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Abstract. In the post-pandemic era, distance education has been widely promoted in Southwest 
China, bringing profound impacts on university students' learning methods and the development of 
education. However, due to the imbalance in economic levels and resource distribution in the region, 
the development of distance education still faces numerous challenges, such as unequal access to 
technology and network resources, varying learning outcomes, and issues related to students' 
mental health. Based on an analysis of the characteristics and challenges of university students' 
participation in distance education in Southwest China, this paper proposes optimization strategies, 
including enhancing technical support and network coverage, improving teaching quality and course 
design, and addressing students' mental health and social needs. These suggestions aim to provide 
a reference for the sustainable development of distance education in Southwest China in the post-
pandemic era. 
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1. Introduction 

With the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, distance education has become an essential form 
of instruction in universities. Especially in the post-pandemic era, distance education has gradually 
become normalized, exerting a profound impact on traditional education. In Southwest China, a 
region characterized by its complex geographical environment and significant economic disparities, 
the promotion and implementation of distance education face unique challenges as well as 
opportunities. Distance education has broken spatial and temporal boundaries, providing students in 
remote areas with greater access to high-quality educational resources. However, it has also exposed 
issues such as insufficient technical support, uneven teaching quality, and concerns regarding 
students' mental health. This paper takes university students in Southwest China as its research focus, 
analyzing the characteristics of distance education, summarizing the existing challenges, and 
proposing corresponding optimization strategies. The aim of this study is to provide theoretical 
support and practical references for further enhancing the equity and quality of education. Meanwhile, 
by addressing the particularities of Southwest China, this research explores how distance education 
can achieve sustainable development in regions with relatively unbalanced economic and resource 
conditions[1]. 

2. Characteristics of University Students' Participation in Distance Education 
in Southwest China During the Post-Pandemic Era 

2.1 Increased Participation Rate in Distance Education 

In the post-pandemic era, distance education has become an integral part of education, with its 
participation rate significantly increasing. Especially in Southwest China, due to mandatory home-
based learning during the pandemic prevention and control period, more and more university students 
have engaged in course learning and academic activities through various online platforms. This trend 
is driven by multiple factors[2].  

Policy support and mandatory promotion by schools have been the primary driving forces. During 
the pandemic, the Ministry of Education and local education authorities issued a series of policies 
requiring universities to rapidly implement online teaching models. This not only forced the transition 
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of traditional offline education to online platforms but also provided an opportunity for university 
students to become familiar with and adapt to the distance education model. Many universities 
leveraged state-provided online learning platforms, open-access courses, and live streaming tools to 
ensure the continuity of teaching activities, thereby enhancing university students’ acceptance of and 
participation in distance education. 

The maturity of technical tools and platforms provided essential technological support for the rise 
in participation rates. Platforms such as Learning Pass, Rain Classroom, Tencent Meeting, and 
DingTalk were widely adopted during the pandemic. Particularly in Southwest China, these platforms 
transcended the limitations of time and space, offering unprecedented learning opportunities to 
university students in remote mountainous areas. The widespread use of smartphones, tablets, and 
other devices also laid a foundation for students to access online educational resources more 
conveniently [3]. 

2.2 Diversified and Flexible Learning Formats 

In the post-pandemic era, the promotion of distance education has greatly diversified university 
students’ learning formats, making learning more flexible and personalized. This change is 
particularly evident among students in Southwest China, where it has transformed the traditionally 
singular education model and opened new possibilities for individualized development[4]. 

The richness of learning resources is a key manifestation of diversified learning formats. With the 
widespread adoption of distance education, university students now have access to a wealth of high-
quality course materials, such as those offered by the China University MOOC platform, which hosts 
numerous courses from prestigious universities, as well as open courses on various international 
education platforms like Coursera and edX. The introduction of these resources not only compensates 
for the deficiencies in course offerings at universities in Southwest China but also provides students 
with cross-disciplinary and cross-field learning opportunities. 

