Review Article ISSN 2693-2490

Journal of Psychology and Neuroscience

From Trauma to Academic Impairment: Cognitive-Emotional Dysregulation and

Psychological Distress among University Students in the Post-Covid-19 Era
Georgia Konstantopoulou', Filio Zoupi, Efterpi Elpida Kyriazi, and Athina Zografaki

*Corresponding Author

Georgia Konstantopoulou,

Department of Educational Sciences and Social Work,
University of Patras, Patras, Greece.

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0002-3677-3307

Department of Educational Sciences and Social Work,
University of Patras, Patras, Greece.

Submitted: 8 May 2026; Accepted: 14 May 2026; Published: 27 May 2026

Citation: Konstantopoulou, G. et al., (2026). From Trauma to Academic Impairment: Cognitive-Emotional Dysregulation and
Psychological Distress among University Students in the Post-Covid-19 Era. J Psychol Neurosci; 8(3):1-6. DOLI : https://doi.
org/10.47485/2693-2490.1161

Abstract

Background: The post-COVID-19 era has intensified concerns regarding the mental health and academic
functioning of university students. Trauma exposure and adverse childhood experiences may increase vulnerability
to emotional dysregulation, cognitive difficulties, psychological distress, and impaired academic adjustment.

Objective: This narrative review aims to synthesize recent evidence on the relationship between trauma exposure,
cognitive-emotional dysregulation, psychological distress, and academic impairment among university students in
the post-COVID-19 era.

Methods: A narrative review of literature published between 2021 and 2026 was conducted using PubMed and
Scopus. Priority was given to peer-reviewed empirical studies, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses examining
trauma, adverse childhood experiences, emotion regulation, cognitive or executive functioning, psychological
distress, and academic outcomes in university student populations.

Results: The literature suggests that trauma exposure is associated with greater emotional dysregulation, executive
functioning difficulties, anxiety, depression, stress, burnout, and reduced academic engagement. Emotional
dysregulation appears to represent a key pathway linking trauma-related experiences with psychological distress
and academic impairment. Protective factors, including resilience, social support, self-compassion, and adaptive
coping, may mitigate these negative outcomes.

Conclusions: Trauma-related cognitive-emotional dysregulation may play an important role in explaining
psychological and academic difficulties among university students after COVID-19. These findings highlight the
need for trauma-informed, cognitively oriented, and institutionally integrated mental health support within higher
education.

Keywords: Trauma; Emotional Dysregulation; Executive Functioning; University Students; COVID-19; Psychological Distress;
Academic Impairment; Resilience.

Introduction

The transition to university represents a critical developmental
period characterized by increased academic demands, social

students report emotional distress, trauma-related symptoms,
maladaptive coping, and psychological difficulties during and
after the COVID-19 pandemic (Holmes et al., 2025; Gao et

adjustment, identity formation, and heightened psychological
vulnerability. Emerging adulthood is considered a sensitive
developmental stage during which many mental health
disorders first emerge, often coinciding with increased
academic pressure, social challenges, and exposure to
psychosocial  stressors.  University students therefore
constitute a population particularly vulnerable to emotional
distress, psychological difficulties, and impaired academic
functioning, especially when previous traumatic experiences
or adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are present. Recent
literature indicates that trauma exposure and psychological
vulnerability are highly prevalent among university students.
Studies have demonstrated that a substantial proportion of

al., 2023). Trauma exposure has consistently been associated
with increased levels of anxiety, depression, stress, emotional
exhaustion, and maladaptive coping among university
populations (Mastrokoukou et al., 2024; Moghimi et al., 2023).
In addition, trauma-related vulnerability and reduced resilience
have been linked to poorer psychological well-being during
emerging adulthood (McLaughlin et al., 2020; Mastrokoukou
et al., 2024).

The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified these
psychological vulnerabilities and significantly affected
students’ emotional and academic functioning worldwide. The
abrupt transition to online learning, prolonged social isolation,
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financial uncertainty, health-related fears, and disruption of
daily routines contributed to elevated psychological distress
among university students (Cielo et al., 2021; Granieri et
al., 2021). Meta-analytic evidence demonstrated increased
prevalence rates of anxiety, depression, stress, sleep
disturbances, and emotional exhaustion during and after the
pandemic period (Batra et al., 2021; Jiménez-Villamizar et
al., 2025). Furthermore, several studies reported declines in
academic engagement, concentration, motivation, and overall
academic performance following the transition to remote
learning environments (Lee et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2020;
Siena et al., 2024).

