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Abstract

:

(1) The aim of this study is to investigate the psychological climate in first-year students’ academic groups in Russia after they experienced the period of distance learning at the initial stage of university studies (due to the COVID-19 pandemic) and to find out how different it is compared with the academic groups of first-year students whose university studies were not influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. (2) Methods: Mixed quantitative and qualitative methods were applied to collect data using A. N. Lutoshkin’s questionnaire with closed-ended questions. The questionnaire determines the psychological climate in students’ academic groups. (3) Results: The results of the study reveal considerable differences in the psychological climate of the investigated groups. The findings suggest that the students whose university studies were not influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic considered their academic groups to have more mutual understanding, a greater desire to cooperate with other teams, a better mood in the team, a greater desire to participate in the joint affairs, etc., in comparison with the students who experienced a period of distance learning at the initial stage of their studies. (4) Conclusions: The transition to distance learning allows students to continue their studies under epidemiological restrictions. However, the factors affecting the speed of the adaptation of first-year students in distance learning and the determination of the degree of their influence on the socio-psychological state of the students remain insufficiently studied. This study contributes to the field by defining the peculiarities of the psychological climate in first-year students’ academic groups after they experienced a period of distance learning at the initial stage of university studies. It also specifies how the psychological climate is different from the academic groups of first-year students who were taught in a traditional format. As psychological climate plays a crucial role for EFL instruction, measures must be taken to ease the first-year students’ adaptation process while studying online.






Keywords:


first-year students; pedagogical support; psychosocial adaptation; self-adjustment; teaching English at university; distance learning












1. Introduction


1.1. First-Year Students: Challenges of Transition Period


University academic success is directly influenced by the academic performance of first-year students and whether or not they can deal with all the difficulties regarding the learning process and can manage well on their own. The primary task of higher education is to provide students with support, help, and all the conditions needed for their active involvement in the learning process from the very beginning. Nowadays, due to adverse circumstances, undergraduates and first-year students in particular have to face the strongest psychological pressure, increased by the COVID-19 pandemic that is still spreading around the world. Therefore, distance learning enables students to continue their studies despite everything. This study aims to identify the factors that affect first-year students’ emotions, their university life, and their perceived stress and resilience skills related to their distance learning experience.



Students’ academic achievements mainly depend on the degree and level of their adaptation. The factors that make the adaptation process effective are the following: the psychological well-being of students, their satisfaction with the study program they have chosen, the results of the progress they finally made, and their campus life and relationships with their groupmates [1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8]. The adaptation of first-year students is essential as it enables students to be resilient to the negative impact of the challenges encountered on the cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and conceptual levels of their professional development. These challenges include the following: failure to cope with workload; difficulties in adaptation to some specific features of the learning process organization and management; contradictions between the greater autonomy of the students and their low capacity to self-regulate their learning; the necessity to establish interpersonal relationships in the group; foreign students’ adaptation to the new living conditions; and the necessity to solve problems on their own [1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14].



According to some experts, the success of the first-year students’ adaptation is inextricably linked with such factors as academic achievements, critical thinking skills, and social and emotional health [1,2,5,7,8]. Therefore, those of them who have not managed to adapt promptly tend to be faced with the value-based and motivational components of adaptation, including its cognitive and socio-psychological spheres. As university academic success depends crucially on the degree and level of first-year students’ adaptation, one of the most relevant research issues related to education regards the provision of students with the conditions they need to successfully participate in the learning process. Let us analyze the main directions of the current scientific research on the problem of the first-year students’ adaptation.



As the context of interculturalism has become vitally important, one of the main directions the is interaction between students and the communication between Russian and international students in particular. Therefore, it is necessary to create multicultural learning conditions in which students have to overcome language barriers and adapt to the socio-cultural aspects of a new environment [2,3,4,5]. In addition to the above-mentioned issues, the adaptation of international students is a complicated, dynamic, multilevel, and multilateral rebuilding process of their motivational sphere under new conditions. Cooperation in education is one of the most critical tasks of the world community as it plays a vital role in the international collaboration process [6]. The increasing number of foreign students studying at university contributes significantly to its achieving a high status and to the establishing of its reputation. Moreover, communication with foreign students is a valuable source for the building of strong international relationships.