The flexibility in time management is another major advantage of distance education. In traditional 
offline classrooms, students are required to follow fixed schedules, whereas distance education allows 
them to adjust their learning pace according to their own time arrangements. Additionally, diverse 
teaching tools and methods have brought freshness and innovation to the learning experience. For 
example, video-based interactive classrooms, live Q&A sessions, virtual labs, and online discussion 
forums enable students to engage with a broader range of knowledge while improving their sense of 
participation and efficiency through collaborative learning and teacher-student interactions. The 
promotion of these methods in Southwest China has been particularly impactful, helping to address 
the limitations of unidirectional teaching in traditional classrooms. 

2.3 Enhanced Learning Autonomy and Increased Technological Dependence 

In the post-pandemic era, distance education has not only transformed the learning methods of 
university students but also significantly influenced their learning autonomy and technological 
dependence. This trend is especially pronounced in Southwest China, where students increasingly 
exhibit greater self-directed learning abilities while also facing growing challenges related to 
technological reliance. 

The enhancement of learning autonomy is one of the key outcomes of distance education. In 
traditional classrooms, students often rely on teacher guidance and classroom discipline to maintain 
their learning progress, whereas distance education requires them to have stronger self-management 
abilities. Especially during the early stages of the pandemic, the abrupt shift to online learning forced 
many university students to adapt to a new learning environment, gradually cultivating skills such as 
self-planning, self-monitoring, and self-assessment. This improvement in self-directed learning 
abilities not only helps students adapt better to distance education but also lays a foundation for 
lifelong learning in their future careers[5]. 

On the other hand, the increase in technological dependence is another notable feature brought 
about by the development of distance education. In Southwest China, as online learning tools have 
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become more prevalent, university students’ reliance on digital platforms, electronic devices, and 
online resources has significantly grown. Completing assignments, taking online exams, and 
participating in discussions through distance education platforms have become routine practices. 
However, this growing dependence on technology has also exposed some underlying issues. For 
example, students' learning activities can be severely disrupted when network connections are 
unstable or platforms experience technical glitches. Additionally, for students with limited technical 
skills, using complex online learning tools may become a burden. 

It is worth noting that there is a certain contradiction between enhanced learning autonomy and 
increased technological dependence. On the one hand, fostering learning autonomy requires students 
to reduce excessive reliance on external environments. On the other hand, distance education itself is 
heavily reliant on technology. Finding a balance between these two aspects remains a critical 
challenge that distance education must address. 

3. Challenges Faced by University Students in Southwest China in Distance 
Education During the Post-Pandemic Era 

3.1 Imbalance in Technology and Network Resources 

In the post-pandemic era, although distance education has been widely promoted in Southwest 
China, the imbalance in technology and network resources remains a significant constraint on its 
development. This issue is particularly pronounced in the region due to the uneven economic 
development and the stark urban-rural divide. 

The inadequacy of network infrastructure severely limits students' ability to participate in distance 
education. In some remote mountainous areas of Southwest China, network coverage is low, internet 
connection speeds are slow, and in some cases, stable internet access is yet to be achieved. For 
distance education methods that rely heavily on live-streamed courses and real-time interaction, such 
poor network conditions directly impact students' learning outcomes. Even in urban areas, some low-
income families are unable to afford high-speed internet services, preventing students from accessing 
high-quality online education resources. 

The lack of access to adequate hardware devices is another common issue. Many university 
students from economically disadvantaged families find it difficult to afford the devices needed for 
distance learning, such as computers, tablets, or smartphones. This forces some students to rely on 
less capable devices, putting them at a disadvantage compared to their peers with better equipment. 
The maintenance and upgrade costs of these devices also impose additional financial burdens on low-
income families. 

Furthermore, the lack of technical support exacerbates the inequality in resources. Some 
universities have not fully matured in their selection and implementation of distance education 
platforms or in providing technical support. As a result, students frequently encounter issues while 
using these platforms, such as difficulties logging in, system crashes, or video buffering problems, 
which directly affect their learning experience. These technical instabilities often erode students' 
confidence in distance education, further diminishing their enthusiasm for learning.In summary, the 
imbalance in technology and network resources not only limits the ability of students in Southwest 
China to engage in distance education but also exacerbates educational inequality. Addressing these 
challenges will require increased investment in infrastructure and targeted subsidies to ensure that all 
students have equal opportunities to benefit from distance education. 