A growing body of evidence suggests that trauma exposure
may significantly disrupt cognitive-emotional functioning,
particularly emotional regulation and executive functioning
processes (McLaughlin et al., 2020). Emotional dysregulation
refers to difficulties in monitoring, evaluating, and modulating
emotional responses in adaptive ways (Gratz & Roemer,
2004). Trauma-related emotional dysregulation has been
associated with impaired attentional control, reduced
cognitive flexibility, working memory difficulties, emotional
instability, and maladaptive coping strategies (Mora et al.,
2022). Contemporary neurocognitive models further suggest
that chronic stress and trauma may negatively affect executive
functioning systems involved in emotional control, self-
regulation, and decision-making (McLaughlin et al., 2020).
These cognitive-emotional difficulties may substantially
interfere with academic functioning and educational
attainment. Executive functions such as attention regulation,
inhibitory control, planning, and working memory are essential
for successful academic adaptation, yet these processes
appear particularly vulnerable to trauma-related dysregulation
(Mastrokoukou et al., 2024). Students experiencing trauma-
related psychological distress frequently report concentration
difficulties, academic burnout, reduced motivation, diminished
classroom engagement, and impaired learning performance
(Talsma et al., 2021; Siena et al., 2024). Trauma exposure and
poor mental health have additionally been associated with
reduced academic persistence, disengagement, and increased
risk of academic withdrawal (Zhai & Carney, 2024; Holmes
et al., 2025).

Importantly, emotional dysregulation appears to represent
a central mechanism linking trauma exposure to broader
psychological and academic difficulties. Recent studies
conducted in post-pandemic student populations have
demonstrated associations between trauma exposure,
emotional dysregulation, executive functioning difficulties,
anxiety, depression, and reduced psychological well-being
(Mastrokoukou et al., 2024). Furthermore, protective factors
such as resilience, social support, self-compassion, and
adaptive coping strategies may mitigate the negative effects
of trauma on emotional and academic functioning (Akbar &
Aisyawati, 2021; Mastrokoukou et al., 2024; Yao et al., 2024).
Although the literature examining university student mental
health has expanded substantially following the COVID-19
pandemic, evidence regarding the interconnected relationships

between trauma exposure, cognitive-emotional dysregulation,
psychological distress, and academic impairment remains
fragmented. Existing studies have often focused on isolated
mental health outcomes, such as anxiety or depression, without
sufficiently integrating the cognitive and emotional mechanisms
through which trauma may influence academic functioning
and student well-being. Therefore, the present narrative review
aims to synthesize recent evidence regarding the associations
between trauma exposure, emotional dysregulation, executive
functioning difficulties, psychological distress, and academic
impairment among university students in the post-COVID-19
era, while also highlighting protective factors and implications
for trauma-informed higher education practices.

Methodological Approach and Literature Search Strategy
This narrative review synthesized contemporary literature
examining trauma exposure, cognitive-emotional
dysregulation, psychological distress, and academic
impairment among university students in the post-COVID-19
era. Relevant studies published between January 2021 and May
2026 were identified through targeted searches in the PubMed
and Scopus electronic databases.

The search strategy was developed based on the primary
concepts of the review, including trauma exposure, emotional
regulation, cognitive functioning, psychological distress,
academic outcomes, and university student populations.
Various combinations of keywords and Boolean operators were
used during the search process. The principal search terms
included: “trauma,” “adverse childhood experiences,” “ACEs,”
“emotional dysregulation,” “emotion regulation,” “cognitive
functioning,”  “executive  functioning,”  “psychological
distress,” “academic impairment,” ‘“academic burnout,”
“mental health,” “COVID-19,” “post-COVID-19,” “university
students,” and “college students.” Priority was given to peer-
reviewed empirical studies, systematic reviews, and meta-
analyses published in English. Quantitative, qualitative,
cross-sectional, longitudinal, and mixed-methods studies
were considered relevant if they examined the relationship
between trauma-related experiences and emotional, cognitive,
psychological, or academic outcomes among university
students.