The socio-psychological sphere of first-year students’ adaptation is a popular scientific research topic. Such aspects as the effect of anxiety on students’ academic performance and its relationship with academic motivation, the influence of stress, and the difficulties related to the social sphere of adaptation on students’ progress or emotional resilience are becoming increasingly common nowadays [7]. An anxiety state that first-year students frequently experience is closely related to the following aspects: academic achievements, finances, and the necessity of forming new social bonds [8]. The social sphere of adaptation includes one of the most important components, which is social interaction with peers. Furthermore, the issues regarding the role of this interaction in facilitating the process of academic adaptation are becoming more and more serious as well [9].



As there are adverse conditions, which the process of adaptation implies, students are more likely to experience such emotional states as anxiety and frustration, including certain psychological disorders, such as depression [10]. Experts claim that first-year students tend to suffer from depression, anxiety, and stress [11,12]. Thus, a lot of the research results show that a moderate level of anxiety and depression among first-year students is 69.5% [10]. The researchers who deal with the issue of teaching first-year students note that such factors as poor sleep quality, lack of physical activity, and excessive use of the internet can lead to anxiety and cause depression [10,11,12].



Both social support and homesickness play a vital role in students’ adaptation to a new learning environment. Homesickness is quite common among students of different age groups, no matter whether they are first-year students of a boarding school or university students living in dormitories. Those of them who have strong social support do not suffer from homesickness, whereas those students who do not receive it from their new learning environment are more vulnerable to homesickness. The symptoms of homesickness can be various and tend to have a negative influence on students’ academic success, their social involvement, and their capability to adjust to a new learning environment [13]. This emotional state has a negative influence on various components of students’ psychological functioning and its cognitive, emotional, behavioral, physical, and social aspects. University authorities should spot students who are suffering from homesickness, and they should also provide them with some effective programs or courses aimed at developing the students’ ability to adapt to a new academic environment [14].



Problems related to the cognitive component of adaptation are not uncommon. The reason for it is that students lack the skills they need to work with academic materials. Moreover, there are also some students who do not have adequate critical thinking skills [1]. The ability to use educational materials properly is the key to students’ academic success. However, many experts share the opinion that first-year students do not have it. Many of them have poor academic literacy skills, and they are also reluctant to study [15]. What is more, the research results show that first-year students are extremely biased when choosing a particular source of information during the learning process and evaluating its reliability [16].



The cognitive or formal aspects of adaptation involve introducing students to new forms of learning-process organization (lectures, seminars, and training), methods of organizing lesson activities, and teaching methods of particular disciplines, as well as familiarizing them with the university educational system. That is why it is vitally important to create a positive learning environment aimed at facilitating the first-year students’ adaptation process through mutual interaction between teachers and students and students and peers [17,18,19]. Academic self-regulation or self-regulated learning, which also refers to self-assessment, self-awareness, self-esteem, and self-development, is regarded as one of the key factors in facilitating the adaptation process and in the first-year students’ achievement of academic success. Students should be supported by both the teaching staff and the university authorities in order for them to be able to develop self-regulation skills [1,18,20]. It is believed that it will help first-year students to improve their self-efficacy and to reduce the stress that they usually experience [21,22,23,24,25,26,27,28].



The literature review on the challenges of teaching first-year students made it possible to conclude that students face some problems in both the academic and the socio-psychological spheres of adaptation. These difficulties can impede the process of EFL instruction at university and affect the academic performances of students.




1.2. Teaching EFL to First-Year Students


It is vitally important to use various teaching methods, to consider the adaptation process and its particular aspects, and to fully integrate the elements of teaching staff support into the educational process for first-year students to learn foreign languages effectively. Teachers should not only provide students with instructional guidelines, inform them about assessment criteria, but should also be aware of all the possible difficulties that first-year students commonly have to deal with. Foreign language skills development is likely to refer to synergy, as the challenge for a teacher is to help students to learn not only the main elements of the language system (e.g., pronunciation, grammatical system, and lexical units) but also such elements as language functions and sociocultural standards [29,30]. It is particularly important for students when they are involved in practicing their speaking skills. According to Brown, they must include three main aspects: (1) form (teaching primarily focused on pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary), (2) meaningfulness (deliberate instructions on creating a meaningful verbal message with a real communicative goal), and (3) prospects (fluency development) [31]. Therefore, during English conversation classes, students go through the process that involves receiving the information, analyzing, and finally creating and transferring thoughts verbally in a logical and consistent way.