3.2 Uneven Learning Outcomes 

In the post-pandemic era, while distance education has provided more learning opportunities for 
university students, the inconsistency in learning outcomes has emerged as a major issue. This 
problem is particularly evident in Southwest China, influenced by multiple factors.The lack of 
classroom interaction in distance education directly affects learning outcomes. In traditional face-to-
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face classrooms, interaction between teachers and students, as well as among students, can spark 
interest in learning and improve classroom efficiency. However, distance education is constrained by 
screen-based communication and network delays, leading to mechanical and one-sided teacher-
student interactions. Many students struggle to feel engaged in online classrooms, often becoming 
distracted, which negatively impacts their comprehension and retention of knowledge. 

Differences in students' ability to engage in self-directed learning also contribute to the uneven 
outcomes. Distance education requires higher levels of self-discipline and self-management. 
However, some students, especially first-year university students, lack adequate skills in time 
management and study planning, making it difficult for them to effectively complete their learning 
tasks. Meanwhile, distance education often relies heavily on recorded video lectures and online 
assessments. For students who lack strong self-directed learning abilities, this format can exacerbate 
their learning burden, leading to poorer performance. 

Another significant factor is the variability in teachers' online teaching abilities. During the post-
pandemic period, although many university instructors were forced to transition to online teaching, 
they often struggled to adapt their teaching techniques, course designs, and technology usage to the 
new format. For instance, some instructors continued to use traditional offline teaching methods 
without adjusting to the unique demands of online learning, making it difficult to engage students 
effectively. Moreover, unfamiliarity with digital teaching tools further hindered the delivery of 
quality courses.In conclusion, the uneven learning outcomes of distance education highlight the need 
for improvement in both students' self-directed learning abilities and teachers' online teaching skills. 
By addressing these issues, distance education in Southwest China can achieve more equitable and 
effective results. 

3.3 Mental Health and Learning Burden Issues 

In the post-pandemic era, while distance education has provided students with more learning 
opportunities, it has also had significant negative effects on their mental health and learning burden. 
This issue is particularly concerning in Southwest China, where many students face greater economic 
and academic pressures. 

Long hours of online learning have increased mental health challenges for university students. 
Distance learning requires students to spend extended periods in front of screens, with limited face-
to-face social interaction, leading many to feel isolated and anxious. In the specific post-pandemic 
social environment, students' mental states have become even more fragile. Some university students 
have reported experiencing insomnia, lack of focus, and other issues due to overwhelming academic 
tasks and high levels of stress. 

Distance education has also intensified the academic burden for many students. Although online 
courses offer flexibility, they often require students to manage their time effectively, which poses a 
significant challenge for some. Many students, unable to plan their study schedules properly, feel 
increasingly stressed. Additionally, to compensate for the gap between online and offline teaching, 
some universities have increased the content of their courses and the frequency of assessments. This 
forces students to dedicate more time to assignments and exams, further aggravating their workload. 

The lack of participation in offline social and campus activities also affects students’ motivation 
to learn. In the distance education model, many students struggle to gain learning support through 
peer interaction and miss out on the psychological relief and emotional connection provided by 
campus cultural activities. This monotonous environment further reduces students’ interest and 
enthusiasm for learning, and in some cases, leads to resistance toward academic tasks. 

In summary, the challenges related to mental health and learning burden have become critical 
issues in distance education during the post-pandemic era. Addressing these concerns will require 
universities and society to strengthen mental health services, provide more balanced course 
arrangements, and foster social connections to support students’ overall well-being and academic 
motivation. 
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4. Optimization Strategies for University Students' Participation in Distance 
Education in Southwest China During the Post-Pandemic Era 

4.1 Enhancing Technical Support and Network Coverage 

Enhancing technical support and network coverage is a crucial measure to optimize distance 
education for university students in Southwest China in the post-pandemic era. Efforts must be made 
to accelerate the improvement of network infrastructure, particularly in remote mountainous and rural 
areas, where low network coverage and slow internet speeds severely hinder university students' 
online learning experience. The government should increase investment in network infrastructure 
construction in Southwest China by promoting 5G network coverage, upgrading fiber-optic networks, 
and applying satellite internet technology. These initiatives would enable university students in 
remote areas to enjoy the same level of network access as their urban peers. Additionally, the 
government and universities could collaborate to establish special funds to provide economically 
disadvantaged students with internet subsidies or free learning data packages, reducing the cost of 
participating in distance education. 