EERN3

Studies were considered eligible if they:

* involved university or college student populations;

¢ ecxamined trauma exposure, adverse childhood
experiences, pandemic-related stressors, or trauma-related
psychological vulnerability; and

* investigated emotional regulation, cognitive or executive

functioning, psychological distress, or academic
functioning.
Studies focusing exclusively on severe psychiatric or

neurological disorders unrelated to trauma exposure were
not prioritized in the synthesis. The retrieved literature was
reviewed and synthesized narratively to identify recurring
themes and conceptual relationships across studies.
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Emphasis was placed on evidence examining:

*  trauma and psychological vulnerability,

* emotional dysregulation as a trauma-related mechanism,

» executive and cognitive functioning difficulties,

e academic impairment and student adjustment, and

»  protective factors such as resilience, social support, and
adaptive coping.

This thematic approach allowed for a comprehensive overview

of the emerging evidence regarding trauma-related cognitive-

emotional difficulties among university students in the post-

COVID-19 context.

Literature
Recent evidence highlights that trauma exposure, adverse
childhood  experiences (ACEs), and psychological

vulnerability are highly prevalent among university students
and strongly associated with increased anxiety, depression,
stress, emotional exhaustion, and maladaptive coping
behaviors (Holmes et al., 2025; Moghimi et al., 2023). Students
entering higher education face developmental, academic, and
social pressures that heighten vulnerability to psychological
distress, particularly among those with prior trauma histories
and reduced emotional resilience (McLaughlin et al., 2020;
Mastrokoukou et al., 2024).

Findings from the first COVID-19 lockdown further illustrate
the severity of mental health challenges within student
populations. Classification studies reported high levels of
depression, anxiety, and stress symptoms (Theodoros &
Konstantopoulou, 2025), while additional work documented
increased social anxiety disorder and low self-esteem
among university students (Sella et al., 2024). Research also
demonstrated that resilience and meaning in life served as
important protective factors during periods of confinement and
uncertainty (Konstantopoulou et al., 2022), whereas clinical
evaluations confirmed significantly elevated depressive
symptoms among quarantined students (Konstantopoulou &
Raikou, 2020).

COVID-19-related stressors—including social isolation,
academic disruption, financial uncertainty, and fear of
illness—further exacerbated emotional vulnerability and
contributed to the global rise in psychological distress, sleep
disturbances, and emotional exhaustion among university
students (Cielo et al., 2021; Granieri et al., 2021; Batra et
al., 2021; Jiménez-Villamizar et al., 2025). Students with
trauma-related vulnerability appeared particularly affected,
demonstrating reduced resilience, heightened emotional
instability, and amplified distress in response to pandemic-
related pressures (Lee et al., 2021; McLaughlin et al., 2020). A
substantial body of research identifies emotional dysregulation
as a key mechanism connecting trauma exposure to mental
health deterioration. Trauma may disrupt emotional regulation
capacities, increasing emotional reactivity, avoidance,
suppression, rumination, and maladaptive coping strategies
(Mora et al., 2022). Lockdown and post-pandemic studies
additionally reported intensified emotional difficulties,
including loneliness, irritability, emotional exhaustion, and

reduced psychological well-being, particularly among students
with pre-existing vulnerabilities (Granieri et al., 2021; Ozamiz-
Etxebarria et al., 2025). Neuropsychological evidence further
suggests that chronic stress may compromise neural systems
involved in emotional control, self-regulation, and cognitive
flexibility (McLaughlin et al., 2020).

These emotional disturbances frequently co-occur with
impairments in executive and cognitive functioning. Trauma-
exposed students commonly display attentional difficulties,
working-memory limitations, cognitive inflexibility, and
organizational problems (Mastrokoukou et al., 2024; Lee et al.,
2021). Remote learning environments intensified cognitive load
and contributed to declining concentration, motivation, and
learning efficiency (Jiménez-Villamizar et al., 2023; Campos
et al., 2024). Chronic stress and emotional exhaustion may
further weaken executive functioning and decision-making
processes (Panzeri et al., 2023). Collectively, these deficits
have been associated with lower academic engagement, higher
procrastination, reduced productivity, and increased academic
burnout (Mora et al., 2022; Siena et al., 2024).