Classwork assignments that are commonly conducted during conversation classes usually have two main forms: dialogues and monologues. In dialogues, students establish interpersonal communication, showing interaction referring to a certain situation, whereas, in monologues, it is not necessary to have a partner to speak to [31]. A monologue is defined as a student’s individual verbal work aimed at processing all language system aspects; it not only improves the language skills but also increases students’ self-confidence and helps them to reduce anxiety in situations of verbal communication in a foreign language. To prepare this speech performance, it is necessary to set a clearly stated task indicating how much time one needs to have to complete an assignment [32]. In education science, the most commonly used types of speech acts are various options of oral presentations (e.g., describing personal experience, different processes, providing information). They mainly include descriptions of both simple everyday information (e.g., descriptions of plans and events, habits and actions, personal experience) and a wide range of topics related to abstract areas of interest and detailed explanations of complex objects and phenomena. However, discourse complexity can vary from speech patterns, simple sentences, or short sequentially interrelated paragraphs to the integration of several subtopics into a logical, coherent, and meaningful description [33].



According to Doe, the initial phase of completing an assignment during speaking practice class involves the process of converting a message into linguistic material by following lexical, grammatical, and phonological rules. At this stage, the appropriate lexical units and grammatical and phonological rules are selected for further speech transformation [29]. These types of classwork activities develop thinking and sharpen the speaking and language skills that the students need to use in applicable communicative situations [34].



While participating in classwork activities aimed at developing speaking skills, a systematic approach is liable to cause high performance by alleviating academic adaptation problems that often lead to students’ experiencing fear, shyness, anxiety, lack of self-confidence, and motivation. Students tend to believe that speaking practice related to mastering a foreign language is essential, and they are willing to work hard and make a lot of effort to be able to express themselves using a foreign language accurately and appropriately. However, many of them avoid speaking the English language for fear that they will be criticized or laughed at [30]. Thus, the students’ fear of making mistakes becomes a contributing factor in their unwillingness to speak a foreign language, English in particular, during conversation classes [35]. Another negative factor that might prevent students from taking part in English conversation activities is their shyness, which is usually experienced by students when they are required to speak a foreign language. The results of some of the research work referring to first-year students have shown that students’ shyness and their motivation for speaking the language are inextricably linked [36]. In some studies, self-efficacy and the influence of anxiety on students’ speaking skills when used by them while learning the discipline “Foreign language” are also taken into account [37]. Negative psychological states have a significant negative impact on students’ speaking skills [38]. Feelings of anxiety can be closely related to such factors as self-confidence. Those students who lack confidence in themselves and in their level of foreign language ability usually experience negative psychological states during foreign language classes [35]. This statement is confirmed by the conclusions made by R. Roismanto (2018) and I. Gürler (2015), who argue that there is a significant correlation between self-confidence and the ability to speak a foreign language [39,40].



Students with low self-esteem, high levels of anxiety, and low motivation tend to have considerable difficulty in developing their speaking skills even though they know the grammar and vocabulary perfectly well, whereas students with higher motivation and lower anxiety levels can speak easily and effectively [35,36,37,38,39]. This is particularly relevant to the process of teaching first-year students. Therefore, this factor should also be considered when organizing and arranging English conversation classwork activities.



