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Abstract

:

The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted continuing constraints on the ability of students to interact with teachers and peers. Regarding this imposed segregation, what has not been considered is the effect of learners seeing self as other. With respect to augmentations of their body in interpersonal space by, (1) extending the body through witnessing themselves regularly in videoconferencing learning sessions, (2) isolating the body as a result of spending time apart from peers, social distancing at home, and (3) protecting the body through required mask-wearing where learners now consider who they represent in a mask, there are three important ways in which learners have felt unable to recognize themselves as they did pre-COVID-19. This migration from self to other, involving ingroup/outgroup distinctions, will be investigated from a number of perspectives—both sociological and psychological. Why the turning of self into other is problematic to the psyche will be discussed, as will the possible consequences for this ongoing lack of learner recognition long term, including focus on the new norms or embracing self-directed learning. Based on this analysis, the type of mentorship by teachers and parents that may be appropriate for helping learners contend with these changes will be recommended.
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1. Introduction


COVID-19 is the novel coronavirus disease of 2019 caused by the SARS-CoV-2 [1] virus, named by the World Health Organization on 11 February 2020 [2]. The pandemic associated with it was declared on 11 March 2020 [3] and is still ongoing [4,5]. The worldwide response to allay this threat has been organized and wide-ranging [6], yet the reaction has included discrimination and violence against marginalized groups [7]. Some of these targeted attacks have converted those with a previously intact sense of self to questioning their now diminished status in society [8] and wondering about their own blameworthiness for the devaluation, creating fear, anxiety, depression and avoidance behavior [9]. As such, these attacks have created, reinforced and reproduced positions of domination and subordination [10]. Othering is a process where the norm identifies and names those thought different from the self [11], stratifying identities into ingroup and outgroups [12]. Learners, by definition, are those people in positions of subordination within the ingroup of the socially accepted norm—a norm that is reinforced by their teachers, parents and more accomplished peers [13]. As feeling a need to see oneself as other in relation to the ingroup entails a lack of self-compassion [14], personal disconnection [15] and an inability to access and act on what is subjectively important to the self in the context of the ingroup [16], this problem of converting self into other with respect to COVID-19 limitations—for learners in particular—needs examination for the possible long-term consequences.



1.1. Self and the Body


Human identification with the self originates from an intimate connection with the body [17], extending in classical proxemic theory from intimate space to personal space, then to social space and finally, to public space [18]. The more complex and sophisticated the medical and technological enhancements of the body, the more insecure people become in understanding the distinction between self and other [19] within this space, tending to see self as other. Thus, any increase in artificial enhancements to the body within space, reducing access to the body’s sensations, will cause a decrease in clear body identity with self. In this regard, “self” is defined as what the individual recognizes, acts on and feels responsible for with respect to what their body represents in society [20] and “other”, in contrast, is what the individual does not recognize, act on or feel responsible for regarding what their body represents in society. With both alternatives, the individual need not be conscious of making this self–other distinction—it is their body’s actions that are pertinent [21]. This is a result of the body being more than just a thing in the world—it is that which originates and defines the world of each individual [22].



COVID-19 has brought with it various medical and technological enhancements to decrease mortality and morbidity with respect to the virus. Those that represent an extension, modification and/or enhancement to an individual’s body to permit it to function as required in a particular environment can be considered body augmentations [23]. There have been a number of body augmentations introduced in this regard. These include, but are not limited to, the following that either change the body itself or the protective space around it: wearing masks, social distancing, online communication (to be discussed and referenced to follow), vaccinations [24,25], sanitizing surfaces [26,27], curb-side pick-up [28], and eschewing hair and nail salons [29]. With each of these body augmentations, body identity has been questioned by the individual in relation to the ingroup—defined as those members of a particular society permitted the power and norms to make and enforce social sanctions [30]—sometimes leading to assessments of self as other. As such, what is at issue is the psychologically and socially constructed dividing line between self and other presupposed before the recognition of any empathetic feelings of particular individuals in understanding the experiences related to other-oriented social emotion [31]. For this reason, a discussion of empathy will not be part of this examination of the self/other distinction. The aim of the discussion will be to identify under what conditions an understanding of self might cross that dividing line to become other, particularly as a consequence of COVID-19.



COVID-19, as a unique and potentially dire threat, is in itself a traumatic stressor to the body [32,33,34]. As such, the fear of COVID and of treatment by others if marginalized [35] are other aspects affronting identity resilience leading to identity change, where actual systemic issues remain neglected or ignored [36]. Fear is an additional consideration in the migration from imagining self to becoming other during the pandemic. The result of these body augmentations and traumatic stress in its various forms is that the sense of self has been altered in ways that may have long-term consequences, psychologically [37], socially [38,39] and with respect to overall health [40].



Required to interact closely with others regardless of their consent, school children have been disproportionately affected by this change in how their body interacts with the world as a result of limitations imposed by school responses to the pandemic [41]. Thus, their sense of self has been disrupted by COVID-19 in a manner that differs from what they can normally expect from merely growing up and experiencing the changes to their body brought on by this usually uncontrollable development [42]. In their process of maturation, there are mentors available to students in their teachers, parents and peers for how they should respond to the changes to self they experience from growing up [43,44]. In contrast, given the uniqueness of the virus, there are no mentors for how to differentiate self from other as a result of the body disassociation brought on by COVID-19, and anxiety in caretaking adults with respect to this unknown can influence children’s behavior in detrimental ways [45]. Although the scientific model employed by healthcare providers (among others who base their work on scientific findings) of continually updating their knowledge in relation to new information works well for advancing the science related to COVID-19, its shifting nature is not a model that permits students to find a firm foundation for the distinction between self and other [46]. Consequently, not only are students lacking advice on how to interpret the self during the pandemic, the information that they act on from scientific studies becomes concerningly unreliable as it is expected to change relatively quickly. Communicating the uncertainty of scientific facts to learners so that it can be positively processed by them regarding the self is challenging [47].



