8 Students should be made to wash their hands 216 206 275 706 195 1.12
regularly while in school to promote safety 154 147 19.6 50.3

9 COVID-19 protocols in Nigeria are political 1.94 1.10
tools used by the government to deceive its 702 282 227 192
citizens 50.0 20.1 16.2 13.7

10  Constant use of Alcohol-based hand sanitizers 672 352 212 167 191 1.05
is just a waste of time 479 25.1 151 119
Average (Overall perception) 2.34 1.10

u=2.50; x= Sample mean; S = Sample Standard Deviation
SA = Strongly Agree; A= Agree; D = Disagree; SD = Strongly Disagree

Research question 2: What is the extent to which students have adjusted to the COVID-19
new normal in universities in Cross River State?

The result presented in table 2 revealed generally, that the extent of students’ adjustment to the
COVID-19 new normal in universities is low. Specifically, many students reported a low extent
of adjustment in the avoidance of touching sensitive parts of their bodies such as eyes, nose,
and mouth with unwashed hands; impossibility to maintain some days of self-isolation after a
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recent travel history; unwillingness to segregate course mates by sitting far from them in the
classroom especially close friends; difficulty in always putting on a facemask whenever they
are in crowded places in the school; not getting used to washing their hands on arrival at school
every day; often struggling to distance themselves from colleagues during academic activities
such as note-taking, test, exams, among others; often finding it difficult to make use of alcohol-
based hand sanitizers in school; not getting used to refusing every form of direct handshake
except the use of knuckles; difficulty in washing their hands regularly in school because they
are not used to it. Nevertheless, the report of many students shows that they have adjusted to
coughing into flexed elbow when they are with friends in school.

Table 2: Extent of students’ adjustment to the COVID-19 new normal in universities

A

D

SD

S/IN ITEMS SA% % % % S

1 | usually struggle coughing into 367 331 338 367 250 114
flexed elbow when | am with  26.2 23.6 241  26.2
friends in school

2 | always avoid touching sensitive 269 240 319 575 214 115
parts of my body such as eyes, 19.2 17.1 22.7 410
nose, and mouth with unwashed
hands

3 I cannot maintain some days of 235 235 263 670 2.02 1.15
self-isolation after a recent travel  16.7 16.7 18.7 478
history

4 I cannot imagine myself 701 236 231 235 2.00 1.16
segregating my course mates by  50.0 16.8 165 16.7
sitting far from them in the
classroom especially my friends

5 | always put on a facemask 190 230 323 660 1.96 1.08
whenever | am in crowded places  13.5 16.4 23.0 470
in the school

6 I have gotten used to washingmy 705 292 209 197 193 1.10
hands on arrival at school every  50.2 20.8 149 140
day

7 | often struggle to distance myself 826 202 177 198 182 1.12
from colleagues during academic ~ 58.9 14.4 126 141
activities such as note-taking,
test, exams, among others.

8 | often make use of alcohol-based 178 167 279 779 182 1.07
hand sanitizers in school 12.7 11.9 19.9 555

9 I am now used to refusing every 184 182 208 829 180 1.10
form of direct handshake except  13.1 13.0 148 59.1
the use of knuckles

10 It is difficult for me to wash my 869 172 186 176 176 1.10
hands regularly in school because ~ 61.9 12.3 13.3 125

I am not used to it
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Average (Overall Adjustment) 198 1.12
u=2.50; x= Sample mean; S = Sample Standard Deviation
SA = Strongly Agree; A= Agree; D = Disagree; SD = Strongly Disagree

Hol: The extent of students’ perception of and adjustment to the COVID-19 new normal in
universities is not significantly low.

A one-sample t-test analysis was performed by the researchers to test the null hypothesis at the
.05 alpha level. The result of the analysis is presented in table 3. The result of the analysis
revealed that the extent of students’ perception of the COVID-19 new normal is significantly
low, t (1402) = 17.90, p<.05). The result also indicates that the extent of students’ adjustment to
the COVID-19 new normal is significantly low, t (1402) = 54.10, p <.05). Based on this evidence,
the null hypothesis was rejected. Comparatively, students had a higher extent of perception
than their adjustment towards the new normal of COVID-19 in universities.

Table 3: One sample t-test result of the extent of students’ perception and adjustment to the
new normal of COVID-19 in universities

Variables Mean S SE MD t p
Perception 23.38 3.39 0.09 1.62 17.90 .000
Adjustment 19.77 3.62 0.10 5.23 54.10 .000

N =1403; Df =1402; n=25.00

Research question 3: What is the contribution of students’ perception to their adjustment to
the COVID-19 new normal in universities in Cross River State?

In answering this research question, a simple linear regression analysis was performed. The
result of the analysis revealed a weak positive association (R = .018) between students’
perception and their adjustment to the COVID-19 new normal in universities. Students’
perception accounted for 0.00% (Adj R? = .000) of the total variance in their adjustment to the
COVID-19 new normal in universities. This implies that 100% of the adjustment of students
towards the COVID-19 new normal may be resulting from other variables not considered in
this study.

