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Mental Health of Physical Therapy Students in Clinical Practice 
during the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Cross-sectional Survey in 
Gwangju and Jeollanam-do, South Korea 
Se Ju Park, Seong Geun Yeo, Byeong Geun Kim

Department of Physical Therapy, Nambu University, Gwangju, Republic of Korea

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to investigate the mental health of physical therapy students in clinical practice during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic.
Methods: A cross-sectional survey was conducted during the pandemic and was completed by 100 physical therapy students in two 
universities in Gwangju and Jeollanam-do, South Korea. The Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) scale and the Patient Health Ques-
tionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) were used to evaluate their anxiety and depression status. A Chi-square test was conducted to evaluate the associa-
tion of participant characteristics with the risk of having anxiety and depression. Logistic regression models were used to identify the 
general characteristic factors related to anxiety or depression.
Results: Anxiety was found in 28 (28%) of the participants, and depression in 24 (24%). The risk of anxiety and depression in male phys-
ical therapy students was 0.189 and 0.211 times lower, respectively, than those female students (p<0.05). The risk of anxiety and depres-
sion in physical therapy students with a history of disease was 11.721 and 7.056 times higher, respectively, than those with a history of 
disease (p<0.05). The risk of anxiety in physical therapy students in clinical practice was 11.721 times higher than that in students who 
were not in clinical practice (p<0.05).
Conclusion: The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a high risk of anxiety and depression among many physical therapy students. More at-
tention and improvements are needed so that physical therapy students can study in a safe environment.
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INTRODUCTION

The spread of COVID-19 around the world has resulted in millions of 

people being infected or dying. The first case in South Korea was reported 

on January 20, 2020, and infections and deaths continue to occur. The 

Korean government is implementing national measures to prevent and 

treat COVID-19.1,2 As a result of the pandemic, many people have devel-

oped anxiety their mental health affected.3,4

The mental health of medical professionals working in hospitals has 

been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.5,6 Medical students will expe-

rience clinical practice in the medical field.7 Therefore, in recent years, it is 

not only medical professionals who are taking part in mental health sur-

veys but also students in the medical field. Previous studies have reported 

that medical students have a fear of COVID-19.8 Another study found that 

among students majoring in dentistry, the COVID-19 pandemic had a 

psychological effect on clinical practice.9 However, there is still a lack of lit-

erature on the mental health of students majoring in physical therapy dur-

ing clinical practice.

In hospitals, patients can be vulnerable to viral infection.10 The spread 

of infectious diseases within hospitals was confirmed to originate from 

medical staff who were engaged in activities outside the hospital rather 

than from patients.11 As COVID-19 spread in Gwangju and Jeollanam-do 

in the first half of summer of 2020, clinical practice among students who 

are in easy contact with the outside in hospitals and universities was tem-

porarily suspended and a transition to full-fledged non-face-to-face clini-

cal practice occurred. As the spread of COVID-19 decreased, clinical 
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practice resumed in hospitals and universities in the second half or winter 

of 2020. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to investigate the mental 

health of physical therapy students in clinical practice during the COV-

ID-19 pandemic.

 

METHODS

1. Study design and Subjects

This cross-sectional study was conducted for one week each on November 

23, 2020, and February 17, 2021. Both surveys were conducted one month 

after the beginning of clinical practice. A convenience sampling strategy 

was used. The participants of this study were 100 physical therapy stu-

dents from two universities in Gwangju and Jeollanam-do, South Korea. 

Students from the Department of Physical Therapy N and J university 

were included in this study. Physical therapy students who had been diag-

nosed with mental health-related diseases before the COVID-19 pandem-

ic and those who were currently taking drugs for mental illness-related 

conditions were excluded from the study.

2. Survey

The survey was comprised of three parts: participants’ characteristics (age 

range, gender, family members living together, history of disease, self-iso-

lation experience, COVID-19 test experience, and clinical practice type), 

anxiety, and depression. Anxiety and depression were measured using the 

Generalized Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD-7)12 and the Patient Health 

Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9),13 respectively, according to the guidelines of 

the National Center for Mental Health. The GAD-7 is a seven-item scale 

with total scores ranging from 0 to 21.12 On the other hand, the PHQ-9 is a 

nine-item scale with total scores ranging from 0 to 27.13 According to the 

guidelines of the National Center for Mental Health, a total score of 5 or 

higher for each scale was considered as anxiety and depression.

3. Procedure

A questionnaire was completed through an online Google Form. Ethics 

approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the N Uni-

versity (IRB1041478-2020-HR-039). All respondents provided informed 

consent.

4. Statistical analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences (SPSS for Windows, version 21.0; IBM, Chicago, IL). Data 

were presented as frequencies and percentages. A Chi-square test was con-

ducted to evaluate the association of participants’ characteristics with the 

risk of having anxiety and depression. In the case of a significant associa-

tion was found, binary logistic regression analysis was conducted for 

clearer results regarding risk factors. All tests were two-tailed, with a sig-

nificance level of p < 0.05.