Students’ experiences of the changes demanded of self as a result of imposed COVID-19 limitations can be examined through three categories of body augmentations that have been imposed as a result of COVID-19: extending the self, isolating the self, and protecting the self. These categories correspond to the different levels of space (from those that are most distant to those that are closest to intimate space) and will be investigated through the example of the body augmentation that has arguably had the greatest effect on students in each of the three cases—videoconferencing, social distancing and wearing masks. These three different ways of augmenting the body will be considered with respect to how they create the entanglement of self as other in response to the pandemic. The discussion to follow will elucidate the ways in which students’ understanding of self has been altered. With the result of this assessment, parents and teachers can become better able to provide mentorship to students regarding what they can expect in now seeing self as other through their encounter with COVID-19, with the aim of diminishing possible long-term psychological, social and physical consequences. This assessment is to be based on distinctions in the foundational relationship between self and other as seen through various theories of self in society.




1.2. Theories of Self and Other


The ability to integrate and distinguish between representations of self and other is a necessary prerequisite for high-order social cognition fundamental to understand the intentions of others as differing from one’s own [48]. Self–other representations are also important for developing episodic memory [49] where the sense of ownership becomes an essential aspect of human cognition, with self-ownership bias recognizable at multiple levels of behavior [50]. The identification of self in comparison with other relates to authorship of actions. A person is “self-alienated” if they consider something they did incompatible with their personal identify. In the case of such self-alienation, people recognize themselves as other in not being “true to themselves” [51]. It is in this type of self-alienation that the understanding of self then crosses the boundary into the realm of other. The understanding of the distinction between self and other is a social cognitive process depending on the inferred mental state of other people.



There are five levels to what is recognized as the self [52]. The first is that which identifies sensory signals. The second controls personal behavior during social interactions. Third is the autobiographical self, while fourth is the private self. The fifth level of self is the conceptual self, related to sociocultural experience. This social mentalizing is an evolutionary younger function responsible for switching one’s perspective to unobservable mental states of another and encoding this information at a more abstract level in the form of personality traits through autobiographies, indicating the type of person someone sees themselves as being [53]. It is, therefore, in considering self as a multidimensional concept that the social impact of COVID-19 is to be interpreted.



1.2.1. Self-Categorization Theory


Self-Categorization Theory (SCT) [54] concerns the relationship between the self as individual and as part of the collective in differentiating from other. The theory examines group-level processes in terms of self-concept while assuming that group processes reciprocally mediate both self-categorization and cognition. As such, what people see as making themselves unique relates to both individual differences from other and to how individuals define themselves as members of certain social categories. Self identifies both what is labelled “I” and that which is defined as “we”. What matters in any particular instance is the level of comparison and self-categorization that is taking place and the subjective sense of self that results—that is, whether the perceiver is defining the self as an individual person or as a member of a social group [55]. Social identity tends to become more evident in defining self within intergroup contexts, while personal identity takes the forefront in self-definition in intragroup contexts [56]. When self-categorization is interrupted or challenged either neurologically or behaviorally—as with COVID-19—the self is left identifiable as other, affecting the ability to project into one’s future and in recalling the autobiographical past [57].




1.2.2. Social Identity Theory


In Social Identity Theory (SIT) [58], individuals define themselves in terms of group memberships and seek to maintain their self-identity through association with what they value in belonging to a group through comparison with other groups. In intergroup settings, individuals judge and enhance differences among groups in a way to favor the ingroup [59]. Positive self-identity from this perspective thus necessitates bolstering ingroups, whether or not the self is accepted as part of the ingroup or othered. Being part of the ingroup, in this theory, is necessary to create a positive self-concept. Yet, once the ingroup is defined, it is protected, even at the expense of depressed self-esteem as a result of being othered by the judgement of the ingroup [60]. With respect to COVID-19, the ingroup can be defined in various ways depending on the sense of what is important to self. In this way, not attending indoor religious gatherings, for example, could either be a requirement of the ingroup (for those who accept that the virus is spread through vocal spray) or the outgroup (in the case of those who see this restriction as a limitation to religious freedom). When considered from the perspective of the ingroup avoiding indoor religious gatherings, a parishioner could uphold this group as the norm yet be unable to abide by it personally because they have no other way of continuing their religious experience (e.g., lacking internet and having poor outdoor conditions for meeting). Such an individual, in going against the norm by continuing to attend indoor religious meetings, would have a depressed self-esteem and recognize themselves as other in relation to the ingroup as considered by SIT.




1.2.3. Identity Process Theory


Identity Process Theory (IPT) [61] focuses on the strategies people use to cope with threats, proposing that people strive to achieve an identity configuration of self-esteem, self-efficacy, personal continuity and positive distinctiveness. Recently IPT has focused on identity resilience [62]. This is a stable sense of self related to: an ability to understand and overcome problems, self-worth, value, and continuity in the world as other things change in the face of threats. Identity resilience has been found to predict both the fear of COVID-19 and feeling afraid when COVID-19 is the focus of thought. People most afraid of COVID-19 report the greatest amount of identity change, with the data suggesting that being emotionally aroused stimulates feelings of identity change [63] and of no longer recognizing the self. Identity change corresponds to feeling afraid, uncertain or mistrustful [64]. It is unclear if these changes to self, brought on by fear, result in long-term changes or they are merely a temporary phenomenon. Such changes are associated with increases in anxiety and depression if COVID-19 is actually contracted [65].




1.2.4. Social Dominance Theory


Social Dominance Theory (SDT) [66] contends that members of subordinate groups who have a desire to maintain status hierarchies coordinate with those who are dominant to retain the asymmetrical relationships. The reason is that, by doing so, they may assent in the hierarchy [67]. To permit their envisioned elevation through the ranks, subordinates must create prejudice and discrimination against low-power groups and individuals [68]. As such, othering is a systemic problem and is one continuously encountered by learners in relation to their parents, their teachers and older and/or more competent peers. Each of these with whom the learner comes in contact have social power—defined as the ability to influence others’ beliefs, attitudes and behaviors [69]—and this social power limits and directs the learner in understanding self and determining when self should be considered other.