Psychological distress is strongly associated with academic
impairment among university students. Elevated anxiety, stress,
and depressive symptoms predict lower academic performance,
diminished motivation, disengagement, absenteeism, and
increased dropout risk (Barbosa-Camacho et al., 2022; Siena
et al.,, 2024; Amer et al., 2023). Trauma-exposed students
may experience even greater academic impairment due to the
combined effects of emotional dysregulation and executive
dysfunction (Talsma et al., 2021; Zhai & Carney, 2024).
Nevertheless, the literature identifies several protective factors
that may buffer against trauma-related and pandemic-related
difficulties. Resilience has consistently been associated with
improved emotional adjustment and academic functioning
(Yao et al., 2024; Mastrokoukou et al., 2024). Social support
from peers, family, and educational institutions may reduce
loneliness and strengthen emotional regulation capacities
(Hisato et al., 2023; Prowse et al., 2021). Adaptive coping
strategies, self-compassion, and emotional awareness have
additionally been linked to reduced dysregulation and improved
academic functioning (Akbar & Aisyawati, 2021). During
lockdown periods, meaning in life and resilience also emerged
as important protective resources against psychological distress
(Konstantopoulou et al., 2022; Ibda et al., 2022).

Given the combined psychological and academic impacts
of trauma, literature emphasizes the importance of trauma-
informed approaches within higher education. Such
frameworks promote psychological safety, empathy, flexibility,
and accessible support systems for vulnerable students (Gao et
al., 2023; Holmes et al., 2025). Integrated strategies, including
counseling services, academic accommodations, peer-support
structures, resilience-building interventions, and digital
mental health services, appear essential for supporting student
well-being and academic persistence in the post-COVID-19
educational landscape (Moghimi et al., 2023; Zhai & Carney,
2024).
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Discussion

The findings of this narrative review suggest that trauma
exposure and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)
constitute important risk factors for psychological distress,
cognitive—emotional dysregulation, and academic impairment
among university students in the post-COVID-19 era. Across
the reviewed studies, trauma-related vulnerability was
consistently associated with increased anxiety, depression,
stress, emotional exhaustion, and maladaptive coping
patterns (Holmes et al., 2025; Lee et al., 2021; Moghimi et
al., 2023). These difficulties appear to have intensified during
the COVID-19 pandemic, which introduced prolonged social
isolation, educational disruption, and heightened uncertainty
among university populations (Cielo et al., 2021; Granieri et
al., 2021). The reviewed evidence further supports emotional
dysregulation as a central mechanism linking trauma exposure
to broader psychological and academic difficulties. Trauma-
related disturbances in emotional regulation have been
associated with increased emotional reactivity, maladaptive
coping, and reduced resilience (Lee et al., 2021; Mora et al.,
2022). Neuropsychological evidence additionally suggests that
chronic stress may negatively affect neural systems involved
in emotional control and self-regulation (McLaughlin et
al., 2020). During the pandemic period, university students
demonstrated clevated levels of depression, anxiety, stress,
and emotional instability, particularly during lockdown and
quarantine conditions (Theodoros & Konstantopoulou, 2025;
Konstantopoulou & Raikou, 2020; Sella et al., 2024).

Cognitive and executive-function difficulties also emerged as
important contributors to academic impairment. Trauma and
chronic stress were associated with attentional difficulties,
impaired working memory, cognitive inflexibility, and reduced
concentration (Mastrokoukou et al., 2024; Lee et al., 2021).
Remote learning environments and academic disruption
further intensified cognitive load and reduced motivation and
learning efficiency (Jiménez-Villamizar et al., 2023; Campos
et al., 2024). Consequently, students experiencing elevated
psychological distress frequently demonstrated lower academic
engagement, poorer academic performance, burnout, and
increased disengagement from university studies (Barbosa-
Camacho et al., 2022; Siena et al., 2024; Talsma et al., 2021).

At the same time, several protective factors appear to mitigate
the negative psychological and academic effects of trauma
exposure. Resilience, adaptive coping strategies, social
support, and self-compassion were consistently associated
with improved emotional adjustment and academic functioning
(Yao etal., 2024; Akbar & Aisyawati, 2021). Studies conducted
during the first lockdown further highlighted the protective
role of resilience and meaning in life in reducing psychological
distress (Konstantopoulou et al., 2022). Social connectedness
additionally emerged as an important buffer against emotional
instability and loneliness (Hisato et al., 2023; Prowse et al.,
2021).

Overall, the reviewed literature highlights a consistent
pattern in which trauma exposure contributes to emotional

dysregulation, executive dysfunction, psychological distress,
and academic impairment among university students, while
the COVID-19 pandemic appears to have amplified these
vulnerabilities. These findings underscore the importance
of trauma-informed approaches within higher education,
including accessible counseling services, resilience-building
interventions, academic accommodations, and supportive
educational environments capable of promoting student well-
being and academic persistence (Gao et al., 2023; Holmes et
al., 2025; Moghimi et al., 2023).