It is also essential to strengthen the technical support system to ensure that students can use online 
learning platforms effectively. Universities should establish dedicated technical support teams to 
provide teachers and students with immediate assistance, addressing issues related to devices, 
software, or network connectivity. Moreover, organizing technical training sessions could enhance 
both teachers' and students' familiarity with online tools, enabling them to fully utilize the features of 
distance education platforms. By establishing a dual guarantee system of technical support and 
network coverage, it would be possible to effectively improve the quality of students’ distance 
learning experiences and bridge the digital divide between urban and rural areas. 

4.2 Improving Teaching Quality and Course Design 

The key to optimizing distance education lies in improving teaching quality and course design, 
which are essential for enhancing students' learning outcomes. Teachers need to adapt to the 
characteristics of online teaching and enhance their skills in delivering effective online education. 
Universities should regularly organize specialized training programs focused on distance education, 
helping teachers master online course production, interactive teaching design, and the efficient use of 
teaching platforms. 

Course design should prioritize interactivity and student engagement. Unlike traditional 
classrooms, where direct instruction may suffice, online teaching requires more dynamic methods to 
capture students’ interest. Teachers can diversify their teaching formats by incorporating real-time 
Q&A sessions, collaborative group tasks, and varied evaluation methods to encourage students to be 
more active and involved in their learning. Additionally, courses should be continually improved 
based on student feedback to meet individual learning needs. By enhancing teaching quality and 
course design, universities can not only improve the learning experience for students but also 
significantly enhance the overall effectiveness of distance education. 

4.3 Addressing Students' Mental Health and Social Needs 

In the post-pandemic era, the mental health and social needs of university students cannot be 
overlooked. To alleviate the feelings of loneliness and anxiety caused by distance education, 
universities should strengthen their mental health services. Schools can establish dedicated mental 
health counseling teams to provide psychological support and emotional guidance through a 
combination of online and offline methods. Regular mental health lectures and group activities can 
also be organized to help students develop resilience in coping with stress. In terms of curriculum 
design, schools should avoid assigning an excessive number of tasks and assessments, allowing 
students more free time to ease their academic pressure. 

Meeting university students' social needs is also a critical aspect of optimizing distance education. 
Universities can create opportunities for student interaction by organizing online club activities, 
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remote practical projects, or virtual campus exchange platforms. These initiatives would help students 
form emotional connections in a distance education environment. Additionally, gradually 
implementing a hybrid teaching model that combines online and offline learning would allow students 
to benefit from the convenience of distance education while also participating in face-to-face classes 
and activities. This blended approach fosters greater interpersonal interaction, enhancing students' 
sense of belonging and motivation to learn. Ultimately, such measures would provide better support 
for the holistic development of university students. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper systematically analyzes the characteristics, challenges, and optimization strategies of 
distance education for university students in Southwest China during the post-pandemic era. In terms 
of characteristics, distance education has significantly increased students' participation rates, enriched 
learning formats, and enhanced learning autonomy, but it has also intensified technological 
dependence. In the analysis of challenges, this paper identifies three key constraints on distance 
education: the imbalance in technology and network resources, uneven learning outcomes, and issues 
related to mental health and learning burden. 

To address these issues, three major optimization strategies are proposed: enhancing technical 
support and network coverage, improving teaching quality and course design, and addressing 
students' mental health and social needs. Through these analyses and recommendations, this paper 
emphasizes the importance and potential value of distance education in Southwest China in the post-
pandemic era. Looking ahead, with the continuous advancement of technology and stronger policy 
support, distance education is expected to play a greater role in promoting educational equity, 
improving teaching quality, and meeting the diverse needs of students. This study provides theoretical 
foundations for addressing the challenges of distance education in Southwest China, while also 
offering insights for the development of education in other less developed regions. 
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