1.2.5. Self/Other Relationship


Although the self originates with body sensations, it is not merely a result of the individual’s own interpretation of those perceptions. Identifying the self also requires an understanding of ingroup and outgroup distinctions. The body’s perceptions are then evaluated in relation to the views of the ingroup. Schooling is engaged with teaching learners what represents the norm [70,71]—the ingroup with which they should identify. Some learners may be adept and able to emulate the rules and procedures demanded by the ingroup. These learners have an intact sense of self and hold a belief that the world is fair [72]. Other learners anticipate that, with maturation and practice, they will gain advancement as part of the ingroup. These learners are permitted only subordinate roles in the ingroup by the norm, but they are still positively connected to valuing themselves in relation to the ingroup with respect to their role of actively discriminating against outgroups [73]. There are some learners, however, who are judged by the ingroup to be members of an outgroup. These learners still recognize the ingroup as defining the norm. As such, they are identified, and acknowledge themselves, as other. In this way, they are less than subordinate in relation to the ingroup. Through explicit derogatory language [74], they are socially isolated, feared and/or hated by the ingroup and tend to feel similarly about themselves [75]. In any case, the aim is to keep these individuals away from the ingroup and the privileges available to its members as the norm [76]. Those who are othered in this way see the world as an unjust place based on harsh social attitudes [77].




1.2.6. Other, Positively Considered


These theories with respect to self and other share a commonality: they consider adherence to the norm as a social benefit and othering to be detrimental to psychological health. Membership to the ingroup is seen as the goal, with outgroup membership something to be avoided or denied when suggested by ingroup members. Social power is recognized as something held by the greatest number of people representing the norm and minorities are such because they represent the few. On the other hand, there is a sense of self and other that does not view social power as residing in the greatest numerical representation. Instead, social power is considered to come with the ability of a person to make accurate predictions regarding truth [78]. In other words, those with the greatest ability to reason well and take responsibility for their decisions are, in this view, recognized as holding social power. It acts to explain why people considered in the outgroup socially often achieve great acclaim for their work as a lack of social connectedness can be seen as a cue for creative thinking [79]. In this sense, any limitations imposed by COVID-19 to make people more individual in their viewpoints—more other—is to be seen as a benefit rather than a detriment.



Self-directed learning (SDL), a term initially introduced for auto-didactic learners [80], can be seen as a process in which students take responsibility for their own learning, with or without the help of teachers and/or peers, in identifying their learning needs, formulating goals with respect to learning, and searching out the resources they require to fulfill those goals while implementing learning strategies with which they feel comfortable based on determining what will be their standard for evaluating learning outcomes [81]. In self-directed learning, the teacher and the norm, represented by the curriculum, do not define the learning objective, activities or conditions in the learning process. Regarding self-directed learning, being other has the positive benefit to the learner of mastery goal orientation in aiming to develop their competence in relation to the learning standard personally identified by the learner [82].






2. Augmenting the Body


The limitations introduced by COVID-19 have brought various ways in which the body has been augmented and, as such, a distance has developed between the self and what is perceived. Some of these body augmentations have been in direct contrast to what the norm previously considered important for ingroup membership [83]. Thus, the norms of the ingroup have changed [84]. These changes have been particularly evident in schools where learners were quickly taught the new rules and regulations brought on by COVID-19 [85]. From sociological perspectives, this migration of the norm has caused difficulties for those who gauge social power by membership to the ingroup, and this is because what represents the norm defining the ingroup is now in question. From the perspective of SDL, these limitations from COVID-19 have permitted those who are seen as other, if they accurately use reason and take responsibility for their decisions, to rise above the limitations and see them as opportunities. Three distinct ways that the self has been altered regarding the three augmentations of space—from the most public to the most personal—and how these alterations relate to ingroup attitudes in defining other are to be examined.



2.1. Extending the Self—Videoconferencing in Public Space


Although reported that pandemic school closures affected 94% of the world’s student population [86] according to UNESCO, the greatest percentage of students impacted by these closures was 82.8%, occurring 30 March 2020 [87]. After declaration of the pandemic, mid-March 2020, in-class meetings were no longer permitted for learners and schooling proceeded online. The switch to online learning necessitated student access to the internet in order for learning to continue [88], yet a significant number of homes lacked internet access (one in seven in the U.S., for example [89]). Various online platforms were employed, including, but not limited to, Skype [90,91], Zoom [91,92,93,94], Google Hangouts [91,93], Cisco Webex [92], Microsoft Teams [91,92,93,94,95] and Google Classrooms [96]. Some of these were easier to use, others more able to be controlled by educators [96]. Zoom, a collaborative, cloud-based videoconferencing service offering online meetings, group messaging and secure session recording [97], became the most popular alternative among many options [98]. It was the preferred choice for a number of reasons: the basic program was free to all users, an account is not required, ease of operation, length of time available for sessions, screen sharing availability, and up to 50 “breakout” rooms can be created for group work [99]. However, schools were often reluctant to use Zoom because of problems with using lower bandwidths [100] and potential privacy issues [101]; however, if Zoom is set up property, it has been found entirely safe with respect to privacy [102].



While attending online lessons, learners have had a choice available to them that was also present with in-class lessons—they could attend the lesson or not. With their videos on, students could be seen by teachers to either be paying attention to the lesson or doing something else. Turning their videos off while the lesson is underway has been an option available to online learners that is not possible in-class. This has had a marked effect on teachers who have struggled with getting students to engage with the lessons when the norm had become equated with less engagement online than with in-class lessons [103]. As such, the norm developed to involve a new sense of distance from both the teacher and the material to be learned through the teacher as students with appropriate access to technology demonstrated proficiency in using online resources beyond the teacher-led video lessons [104]. Those students requiring teacher involvement for their learning—particularly special education students—were othered by the norm that had evolved to entail less teacher direction in learning [105]. If those who were othered considered themselves victims, the social power of the ingroup remained a barrier to their achievement [106]. On the other hand, if those who were othered found ways on their own to engage with mentors to take the place of teacher direction, then this change in the norm need not result in such a learner feeling victimized by the norm [107].



A technical reason why students might choose to turn off their video is a weak internet connection. This revealed an inequity among students [108]. However, from the perspective of learners, an often even greater injustice was other students and the teacher potentially witnessing how students lived. When attending in-class meetings, all students are present in the same location. During the COVID-19 school closure, students were required to be at home. This meant that others, who would never be invited to a student’s home, had the opportunity of evaluating the conditions under which students accessed their lessons at home if the student left their video on and did not digitally alter the virtual background [109]. For those students who felt that their home atmosphere was outside the norm—either having less than would be expected or having more—students felt that they became other in showing their private space to the teacher and peers through videoconferencing [110]. This problem in relation to inequity has been a particular burden for students of color, increasing their toxic stress burden [111], an indication of a feeling of other [112]. In total, once privacy’s social value is recognized, its importance with respect to individuals does not change. The reason—privacy is a fundamental right of a legitimate society [113] and despite the fact that young people are willing to disclose personal information in online environments, studies continue to report that young people value their privacy and use various strategies to shield themselves from others online [114].