Conclusion

The presentnarrative review highlights the complex relationship
between trauma exposure, cognitive—emotional dysregulation,
psychological distress, and academic impairment among
university students in the post-COVID-19 era. The evidence
suggests that trauma and adverse childhood experiences may
compromise emotional regulation, executive functioning,
attention, working memory, and psychological well-being,
thereby reducing students’ capacity to manage academic
demands effectively. The COVID-19 pandemic intensified
these vulnerabilities through social isolation, educational
disruption, uncertainty, and increased psychological distress.
Emotional dysregulation appears to function as a central
pathway through which trauma contributes to anxiety,
depression, stress, academic disengagement, and reduced
persistence. However, resilience, social support, adaptive
coping, self-compassion, and help-seeking may buffer these
effects. Universities should therefore adopt trauma-informed
and cognitively oriented support systems, including accessible
counseling, flexible academic accommodations, peer-support
initiatives, and resilience-building interventions. Future
longitudinal and intervention-based research is needed to
clarify causal pathways and evaluate effective institutional
responses.

Limitations

This narrative review is subject to several limitations that should
be acknowledged when interpreting its findings. First, as a
narrative rather than systematic review, the selection of studies
may have introduced selection bias, as the included literature
was not screened using standardized quality-assessment
tools. Second, the reviewed studies demonstrate considerable
heterogeneity in research design, measurement tools, sample
characteristics, and outcome variables, making direct
comparisons across studies challenging. Third, much of the
evidence concerning trauma, emotional dysregulation, and
executive functioning relies on self-report data, which may be
influenced by recall bias or social desirability effects. Fourth,
most of the available research was conducted during or shortly
after the COVID-19 pandemic, a period marked by unique
social and academic disruptions; therefore, the generalizability
of findings to more stable educational contexts may be limited.
Finally, the literature disproportionately represents Western
or high-income educational settings, whereas research from
low-resource or culturally diverse university environments
remains comparatively underexplored. These limitations
highlight the need for more systematic, longitudinal, and
culturally diverse investigations.
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Implications for Practice, Policy, and Higher Education
The findings of this review underscore the necessity for
trauma-informed policies and practices within higher education.
Universities should prioritize the development of integrated
mental-health infrastructures that recognize the pervasive
effects of trauma on emotional regulation, cognitive functioning,
and academic performance. Trauma-informed pedagogical
approaches—emphasizing psychological safety, empathy,
flexibility, and predictable learning environments—can help
reduce distress and promote engagement among vulnerable
students. Institutions should expand access to counseling
services, crisis-response mechanisms, resilience-building
programs, and peer-support networks. Additionally, academic
accommodations such as flexible deadlines, alternative
assessment methods, and individualized learning supports
may help mitigate the cognitive and executive-functioning
challenges associated with trauma. Policymakers should
advocate for funding and institutional frameworks that embed
mental-health resources within the educational system,
ensuring that psychosocial support is accessible, culturally
sensitive, and sustainable. Prioritizing early identification of
trauma-exposed students and implementing evidence-based
interventions may enhance both mental-health outcomes and
academic persistence.

Future Research Directions

Future research should employ longitudinal and mixed-methods
designstoclarifyhowtraumaexposure,emotional dysregulation,
and executive-function impairments interact over time to
shape academic trajectories. There is a need for more rigorous,
standardized assessment tools that capture both psychological
and cognitive indicators of trauma-related difficulties. Future
studies should also explore the differential effects of trauma
across demographic groups, including gender, socioeconomic
status, cultural background, and academic discipline, to better
identify at-risk populations. Experimental and intervention-
based research is essential to evaluate the effectiveness of
trauma-informed educational practices, resilience-training
programs, digital mental-health tools, and cognitive-emotional
skills development in higher education settings. Furthermore,
cross-cultural research is needed to examine how trauma and
coping mechanisms manifest in diverse educational contexts,
particularly in low-resource environments. Finally, research
should investigate how post-pandemic shifts in academic
delivery, such as hybrid learning, digital platforms, and remote
assessment, interact with trauma-related vulnerabilities and
protective factors. Such work will help guide the development
of tailored interventions that promote long-term academic and
psychological well-being among university students.
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