In addition to relieving tension in the classroom, adverse effects can be minimized by providing students with detailed instructions on how to prepare themselves to complete certain types of classwork assignments. From a methodological point of view, a carefully chosen form of communication between teachers and their students can also raise the effectiveness of teaching and improve first-year students’ academic performance. This factor should be considered in solving didactic problems during English conversation classes as well. Such types of interaction can be encouraged in the learning process through peer assessment, which, according to many experts, has a positive effect on first-year students’ academic performance [41]. In their study, Harris and Brown note that in order to assess each other’s speaking skills accurately and effectively teachers should provide students with comprehensive assessment instructions, determining some specific aspects of a particular activity and highlighting those aspects that need to be paid special attention to [42]. The results have shown that when students are given clear assessment criteria, they can evaluate the performance of their peers in the same way as their teachers do [43]. Moreover, the process of assessing encourages students to analyze their own performance more thoroughly and, finally, it contributes to the students’ development of self-organization and self-regulation skills.



The above-mentioned studies allow us to conclude that the interaction between peers, including the mutual assessment method, can have a positive effect on the foreign language learning process and increase the effectiveness of English conversation classes. Both the assignments aimed at creating students’ speaking performance (either in the form of dialogues or monologues) and the interactions between peers can improve first-year students’ foreign language skills. First-year students’ psychological states related to the necessity of overcoming adaptation process problems are also of great importance as they help students to increase the effectiveness of their learning process. The integration of teaching staff support elements into the educational process by means of creating a positive learning environment leading to communication and mutual understanding will definitely help students to reduce anxiety during their speaking practice classes and to succeed in learning the discipline “Foreign language”. Let us now analyze the additional challenges entailed by distance learning.




1.3. Challenges of Distance Learning


Nowadays, first-year students have to face intense psychological pressure that is currently only increasing due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Distance learning allows students to continue their studies under the conditions of these epidemiological constraints. However, it often has a negative impact on the process of the first-year students’ adaptation to the higher professional education system, which, in turn, largely determines the students’ academic performance at the university. Distance learning is a relatively new mode of learning, and it involves the adaptation of educational process participants in psychological, motivational, and cognitive spheres, which can influence the learning process of certain disciplines and the process of first-year students’ language training in particular.



The cognitive aspect of distance learning also has a number of special features. In the process of distance learning, students develop their cognitive independence. The effectiveness of this process is directly related to the quality of online interaction between students and a university teacher. It has been concluded that it is the students’ awareness of educational interaction and of the ways of its implementation that enables them to perform their classroom work well, which, in turn, contributes to the development of individual professional qualities that university graduates need for their successful life in the future [42,43,44,45,46,47]. At the same time, online learning activities include the students’ independent studying of modules according to the curriculum and completing tasks and tests at an individual pace at any time convenient to them, as well as the reading of reference books and the using of other information resources recommended by their teachers. It has been noted that the necessity to create the prerequisites for university students’ cognitive development by means of a foreign language, particularly when studying online, predetermines the importance of the methodological support of the educational process taking into account the cognitive aspect of teaching a foreign language and the focus on students’ cognitive independence.



As for the issue of first-year students’ language training, the fear of making mistakes and the shyness that students suffer from when they are required to speak a foreign language are the two major factors in students’ experiencing negative psychological states during foreign language classes [41]. These negative feelings can be even more stressful when students have to study online; therefore, these factors have a significant negative impact on students’ speaking skills. In general, they make the process of first-year students’ language training more difficult [35].



Distance learning is directly related to the self-regulation that is essential for educational activities. The problem that educational process participants have to deal with when studying online is a decrease in the interpersonal interaction both between a teacher and students and between students and their peers. That is particularly relevant to the process of students’ language training. It imposes additional requirements on teachers’ training, their skills, their computer literacy, and their ability to apply teaching methods through online classes. Due to the current epidemiological situation, there has been a tremendous shift from the traditional form of education, with its proven methods of organizing practical classes and forms of learning material delivery and control of knowledge, to a brand new one, unfamiliar to most of the teachers, i.e., distance learning.



The literature review made it possible to conclude that the fear of mistakes and shyness that first-year students experience when they are required to speak a foreign language are the main factors of experiencing negative psychological states in foreign language classes. Conditions of this kind can increase during distance learning and can have a significant negative impact on first-year students’ speaking skills. The formation of a positive psychological climate in first-year students’ academic groups can influence the process of adaptation, eliminate the feelings of fear, anxiety, and shyness, and improve the academic results in the process of EFL training. Consequently, it is crucial to find out whether the distance learning format of education influences the psychological climate and what influence it can have on the success of teaching EFL to first-year students.