Online learning can create an environment closer to the physical classroom when the video is on [115], allowing for more natural interactions [116]; yet, seeing oneself on video during a learning session was known even prior to the pandemic to make students uncomfortable looking at themselves, with most teachers and students only using video at the start of lessons and discontinuing their use after the first 2–3 weeks [117]. Once online learning became the norm with COVID-19, the previous understanding that in-class learning involved either focus on the teacher or on peers now had to be modified to include an additional focus on the self as seen with webcams. Learners have described this normative shift, requiring that they look at themselves, as giving them personal discomfort—making them feel ashamed and exposed [118]—putting them in the position of considering themselves as other. Prior studies have shown that physical self-concept accounts for most of the variation in self-esteem—academic and social self-concepts play a much lesser role [119]. Students now saw what they perceived as their shortcomings and, thus, might spend the time online either looking to see how they could improve their appearance or, if they were not satisfied with the result, turning off their videos. Most students chose to turn off their videos [120,121].



Previous to the online learning required by COVID-19, because they generally learned in spaces devoid of mirrors or continuous video camera coverage, most students were unaware of how they looked when participating during in-class lessons. With the knowledge they now gained of themselves through videoconferencing, students might experience an otherness in relation to a number of their different personal qualities: facial expressions, weight, behavior, clothing choice, hair style, posture and the general demeanor of their body. In one study, 48.5% of young people indicated that they either agreed or strongly agreed that they have become more concerned about how they look as a result of COVID-19 [122]. Some students, pre-COVID-19, may have never been aware of how they looked, let alone watched themselves on a video with others. If students now recognized differences between themselves and the ingroup defining the norms as a consequence of using the video option, these students would see themselves as other in a way that had not before the necessity of online lessons. Using video and, thus, revealing what they saw as their limitations might not only involve self-incrimination, as it might in relation to with SCT and IPT; how they looked on screen could also instigate unwanted attention by ingroup members as a violation of expected norms. Thus, students who now recognized themselves as other as a result of the use of video during online learning would turn off their video not only because of a rejection of self but also because how they appeared on video was in contrast to the normative standards set by the ingroup. To persist in the use of video would mean the student was not abiding by the ingroup standards—an important consideration in social power as recognized by SDT. Turning off the video retains a positive self-identity as specified by SIT, when the learner believes their video presence is contrary to the norm.



Students may be unprepared for how they appear on video and unhappy with the result because of COVID-19. One study [123] found that in order for face-to-face interaction to be successful during COVID-19 limitations, the following must be sufficient related to the lessons provided: staffing, preparation, thought, creativity and innovation. Without these, online lessons involving video were seen to jeopardize the safety, comfort and experience of young people. If they had previously felt part of the ingroup before witnessing themselves on video, their unexpected performance in front of the teacher and their peers might make them feel demoted in the ingroup, or now part of an outgroup; without empathy from the ingroup, positive intergroup attitudes and prosocial behaviors will not occur [124]. Nevertheless, if the student is willing to take responsibility for their learning by self-directing, rather than following the norm, then this poor showing on the video need not affect them psychologically. That the decision to self-direct has social ramifications with respect to the norm is true, although self-direction values can be secure if negatively correlated with parental restrictiveness at age 5 [125]. If the student is not guided by the norm in self-directing, being judged by the ingroup as other is irrelevant for student self-concept and student learning.




2.2. Isolating the Self—Social Distancing in Social Space


From a sociological standpoint, the isolation of the self from the ingroup is a major detriment as it does not permit young people to recognize the norm [126]. As the norm defines social power, this means the self becomes unaware of where power resides, how it is accessed, and what is to be expected in relation to it. With respect to defining the ingroup and various outgroups, the norm is the standard [127]. When students were forced to socially distance themselves from teachers and peers by staying home, the standards of the norm were no longer reinforced on a day-to-day basis. At home with only their families, students’ understanding of who they are as a self in relation to the norm became inaccessible in comparison to pre-COVID-19, when they would be regularly informed of and judged in relation to the norm [128]; alone, they then saw themselves as other.



From the standpoint of SCT, these young people were unable to clearly recognize the “I” because there was no longer a “we” with which to compare, as the definition of the self is seen to be formed consequentially from understanding the student’s role as a member of a group. Without this clear sense of self, the fear of COVID-19 was able to change and manipulate the sense of self as set out in IPT. With no ingroup available with which to compare themselves daily (SIT), students, in accordance with SDT, were unable to make use of their social power or be affected by that of others. Self-worth is diminished in accordance with IPT, as a lack of contact with the ingroup affects social resilience.



However, not all students who saw themselves as other as a result of a detachment from the norm considered this a negative experience. For those students willing and able to self-direct their learning [129], the lack of a constant reminder of the norm that resulted from social distancing made the ability to experience flow in their learning a more likely experience. Flow, the ability to become completely absorbed in a task to the extent that time disappears, is the experience that has been identified as both a regular occurrence and necessary for creative work to be productive [130,131]. When students are overwhelmed or underwhelmed, as they often are in teacher-directed learning, this leads to a lack of participation in setting learning objectives and, under these conditions, flow is not observed [132].



Isolating, as was required with COVID-19, permits the learner time and a lack of distractions to process their goal orientation and learning strategies on a deeper level than with in-class learning [133]. In recognizing themselves as other while separate from the norm, those students engaging in SDL develop analogies, and find links in their knowledge, making it easier to connect new knowledge [134]. With a lack of relationship to or interest in the norm, of those who see themselves as other who self-direct their learning, they have been found to have a greater degree of self-control in comparing their current status with their goals and updating their learning conditions as a result [135] and they invest greater effort in their personalized learning [136].



