Perceived impact of COVID-19 on the development of first year university student employability skills
Introduction. The first year of university can be a challenging period of adaptation. In 2020, students were further challenged by the COVID-19 pandemic, exposing them to new and different ways of learning. 
Aim. To explore the impact of COVID-19 and the online teaching environment on first year university health student employability skill development. 
Methods. A cross-sectional observational design with two cohorts of students, non-COVID-19 impacted (2019; n=143 and COVID-19 impacted (2020; n=360) was utilised. First year university health students enrolled in the compulsory Professional Orientation unit assessed the development of 26 employability skills using a Likert scale (1-5), through a pre- and post- model. Written reflections describing skill development post-semester were also provided. A general linear mixed model was used to compare the change in employability skill development between the two cohorts. Reflections from the 2020 cohort were searched for key words relating to COVID-19 and online learning, and thematically analysed.  
Results. The COVID-19 impacted students (2020) reported a greater increase in skill development for Information Literacy, Collaboration, and Problem Solving (adjusted p<0.05). All other skills increased from pre- to post- but were not significantly different between cohorts. 216/360 2020 students stated their employability skill development was impacted by COVID-19 and the subsequent move to online learning. COVID-19 was perceived to negatively influence the development of Leadership, Initiative, and Career Development skills and positively impact development in Digital and Oral Communication, and Emotional Intelligence.  

Discussion. Students impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic increased their ability in skills which are likely to have been tested by the move to an online and remote teaching environment. Findings highlight the range of student responses to adversity which presents a challenge for teachers to support and engage with these groups.