 

RESULTS

This study surveyed 100 physical therapy students from two universities. 

Anxiety was found in 28 (28%) of the participants, and depression in 24 

(24%)(Tables 1, 2). There was a significant relationship between anxiety, 

depression, and the participants’ characteristics (gender, disease history, 

practice type) (p < 0.05)(Tables 1, 2). Related general characteristic variables 

and their effects on having anxiety and depression were further identified. 

The risk of having anxiety and depression in male physical therapy stu-

dents was 0.189 and 0.211 times lower, respectively, than those in female 

students (p < 0.05)(Table 3). The risk of having anxiety and depression in 

physical therapy students with a history of disease was 11.721 and 7.056 

times higher, respectively, than that in students with no disease history 

(p < 0.05)(Table 3). The risk of having anxiety in physical therapy students 

in clinical practice was 11.721 times higher than that in students who 

weren’t in clinical practice (p < 0.05)(Table 3).

 

DISCUSSION

This is the first study to investigate mental health among students major-

ing in physical therapy in clinical practice during the COVID-19 pan-

demic. The study found that 28% of physical therapy students had anxiety 

and 24% had depression during clinical practice. In a mental health survey 

conducted on university students in China in 2020, the prevalence of anx-

iety and depression were 26.6% and 21.16%, respectively, similar to the 

proportion of students majoring in physical therapy who participated in 

this study.14 These results are thought to be the result of many people feel-

ing anxious when a pandemic of an infectious disease such as COVID-19 

occurs.15 Therefore, it is necessary to provide correct information about 

COVID-19 as well as coping measures and psychological counseling pro-

grams within the universities.

In this study, male students majoring in physical therapy during clinical 

practice had a lower risk of anxiety and depression compared to that in fe-

male students. The results of this study were consistent with those in liter-
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ature where female individuals were more anxious and depressed than 

male individuals during the COVID-19 pandemic.16,17 In this study, many 

factors affected male and female students’ mental health, however, it is 

thought that this might be because female individuals often have internal-

ized symptoms and male individuals have externalized symptoms. In pre-

vious studies, female individuals’ mental health problems were different 

from female individuals’ physical factors, and internalization symptoms 

were reported.18 As an example of internalization and externalization 

symptoms, it was reported that female individuals are sensitive to inter-

personal relationships, while male individuals are sensitive to career and 

goal-oriented factors.19

In this study, physical therapy students with a history of disease during 

clinical practice had a higher risk of anxiety and depression than that in 

students without disease history. Previous studies have reported on the as-

sociation between various diseases and COVID-19.20-22 Many people are 

already aware of the same content as previous studies, so people with a 

history of disease are thought to be affected by mental health problems 

because they tend to be more careful not to get infected with COVID-19. 

Previous studies also reported that people with a history of disease were 

mental likely to experience mental health problems.23,24

In this study, students majoring in physical therapy who attended face-

to-face clinical practice during this period had a higher risk of anxiety 

than that in students in non-face-to-face clinical practice. In face-to-face 

practice, there is a risk of infection from within the hospital and spreading 

the infection outside, and there is also a risk of being infected outside the 

hospital and spreading it inside the hospital. In addition, through this 

study, it was found that it has an effect on the mental health of students. 

Therefore, it is necessary to develop a systematic non-face-to-face clinical 

practice program that can ensure the safety of physical therapy students 

similar to that of medical students in other fields.

There are several limitations to this study. First, only two universities 

participated, the number of participants was small. Second, this study did 

Table 1. Association of participants characteristics of physical therapy students with presence of anxiety

Variable Total Anxiety Non-Anxiety p

Total, n (%) 100 (100) 28 (28) 72 (72)

Age range

20 s 93 26 67 0.374

30 s 5 1 4

40 s 1 0 1

50 s 1 1 0

Gender

Male 46 6 40 0.002*

Female 54 22 32

Family members living together

Alone 39 12 27 0.163

≤7-yr-old in family 3 2 1

8–64-yr-old in family 54 13 41

≥65-yr-old in family 3 0 3

≤7 and ≥65-yr-old in family 1 1 0

History of disease

Yes 28 6 22 0.002*

No 72 2 70

Self-isolation experience

Yes 4 2 2 0.317

No 96 26 70

COVID-19 test experience

Yes 18 5 13 0.981

No 82 23 59

Clinical practice type

Face-to-face 56 23 33 0.001*

Non-face-to-face 44 5 39

*p<0.05.
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not have a control group or longitudinal follow-up. Third, the student’s ac-

ademic stress and environment were not taken into consideration. There-

fore, further investigation is needed to compensate for these limitations.

The COVID-19 pandemic has a high risk of causing anxiety and de-

pression among many physical therapy students. Female students, stu-

dents with a history of disease, and students who are in face-to-face clini-

cal practice should pay attention to their mental health. The mental health 

of students majoring in physical therapy should be continuously moni-

tored. Greater attention and improvements are needed to enable a safe en-

vironment for physical therapy students in clinical practice.
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