The isolation of the self that came with social distancing because of COVID-19 can be thought of as problematic from the point of view of the norm where the ingroup provides the necessary structure for learning. However, for the self-directed learner, this isolation is better thought of as an emphasis on self-control and autonomy with respect to learning, and this relates well with the tenets of an open, democratic society [137]. The identification of self as other in this regard, rather than being seen as a disadvantage with respect to the norm, has the potential to lead to a learner’s ability to flourish and productively contribute to society through entrepreneurship [138].




2.3. Protecting the Self—Mask-Wearing in Personal Space


During the extent of the COVID-19 pandemic, perhaps the most important concern has been protection against contracting the disease [139]. In this regard, wearing a mask was mandated to protect all from the vocal spray that was recognized as the cause of transmission of the virus [140]. Mask-wearing was resisted, specifically by men who identified with the norms of masculinity [141], those living in rural areas [142], younger individuals, and those who did not frequent shopping centers [143]. Masks are a necessity for frontline works, and they have been recommended to be used universally, even if most are homemade and of low quality [144], yet they have been cited as “perhaps the most-powerful psychological symbol for the general public” [145].



What is a mask during COVID-19 has been called into question throughout the pandemic. It certainly goes beyond what Jung referred to as the “persona”: the “social mask that one wears to adapt to the perceived expectations of others” [146]. Commercial masks were in short supply at times during the pandemic when non-standard products were used as masks. These included, but were not limited to, the following: vacuum cleaner bags, tea towels, cotton scarves, pillowcases, silk scarves and cotton T-shirts in decreasing order of protection [147]. When the N-95 mask used by frontline healthcare workers, a tightly fitting mask that seals off the wearers face and can remove 95% of particles, was credited as the “single most important part” of the armor for healthcare workers [148], those in the general public most afraid of contracting COVID-19 sought them out for personal use, creating a shortage of these masks for frontline workers, resulting in 79% of nurses being encouraged or required to reuse their masks and 36% reported reusing them for 5 days or longer [149].



Students are among those in the population who have been less likely to wear masks and, when they have, often wear them improperly, including students at the center of the initial outbreak of the pandemic in Wuhan, China, where only 32.47% of students were found to wear properly fitting masks [150]. On the street, rather than the classroom, students were even less inclined to wear a mask, with those who were better educated being more likely to wear one [151]. Chinese students, stigmatized for the pandemic arising in China, were those most likely to wear masks—both as a result of belief in their effectiveness and to assist in physical support of their being considered other [152]. However, this strategy by Chinese students was often found counterproductive as conservative individuals have been more comfortable with Asians if they were not wearing a mask, most specifically if these Asians were male [153].



Asians have been identified as those students who have been, as a result of the importance of mask-wearing to counter COVID-19 infection, othered with respect to the norm—both regarding their preferred use of wearing a mask for their own protection in contrast to most students and the lack of trust other students may have of them because they wear a mask [154]. However, the reason for this othering goes beyond political sentiments of those representing the norm. Facial emotion recognition is seen as crucial for social interaction and the wearing of masks challenges such recognition; this is especially so in depicting anger, sadness and disgust—altering the perception of threat by the norm [155].



One of the ways in which self has become other for students in general is concerning their now self-perceived breath odor [156]. Individuals who, previous to COVID-19, had no knowledge of their bad breath now became self-conscious of halitosis. Self-perception of breath odor is multifactorial and relates to body image in both physiological and psychological ways [157]. Discovering that one has breath odor that differs from the norm and is considered offensive has been found to have significant negative effects on quality of life, producing a feeling of otherness bringing on mood disordered, depression, anxiety and behavioral changes [158].



Additional ways in which students have been othered as a result of wearing masks is the significant increase in acne flare-up [159] and the contribution of mask-wearing to dry eye diseases’ symptoms [160], particularly a problem for those students wearing contact lenses [161]. Furthermore, students may notice a change in the self-perception of their voice [162] that they find othering as it may affect speech intelligibility in the classroom, specifically for males [163]. This becomes a significant problem for students when they cannot understand their teachers through their masks, decreasing their school performance and, thus, their understanding of the norm [164]. Students with hearing loss were at an even greater disadvantage [165]. Students may also have concerns that their ability to participate in sports, as a result of wearing masks, must be curtailed, although cloth masks have been found to have no effect on vigorous exercise performance in healthy individuals [166]. For those students involved with vocal music, the effect of othering has been intense, having a major impact on their sense of self [167].




2.4. The Body in Space


Each of the augmentations presented are those with which all students had to contend during COVID-19 as learners. They were examined with the thought that the enhancements that were furthest away in space with respect to intimate space would be those more easily incorporated into a new understanding of self in relation to readjusted norms defined by the ingroup. In other words, for example—at the one extreme—students learning to turn off the video of the computer when interacting online because of not wanting teachers and peers to see how they live is less affronting to the self than, at the other end, coming to know that one has bad breath as a result of wearing a mask. The first, though creating barriers to participation, generating unnecessary stress, and contributing to an environment of distrust that is seen to undermine learning [168], only necessarily affects the student in the cyberspace if they choose to turn on the video. The second means that the student will be constantly wondering if they can get in close proximity to people because of their halitosis, even after the limitations of COVID-19 have been removed in the future. Regarding their video presence, students may decide to act on changing how they look given their problem with seeing themselves on screen. On the other hand, once their breath is perceived as noxious as a result of mask-use, the learner will continue to be embarrassed, anxious and have a reduction in their level of self-esteem as their odorous breath remains [169].





3. Discussion


The understanding of self is grounded in the body. Augmentations to the body permit an accentuated access of the body to sensations. However, the effect of these amplified sensations is, at the same time, less intense the further these enhancements are from the original body. An effect of the COVID-19 pandemic has been the demand for body augmentation in a number of ways in each of three additional areas of space beyond the intimate. Through the least intimately affecting to the most, this has been examined specifically through extending, isolating and protecting of the self.