2. Materials and Methods


The aim of this study is to investigate the following research questions (RQ):



RQ1: What is the psychological climate in first-year students’ academic groups after they experienced the period of distance learning at the initial stage of university studies (due to the COVID-19 pandemic)?



RQ2: How is it different from the academic groups of first-year students whose university studies were not influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic?



An exploratory inductive approach was adopted in this study. The researchers applied mixed quantitative and qualitative methods to collect data using A. N. Lutoshkin’s questionnaire with closed-ended questions. The questionnaire determines the psychological climate in the students’ academic groups. The study involved the quantitative and qualitative data analysis using the descriptive statistical analysis and the correlation analysis of the quantitative data. The study took place at Peter the Great Saint Petersburg Polytechnic University, Russia. The survey was carried out at the end of the 2nd semester of the 2020–2021 academic year. It involved first-year students of engineering and computer science training programs (about 60 students, both male and female, aged 18–20). English is included into their syllabus as a foreign language as the great majority of the students are citizens of the Russian Federation. The participants were studying English for general purposes (EGP), and the level of English language proficiency among them varied from A2 to B1 according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR).



The research data were obtained by means of Google Forms. This tool allowed us to organize the survey in a convenient remote way and to obtain instant access to its results. A recruitment email was distributed. Participation in the survey was anonymous and voluntary. All the respondents volunteered to take part in the survey; they were informed about the objective of the study and were guaranteed anonymity.



The data analysis was carried out in two stages. Stage 1 focused on analyzing the quantitative and qualitative data in closed-ended survey questions concerning the issue of the psychological climate in the academic groups. The questionnaire covers several aspects, which represent the components which make up the psychological climate of a group. These aspects can be indicated qualitatively in a positive or negative way. The sets of responses containing the qualitative data were processed and coded into a quantitative form according to the instructions of A. N. Lutoshkin’s questionnaire (Table 1). Each parameter had its positive and negative features. Scales were added to indicate the extent to which the properties are manifested in a group: “3”—is always manifested (if it refers to a positive feature); “−3”—is always manifested (if it refers to a negative feature); “2”—is manifested often enough (if it refers to a positive feature); “−2”—is manifested often enough (if it refers to a negative feature); “1”—is manifested enough to notice (if it refers to a positive feature); “−1”—is manifested enough to notice (if it refers to a negative feature); “0”—is not noticeable.



For further processing the data were entered in SPSS Version 23 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA, 2016) to present them in numerical form. The descriptive statistics software was run to calculate the means and standard deviations. These findings helped the researchers answer Research Question 1.



Stage 2 involved the correlation analysis of the results acquired in Stage 1 and the results obtained from the study carried out in 2019 before the COVID-19 pandemic. These two sets of data are comparable due to the fact that students entering the university training programs yearly are almost equal in numbers and similar in personal characteristics. After the data were tabulated into MS Excel files, the evaluation of the t-test p-values with the admissible error limit of α = 0.05 was performed to compare the results before and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Thereafter, the researchers applied the comparative method to analyze the levels of the first-year students’ adaptation and integration into the university academic environment. The results of Stage 2 helped the researchers answer Research Question 2.3.




3. Results


The survey based on the questionnaire by A.N. Lutoshkin showed a significant difference in the psychological climate in the students’ academic groups in 2019 and 2021. The results are presented in Table 2 and Figure 1.



The study revealed that the students surveyed in 2019 showed better results on almost all the indicators that were tested by the questionnaire. The findings suggest that the students whose university studies were not influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic considered their academic groups to have more mutual understanding, greater desire to cooperate with other teams, better mood in the team, greater desire to participate in the joint affairs, etc., in comparison with the students who experienced a period of distance learning at the initial stage of their studies.