Ho2: There is no significant contribution of students’ perception to their adjustment towards
the COVID-19 new normal in universities.

This hypothesis was tested at the .05 level of significance using the one-way ANOVA output
of the simple linear regression analysis. The result of the analysis presented in table 4 shows
that there is no significant contribution of students’ perception to their adjustment to the new
normal of COVID-19 in universities, F, 1401y = 0.432, p > .05). Based on this statistical
evidence, the null hypothesis was upheld, justifying that the adjusted R? value of .000 earlier
reported in research question 3 was not due to chance.
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Table 4: One-way ANOVA result of the regression analysis showing the contribution of stud
ents’ perception to their adjustment to COVID-19 new normal in universities

Model SS df MS F p
Regression 5.672 1 5.672 0.432 511
Residual 18403.65 1401 13.136

Total 18409.32 1402

Discussion of the findings

This study discovered a significantly low extent of students’ perception of the COVID-19 new
normal in universities. This finding is not surprising because many students held negative
notions about the precautionary measures of COVID-19 such as the persistent use of face mask,
regular hand washing/sanitising, social distancing, cough/respiratory etiquettes and so on.
Thus, the overall perception of students is low especially when there is the belief that the
COVID-19 virus does not exist in Nigeria and/or the precautionary measures are politically
made to deceive citizens or procure foreign aid. This finding aligns with the result of Oyeyemi
et al. (2020) which discovered that 84.1 per cent of people did not believe they were in danger
of getting COVID-19, 19% of respondents had recently visited crowded places; 38.7% did not
wash their hands with soap under running water very often; 37 per cent rarely or never used
hand sanitizers; 64 per cent did not wear face masks; a significant percentage of respondents
also felt that antibiotics could be used to treat COVID-19. The result is also in tandem with
that of Roma et al. (2020) which found, as a result of the quick spread of COVID-19, a
significant percentage of the Italian population engaged in incompatible behaviours with
preventative health interventions.

The study also revealed that there is a significantly low extent of students’ adjustment to the
new normal of COVID-19 in universities. The low extent of students’ adjustment to the
COVID-19 new normal may be attributed to their perception of the reality of the COVID-19
pandemic in Nigeria. One would expect someone to adjust to something that affects him/her
directly or indirectly. In a situation where many believe that the virus does not exist or that
politics is a part of the government's propaganda to report cases of COVID-19 in Nigeria, then
such individuals are less likely to adjust. Furthermore, most of the students in public
universities are from average or poor homes, with the perception that the virus is for the rich.
This position is likely to affect their likelihood of adjustment, especially when they do not
know or heard of someone knowing a COVID-19 infected relative or friend. This finding
strengthens the result of Xu et al. (2020) which revealed that many people did not wash their
hands, they coughed improperly, did not practice social distance, or did not use a mask and
were more likely to develop COVID-19. When compared to those who did not use a face mask,
those who practised the three other NPIs had a somewhat reduced risk of contamination when
wearing a mask. The finding of this study is at variance with that of Carlucci et al. (2020) which
found that respondents followed instructions to a medium or a high degree such as covering
the mouth or nose (when sneezing or coughing) and keeping at least one metre of distance (also
known as social distancing measure), use of handkerchief (54.5 per cent) and handwashing
with soapy water or alcohol-based solution.
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The third major finding of this study showed that there is no contribution of students’
perception to their adjustment to the new normal of COVID-19 in universities. This finding is
quite surprising and was not anticipated because the perception of an individual is supposed to
shape their behaviour. The absence of a contribution implies that students' high or low levels
of perception are not responsible for their high or low levels of adjustment. However, the result
of this study may be attributed to the managerial enforcement of the COVID-19 protocols in
universities. A person may adjust his/her behaviour if there are regulatory forces of
reinforcement/punishment, according to the operant conditioning theory (Skinner, 1938). The
result may also be attributed to socio-demographic or home background variables such as
gender, age, parents’ education, income level, or occupation. This result corroborates the
findings of van Rooij et al. (2020) which revealed that cognitive deterrence was not related to
conformity, the latter did depend on people's competence to obey laws, chance to violate codes,
self-control, moral motivation, and social norms. The research of Zettler et al. (2020) found
that the main demographic characteristics affecting acceptability of personal limitation,
according to their findings, are socioeconomic position, perceived health threat, and age.

Conclusion

The study assessed students’ level of perception and adjustment to the new normal occasioned
by the COVID-19 pandemic in universities. The scope of the study was narrowed to
universities in Cross River State, following the quantitative research framework. Based on the
findings of this study, it was concluded that university students hold a negative perception
about the COVID-19 pandemic in universities. Students' adjustment to the new normal is also
poor. However, the perception of students is not a responsible factor for their self-reported poor
adjustment to the new normal in universities.

Recommendations
Based on findings of this study, it is recommended that:

1. Counselling services should be rendered to university students to change their notion
or perception of the new normal.

2. Undergraduates should be encouraged by parents, instructors and counsellors to
demonstrate responsible attitudes for behavioural adjustment and mitigation of the spread of
the pandemic and promote environmental safety in schools.
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