It was argued that students were those members of society most affected by COVID-19 limitations because of ongoing subordinate connections with parents, teachers and older or more accomplished peers and, as such, are society’s members with the greatest likelihood of what represents the self then evolving to other based on these augmentations. An example of each was investigated from the perspective of various sociological theories to suggest in what ways self could been seen as other as a result of COVID-19. With respect to extending the self, videoconferencing was considered as the body augmentation that was experienced by students worldwide as a result of school lockdowns, which also brought the social distancing of students—the second enhancement of the self that was studied regarding students—representing a form of isolation. Lastly, the final body augmentation inspected was the protecting of the self through the wearing of masks, a necessary requirement of students. In each case, these examples were considered from the perspective of in what ways the understanding of self might be transformed to other in the case of students.



In their concern with the norm as the foundation for the ingroup, four sociological theories were used to evaluative the possible change from self to other— Self-Categorization theory (SCT), Social Identity Theory (SIT), Identity Process Theory (IPT) and Social Dominance Theory (SDT). Each in various ways upholds a movement from self to other as detrimental. The aim, in the estimation of these theories, is adherence to the norm through identification with the ingroup. To become other was to be relegated to an outgroup and, as such, lose social power. As social power in relation to the ingroup is considered necessary for mental and physical health [170] from the sociological lens, the aim with respect to the limitations imposed by COVID-19 regarding these sociological theories is for students to regain social support [171]. This is achieved by reidentifying with the ingroup and, again, basing their decisions and actions in relation to the norm [172].



Self-Directed Learning


Psychologically, the transition from self to other that may have occurred in students as a result of COVID-19 requirements is recognized in a different way. The self in this estimation is what is true to the learner, while other develops when the self identifies with ways of thinking and acting that are out of character for the particular learner in that learner’s view. Here, character implies what is stamped on individuals as well as abiding by the moral and ethical principle learned in relation to the norm [173]. Yet, the evaluation of this move to being out of character is not necessarily considered something requiring return to what is true to the self. It might be that it is time for the self to evolve and to change in a way that is out of character. In this way, becoming other may be something disquieting, but not a change to try to avoid.



One psychological theory in particular regards the learning process as internally regulated [174,175], recognized in adult education as SDL; it equates the othering that comes from not identifying with the norm of the ingroup as something positive to be acted on. Furthermore, when SDL—based on what the learner personally values—considers other learners as also self-directing their learning in communities based on consensus decision making by finding a time and place to do what each learner values, the self-direction that comes from being other evolves from an individual approach to learning to a way of organizing social interactions outside of the norm of ingroups [176].



A major effect of COVID-19 on learners is that they have, by necessity, become self-directed learners [177]. This relates (among other things) to their having to work online through videoconferencing, their isolation during lockdowns, and their difficulties understanding social cues from interacting with teachers and peers wearing masks when in the classroom. SDL skills are seen as the most important for students since the advent of COVID-19 [178]. Yet, for the majority of the students now self-directing their learning, this is not a preferred choice because it requires time-management skills, the acceptance of personal responsibility and a way of learning that is very different from teacher-directed instruction [179]. Educated to look to the norm of the ingroup for guidance and evaluation of their behavior, these students feel lost and overwhelmed with self-directed learning [180], and more comfortable with teacher-directed lessons in a classroom of peers.



With COVID-19, self-directed learning became essential, but it was a learning strategy that was not welcomed by those students focused on the norm through understanding the ingroup. On the other hand, these students’ need for teacher-directed learning was a skill that they learned initially upon first entering the education system. As such, skills for SDL can also be learned. A six-step model to develop SDL among students was recently identified as useful in developing the skills for self-directed learning [181]:




	
Develop goals for study;



	
Outline how it will be known those goals have been achieved;



	
Identify the structure and sequence of learning activities;



	
Create a timeline for activities’ completion;



	
Identify resources needed to achieve each goal;



	
Locate a mentor/teacher to provide feedback on the plan.








Although following these steps is not a necessity for success in SDL, a student who felt lost and overwhelmed with SDL would find this type of organization of their SDL helpful because it relates directly to those qualities that have been recognized as lacking in students who would prefer teacher-directed learning, as this six-step model focuses on time-management, accepting personal responsibility and highlights the differences between teacher-direction in learning and self-direction.



A scale for assessing SDL [182], identifying the characteristics of self-directed learners, considers that such learners exhibit: initiative, independence, persistence in learning, an acceptance of responsibility for their own learning, a view of problems as challenges rather than obstacles, curiosity, self-discipline, self-confidence, a strong desire to learn, time-management skills, goal orientation, an ability to pace their learning in relation to a plan for completing work, and pleasure from learning. This Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale (SDLRS) has been tested for validity [183,184]. However, given that there is no required and absolute method for successful SDL, it is not surprising that that the SDLRS has been criticized because SDL is not a stable, context-independent construct that can be measured through the use of standardized questionnaires [185]; as well, whether or not learners think they have the qualities for SDL has been found to not equate with whether they do possess these qualities in practice [186]. Learners who do demonstrate these qualities are self-directed; however, not all self-directed learners demonstrate each of these qualities. More recent research [187] has indicated, of those subsequent measures that have been developed modifying the original SDLRS, a four-factor 36-item scale has the greatest likelihood of predicting SDL [188]. The factors are as follows:




	
Critical self-evaluation




	°

	
I evaluate my own performance;




	°

	
I like to evaluate what I do.









	
Learning self-efficacy




	°

	
I enjoy learning new information;




	°

	
I want to learn new information.









	
Self-determination




	°

	
I prefer to set my own goals;




	°

	
I prefer to set my own learning goals.









	
Effective organization for learning




	°

	
I do not manage my time well (reversed);




	°

	
I am self-disciplined.














Regardless of the actual qualities of self-directed learners, they are those whose understanding of their self is other than the norm defined by the ingroup. Given that self-directed learners consider themselves other with respect to the ingroup, their evaluation by teachers has been found to need primary concentration on reducing learners’ anxiety with respect to the self-directed approach they take to learning, while acknowledging how cultural influences affect teacher evaluation [189], as defined by the norms of the ingroup.





4. Conclusions


Why the COVID-19 migration of self into other is problematic to the psyche has been discussed from a number of perspectives. To be considered is the possible long-term consequences for an ongoing lack of learner recognition by the norm’s ingroup. Following this assessment, parents and teachers as caregivers will be provided with information on how they might become better able to provide mentorship to students regarding what they can expect in now seeing self as other through their encounter with COVID-19, with the aim of diminishing possible long-term psychological, social and physical consequences.