The consistency of the results and the better performance of the groups of first-year students whose university studies were not carried out in the online format must be treated as the evidence of the influence of distance learning on the psychosocial sphere of adaptation (the psychological climate in academic groups, in particular). We observed deterioration in such important factors of the psychological climate in the study group as approval and support (−0.8), empathy for the successes and failures of individual members of the group (−0.9), and manifestation of goodwill in relationships (−1). The indicators of psychological climate that demonstrated the most significant changes are as follows: desire to communicate and cooperate with other groups (−1.7), mood in the group (−1.5), participation in joint projects (−1.4), and mutual understanding (−1.3).




4. Discussion


The adaptation of first-year students to the system of higher education determines the psychological comfort of the students, their satisfaction with the choice of specialty, their academic results, their student life, and their relationships in the study group. This problem has become particularly relevant to distance learning.



In this study, we managed to find out more about the psychological climate in first-year students’ academic groups after they had experienced the period of distance learning at the initial stage of university studies (due to the COVID-19 pandemic). We also tried to answer the question of how the psychological climate differs from the one in the academic groups of first-year students whose university studies were not influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. The poor results of first-year students who studied online may be explained by the insufficient support of peer interaction in the distance learning format of study, resulting in a lack of desire to communicate and cooperate with each other and other groups. They prefer the individual form of work and are less willing to participate in joint projects.



The better performance in the psychosocial sphere of the students interviewed in 2019 can be explained by the influence of the pandemic in general and the effect of distance learning in particular. Evidently, first-year students who were forced to use the exclusively online format of communication did not have a chance to establish rapport and organize peer interaction properly. It can be supported by the findings of other authors who emphasize the fact that many students encounter difficulties related to adaptation due to the lack of the learning environment that involves effective communication between teachers and students [15,21,22]. The interaction between teachers and students is a crucial factor in developing students’ academic self-identity and in increasing their motivation. However, one more important factor is students’ interaction with their peers during the learning process [25,26,27,41,42,43].



Traditionally, when studying in the classroom, this kind of interaction tends to be realized through project activities, teamwork, and students’ mutual assessment. It motivates students to analyze and complete assignments and meet all the necessary requirements, and the productive dialogue between students and peers fosters a positive attitude towards learning and leads to successful academic performance by improving the self-regulation mechanism. Teamwork has a positive impact on both the development of educational skills, metacognitive abilities, and self-regulation and on creating a positive learning environment in a group. The most effective language training process can be implemented through the interaction with other participants of the educational process, which is often difficult to organize online.



When teaching English to first-year students, a systematic approach can lead to better results by eliminating problems of academic adaptation, which are often expressed by such conditions as fear, shyness, anxiety, low self-esteem, poor ability to self-regulate, and lack of academic motivation. As the psychological climate plays a crucial role for EFL instruction, measures must be taken to eliminate the negative effects of distance learning. As was mentioned above, feelings of fear, anxiety, and shyness increase in the adverse conditions of an unfavorable psychological climate and impede students’ ability to demonstrate good academic results. The support received from teaching staff can ease the first-year students’ adaptation process while studying in the online format and influence its academic, social, and psychological aspects in a positive way. Good relationships with peers encourage and motivate first-year students to analyze and fulfil tasks following all the requirements. What is more, constructive dialogues of students within their group help them to foster a more positive attitude to learning in general and to improve their academic performance due to self-regulation in particular. It becomes evident that teaching staff should focus more on organizing appropriate peer interaction in the distance format of education and should foster team spirit via establishing a good rapport with students.



Online teaching should provide a personal-learning environment in order to adapt to students’ learning styles, support collaborative instruction, help set educational goals, and find, categorize, and share information. However, it should also enhance communication within the study group. First-year students can communicate with their peers, graduate students in academic communities, and teaching staff, including representatives of the university authorities in collaborative activities [16,20,24]. Tutoring is widely used in various areas of life, and it can be effectively applied to higher education as well. The assistance offered by peer tutors has a positive effect on the academic adaptation process and social engagement, and it also provides a higher level of psychological comfort while studying at university [26]. Student organizations aimed at facilitating the process of first-year students’ adaptation are successfully arranged by teachers at the very beginning of students’ studying at university [27,28]. It means that more attention should be paid to the work of such communities in the online format.