4.1. Change to Interpersonal Distances with COVID-19


Pre-COVID-19, the three types of distance experienced by learners (a fourth, intimate distance, is only available to close relationships) were (a) public distance, more than 210 cm (6′) from the learner, where the voice shifts to higher volumes and eye contact is minimized; (b) social distance, 122–120 cm (4′–6′), for formal interactions; and (c) personal distance, 46–122 cm (18″–4′) maintained for interactions with friends in which vision and voice are clear [190]. With respect to extending public space through online communication, the norms have changed significantly. Because the video camera captures an area of the home, strangers might have the ability to scrutinize it. As a result, with videoconferencing, the spatial meaning of home as a divider of public distance became unclear. Unless the learner had the knowledge and wherewithal to create a virtual background for their videoconferencing sessions, public distance was eliminated when the video was on during online communication. Having to keep apart from others at least six feet when attendance was permitted in the school building, and during lockdown social distancing by each household, meant that social distance was extended to what previously was public distance, something that seemed odd and impolite. The wearing of masks, by putting a barrier between the self and other, effectively eliminated personal distance as neither the vision of others wearing masks nor their voice remained clear [191].



With COVID-19, the norms have changed for interpersonal distances. Unless video is kept turned off, there is no longer a meaning to public space. Anyone participating in an online video conference where the video is left on and background unaltered is invited into what, for learners, would previously have been a space only accessible by friends and family. The change to social space has made communication among students and with teachers more difficult and demanded that students and teachers each raise their voices to be heard, not only because of the increased distance among them but also because of the masks they are wearing. Furthermore, because of the masks on the one hand and the need to social distance on the other, the realm of personal space is no longer meaningful.




4.2. Sociological Considerations


Seen with a sociological lens, schooling is society’s method of inculcating the norms of the ingroup into learners [192]. When those norms change, the social influence of those with social power determines the change in the ingroup and schooling devises tests of conformity to the new norms [193]. What is important is not only the norms themselves that are taught to be believed and valued but also how they are taught and why [194]. With the limitations of COVID-19, what has changed related to the norms is the understanding of the limits of the three interpersonal distances beyond intimate space. With these changes to the meaning of the levels of interpersonal space, the norms as defined by the ingroup have been altered.



As a result of COVID-19, the ingroup with respect to the norms to be taught through schooling have become as follows. Regarding public space, there is a general acceptance that keeping the video turned off during online communication is acceptable in promoting equality and trust among learners and teachers [195]. Those who keep their videos turned on and backgrounds unadulterated, by definition, are students who feel they have nothing to hide or who do not set public boundaries. It is they who become other when the norms of society have recognized keeping the view of the home private is what is supported by the ingroup. With respect to social space, as the distance between individuals has expanded, the norm has become raising one’s voice to talk with others and repeating oneself to be understood. As such, the norm has become that communication in a learning setting requires more personal energy than in the past. Those students who continue to talk at the level they did pre-COVID-19 or who neglect to repeat what they have said when this is required for comprehension become those who are othered [196]. Finally, when required to wear a mask, the ingroup are those who avoid personal space in learning situations, instead keeping interactions at the social space level [197].



Recognizing these changes to the interpersonal levels of space as a result of COVID-19 means that, in keeping with the norms of the ingroup, parents and teachers as caregivers would do well to making these changes to interpersonal space known to learners. Students need to know that unless they conform to these new understandings, they will be othered by society.



These changes to the norm that learners are asked to accept and conform to are in contrast to previous understanding of what was appropriate behavior. As such, this can be recognized as causing trauma to vulnerable learners who were part of the ingroup of the previous understanding of interpersonal space. It can also exacerbate the disconnect felt by students who are increasingly othered as a result of the pandemic—Asian students, most notably [198]. Effects on these learners can be to their nervous systems, endocrine systems and hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal axes. As well, trying to adhere to these changes and not be othered can result in psychological crises from feelings of abandonment, despair, incapacity and exhaustion [199].



From the sociological point of view, encouraging people to think collectively rather than personally is critical to controlling the pandemic [200] and to introducing the new norms to the ingroup. In this way, mentoring, which can be provided to students by their parents and teachers directly, and their peers in everyday interaction, can promote these newly valued ways of socially interacting. In essence, the most effective mentors in convincing students to conform to the current norms promoted by COVID-19 considerations are those parents, teachers and peers who are the most educated about the changes and those in the least conflict with the learners [201]. It is in this way that these students are least likely to feel othered in relation to the pandemic.




4.3. Self-Directed Learning Standpoint


Although interpersonal space is important to those who naturally prefer SDL when concerned with social interaction regarding their learning, the changes that have been brought by COVID-19 are of less importance. The reason is that SDL is engaged with learning in relation to what the student personally values, not what is adhered to by the ingroup representing the norm. Self-directed learners recognize that they are other and part of an outgroup in not being guided by the norm. Consequently, any additional identification of them as other as a result of COVID-19 will have less effect than it might on those who are normatively influenced.



Social distancing for the self-directed learner is not a detriment for SDL as this type of learning is best undertaken where and when the learner is able to self-isolate to concentrate on learning. In effect, the limitations imposed by COVID-19 may, by taking away the necessity of social interaction in a learning setting, reduce the stress of those involved with SDL. Parents and teachers can act as mentors to self-directed learners by promoting mindfulness [202]. Doing so can help students reduce stressors that detract from SDL. They can do so in at least three ways: by cultivating self-directed attention rather than reacting to the rapidly changing situation of COVID-19, encouraging them to regulate negative thoughts and feelings that take away from their learning, and by advising them to view adverse events non-judgmentally as opportunities for further learning. In providing this type of mentoring, SDL can be both stress-reducing and intellectually productive during COVID-19, although the students who engage in it may be further othered by the ingroup of the norm.




4.4. Recommendations Regarding Mentoring


COVID-19 has brought with it a reinterpretation of self as other in learners. With respect to augmentations to their bodies, this reinterpretation by learners as learners has taken on at least these three specific forms: (1) by extending their body through witnessing themselves regularly in videoconferencing learning sessions, (2) by isolating their body as a result of spending time apart from peers in social distancing at home, and (3) by protecting their body through required mask-wearing where learners now consider who they represent in a mask. The mentoring that might be provided by teachers and parents to learners with respect to reducing negative feelings in them resulting from these forms of body augmentation can be provided from two different standpoints—normative and self-directed.



For those learners guided by the norm, and the thought of considering themselves other is distressing, teachers and parents can help these learners decrease their discomfort by mentoring them in the new norms for behavior as they change in relation to COVID-19. This is best achieved by teachers and parents abiding by those rules themselves in acting as role models, both in person and virtually [203], especially with respect to minorities—those learners more likely to seek mentoring during COVID-19 [204].



Regarding the loss of private space from video conferencing, those learners who might feel self has crossed the line to other by having their surroundings revealed to teachers and classmates through online learning can be mentored to find ways to digitally enhance their backgrounds. However, if it is seeing themselves on camera that is causing their assessment of themselves as other, mentorship can support turning off their camera during video conferencing sessions—this is especially so if they have a weak internet connection. As well, it can also include encouraging learners to be proactive in finding ways to increase the strength of their internet connection at home.



One of the ways learners concerned with norms can feel themselves othered is by the requirement for social distancing. Therefore, in advising those learners who feel othered by the use of video in conferencing not to use their video, they should be mentored to find a preferred form of online learning. This is especially so since online learning has been found to improve student exam performance during COVID-19 [205]. In coming to understand the nuances of norms, daily interaction with teachers and peers during school hours is imperative. For this reason, learners should be advised to attend any conferencing related to school in a manner that makes them less distressed. This includes mentoring learners to use other forms of social media for continuing peer contact, such as using Discord, with such mentoring often best provided by peers themselves [206].



Finally, with respect to the impact of masks in making those learners concerned with norms feel troubled by considering themselves other, learners might be mentored by teachers and parents to speak clearly when wearing masks [207] and use additional body language to convey their meaning [208] when appropriate. As well, they could be encouraged to ask others to speak clearly [164]. With respect to the worrying feeling of other that comes from bad breath or from increased skin problems, mentoring learners with respect to effective hygiene—and having teachers and parents take these concerns seriously when they arise, offering timely solutions—has been found effective [209] in reducing the distress that can arise from these conditions in making the learner feel as other.



Those learners who are self-directed will assess the result of considering themselves other from another perspective, seeing this disassociation from what they knew of themselves pre-COVID-19 as an opportunity for personal growth [178]. In not being afraid of seeing themselves as other, self-directed learners are best mentored in a way that encourages their self-direction rather than focuses on assuming the recognition of oneself as other to be a problem. To this extent, the six-step model to develop SDL among students that was recently identified as useful in developing the skills for self-directed learning [181] is something that teachers and parents can consider when mentoring self-directed learners. To determine if the learner is self-directed and, thus, could benefit from this form of mentoring, the modified SDLRS, four-factor 36-item scale has been found [188] to produce the greatest likelihood of predicting SDL. The outcome to be expected for self-directed learners in their learning is the experience of flow, leading to creativity in what they accomplish [130,131]. Mentoring these learners to value flow in their work is a way to make the experience of considering themselves other continue as a positive outcome during COVID-19.



In not being perturbed by the migration from self to other that has resulted from COVID-19 limitations, self-directed learners are those who have the psychological constitution to consider the dividing line between self and other from an objective perspective. As such, they can question what defines the body and the space around it in differentiating self from other. Furthermore, they can be critical of the assumptions regarding in what way the separation between self and other is psychologically and sociologically necessary. Mentoring self-directed learners to examine the presuppositions of each of the theories of self and other that have been presented in this report is a starting point. One way a critique of norms regarding self/other can be offered by these learners is investigating how empathy can blur this assumed distinction [31]. Larger social justice issues can be considered, as SDL is a form of learning that permits mentoring in self-developing [210] with respect to the more fundamental aspects of questioning knowledge boundaries.




4.5. Limitations


This report was constructed based on understanding the self–other distinction depends fundamentally on the relationship of the body in the world. The assessment was undertaken from the position that the most important aspect of the body in the world relates to exterior, interpersonal space. However, medical conditions that can result from identifying the self as other were only touched on and play an important role in the mental and physical health of students, posing a limitation of this study.



Furthermore, the analysis of self and other was with respect to four sociological theories (Self-Categorization Theory, Social Identity Theory, Identity Process Theory, and Social Dominance Theory). There are other sociological theories that might have been used, but were not. The Theory of “Societalization” [211] and Social Disorganization Theory [212] are two other sociological theories that might have been investigated with respect to COVID-19 and the distinction between self and other. Neither of these were selected as both of their interests are somewhat outside the concerns of learners. The Theory of “Societalization” examines how socially disruptive extreme events affect the role of what is valued in society through business, while Social Disorganization Theory proposes that neighborhood characteristics, such as poverty, residential mobility, population density and overcrowding, lead to the increased levels of disadvantage and disorder associated with high rates of childhood trauma. Both of these theories, although they would have provided additional insight into the self–other distinction, were considered marginal in their appreciation of learners and were, therefore, excluded from consideration.



Regarding psychological theories, there was only one that was referenced and it was identified from the perspective of work in adult education—self-directed learning. There are other psychological theories to understanding COVID-19 that might have been mentioned, including Terror Management Theory [213] and Attachment Theory [214]. As the concentration of both of these theories is to provide support for therapy rather than to be descriptive of the self–other distinction with regard to learning, they were not selected for inclusion. Furthermore, the difference that was drawn between the sociological theories and the selected psychological theory with respect to self–other was that, for sociology, adherence or non-adherence with normative practices related to the ingroup was foremost; with SDL, personal values mattered in defining the self, and the othering of the norm was of less consequence with respect to learning.



An additional consideration is whether SDL, developed initially for adult learners, is relevant to children’s learning. Extensive, longitudinal research has been conducted to confirm both the appropriateness of SDL for young people (referred to as unschoolers) and its ability to support mental health and career aspirations [215,216].



Lastly, advice was offered to parents and teachers as caregivers regarding how they might act as mentors, both with respect to those students focused on the ingroup defining the norm and for those who are self-directed learners reflecting personal values in their learning. The research that has been carried out in the area of mentoring during COVID-19 from either perspective is limited and, thus, the suggestions proposed remain conditional, requiring further validation.
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