5. Conclusions


Overall, the consistency of the results proves that a better psychological climate in academic groups of first-year students taught traditionally in classrooms must be treated as the evidence of the impact of distance learning on the psychosocial sphere of adaptation. The given study provides another example of the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on higher education. The academic groups of first-year students who had a period of distance learning at the initial stage of university studies due to the COVID-19 pandemic seem to experience more problems in the psychosocial sphere of adaptation. They tend to have less emotional unity with the group and less empathy for the successes and failures of individual members of the group. Such groups are less likely to demonstrate fair attitudes to all members of the group and are less willing to participate in joint projects.



We consider it to be important to organize pedagogical support for first-year students who study online in order to improve the psychological climate in the study groups. Pedagogical support performed through the creation of a distance learning educational environment can improve the effective communication of the participants in the educational process and help reduce the state of anxiety, which will be beneficial to the successful language training at university. Students’ English oral communication includes the combination of monological and dialogical speech as well as such forms of interaction as a discussion and a cross-discussion with other groups. Despite the high level of digitalization of the educational process and a wide range of technologies used, communication in the distance format may be organized less efficiently than in the traditional format, especially when peer interaction is not organized well enough. Online learning can be performed via various digital means of organizing the communication of the participants in the educational process (video conferencing, messengers, and communication tools integrated into the LMS), though it may be difficult for the teachers to monitor and control the process of discussion within the groups. To increase the efficiency of the educational process in general, and language training in particular, it is necessary to propose clear requirements for the interaction mechanisms to support students’ learning activities in a distance learning environment. It is also essential to implement the requirements into educational programs in order to create an online learning environment that can facilitate the process of student peer interaction, in order to create a positive psychological climate in study groups.



The study highlights the importance of the improvement of the psychological climate in groups of first-year students instructed online. As it is the initial attempt to assess the influence of the distance learning format on the psychological state of the first-year students, some additional research should be conducted. The main limitation of the study is the fact that a detailed background of the surveyed students (e.g., such as how experienced these students were with using technology) and its influence on the psychological climate in study groups was not taken into consideration.



The above-mentioned points, which were beyond the scope of the given study, could be related to future studies in this area. Additionally, further studies could concentrate on other spheres of adaptation influenced by the distance learning format, such as the motivational and cognitive ones.
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Figure 1. Comparison of the psychological climate of the groups in 2019 and 2021. 
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Table 1. The parameters represented in A. N. Lutoshkin’s questionnaire.
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	Properties
	Positive Features
	Negative Features





	Mood in the group
	A cheerful mood prevails
	A pessimistic and depressed mood prevails



	Manifestation of goodwill in relationships
	Goodwill in relationships prevails
	Conflict in relationships, aggressiveness prevails



	Desire to communicate and cooperate with other groups
	The group interacts and cooperates with other groups
	The group is reluctant to interact and cooperate with other groups



	Mutual understanding
	Groups within an academic group show mutual disposition and understanding
	Groups within an academic group conflict with each other
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Table 2. Findings on the psychological climate of the groups in 2019 and 2021.
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	Indicators
	2019
	2021
	t-Test

p-Value

α = 0.05





	Mood in the group
	2.8
	1.3
	0.00



	Manifestation of goodwill in relationships
	2.6
	1.6
	0.00



	Desire to communicate and cooperate with other groups
	2.7
	1.0
	0.00



	Mutual understanding
	2.9
	1.6
	0.00



	Participation in joint projects
	2.3
	0.9
	0.00



	Empathy for the successes and failures of individual members of the group
	1.8
	1.1
	0.00



	Approval and support
	2.1
	1.3
	0.00



	Respect for the opinion of others
	2.0
	1.2
	0.01



	Emotional unity in difficult moments for the group
	1.8
	1.3
	0.01



	Experiencing the achievements and failures of the group
	0.7
	1.0
	0.03



	Attitude to new members of the group
	1.9
	1.5
	0.01



	Participation in socially useful work
	1.4
	0.8
	0.02



	Fair attitude to all members of the group
	1.7
	1.3
	0.05



	A sense of pride in the group if it is noted by leaders/educators
	1.6
	1.3
	0.09
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