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DEMARCUS’S STORY
DeMarcus,A a multiracial student attending a public high school
outside of Boston, was taking his school’s highest-level courses

During the
pandemic, I was
mostly working
because it’s hard
for my family to
make money, so
I have to support
my family. Yeah.
I was mostly
working. I went
to school when I
could but I usually
couldn’t because
I had to work.”

prior to the pandemic. He intentionally shifted to lower-level
courses so that he could work 40 hours to support his family and
still pass his classes.
I work two part-time jobs. At one, I work as a waiter at a restaurant.
And I also work in a mechanic shop. They do repairs, estimates,
distillations, just yeah, maintenance, everything.
My teachers didn’t know that I was missing class… because I would
just have it on my phone. I would have the volume off and I would
leave the zoom meeting playing while I was at work… [I can do the
assignments] because the year before, I used to take a lot harder
classes. I used to take all AP classes, but I dropped down so I
could so I could work more… I already knew how to do most of the
questions.
I think the most important thing [I learned during the pandemic] is,
like everything can change so quickly. One day, all of us, like we
didn’t know that there’s going to be a virus but now we’re still, we’re
still getting sick. So many people are still dying from it. And yeah,
things change so fast.”
DeMarcus’s story illustrates several of the themes highlighted in
this report, including the additional responsibilities young people
shouldered to support their families, the loss of connection that
resulted from remote learning, and the lessons young people
learned about how fragile life can be.

A All the names of the students, educators, and schools in this report are pseudonyms.
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OVERVIEW
An unprecedented, widespread closure of schools rippled across the nation
in Spring 2020 as the United States grappled with the emerging COVID-19
pandemic. A recent article from McKinsey & Company calls the school year
that ended in Spring 2021 “perhaps one of the most challenging for educators
and students in our nation’s history.”1 Though educators, parents, students,
and employers all hoped for a turning point by the end of 2021, disruptions to
schooling, work, and nearly all aspects of day-to-day life have continued.
In response to the early wave of school closures, researchers began to examine
COVID-19’s effect on children and youth. To date, several valuable large-scale
studies provide a bird’s-eye view of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on
K-12 students in the United States.2 What is conspicuously missing, however,
are the voices of young people themselves. While organizations like America’s
Promise Alliance, Student Voice, and Kentucky Student Voice Team are
offering a platform for young people to speak out, little systematic research has
emerged that makes sense of students’ collective experiences.
The Sound of Our Bells, based on a qualitative study conducted by researchers
from Boston University’s CERES Institute for Children and Youth, sought to
capture the lived experiences of high school students—especially students
of color—as they navigated a drastically altered world during the 2020–2021
school year. The stories from these 62 young people illuminate diminished
academic learning, increased family responsibilities, shrinking peer groups,
and growing mental health issues. At the same time, their voices offer insights

Honestly, I miss
the sound of
our bells, like,
telling us to go
to class, even
though I hated
it when I was
there. I would do
anything to have
it back again.”
Lisa, 10th grade

into the valuable life lessons they gained—about their own resilience, the
importance of family and friendship, and gratitude for the lives they had.
Given the loss of learning time, educational quality, and human connection
that students have already suffered, there is and will continue to be a need to
explore the short- and long-term impact of these pandemic years on children
and youth. What is urgent now, as districts make efforts to re-engage students
and accelerate learning during yet another year of disruption, is to listen to
what young people themselves say they have lost and gained during their time
away from school. As our education systems continue to respond to shifting
public health needs and safety concerns, students are essential stakeholders in
decisions about how to educate and holistically support today’s young people.
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Based on 62 individual interviews conducted between July and September 2021, The Sound of Our Bells offers seven key
findings about high schoolers’ lived experiences during the pandemic. Each of these has a set of related themes that are
discussed in the Findings section. In summary, we found that:

1

Remote learning presented specific struggles for nearly every student we interviewed. Young people described
a loss of connection with teachers and peers, the distraction of trying to attend school online while helping
younger siblings do the same, struggling to keep up with the workload, or failing to make learning gains whether
or not they maintained their grades.

2
3
4
5
6
7

Some students took on additional responsibilities for paid work or caregiving, because of the way that COVID
affected the adults in their families. As a result, their school attendance and engagement suffered.
Young people became acutely aware of illness and death, either because of close contact with COVID in their
households, or because family members worked in jobs that students worried would place their health at risk.
Changes at school and home wrought by COVID-19, along with heightened attention to race-based violence and
calls for racial justice, led to widespread mental health issues.
Students’ networks of support among both peers and adults shifted. Some friendships deepened, and most
students had at least one adult they could turn to for help. However, few young people reported organized
support systems or programs that could connect them with needed resources.
Young people met pandemic-related challenges with resilience, increased self-awareness, and a new
appreciation for what “normal” life looked like. They recognized academic learning losses, but also important life
lessons.
Though students craved the connection of going back to school in person, they also worried about whether
returning to the classroom would be safe.

In addition, a few students highlighted discrimination related to race and disability. While this was a minority of students,
it was a powerful theme related in part to remote learning. Published studies emphasize high rates in online bullying and
harassment, especially for Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) students;3 amplifying young people’s voices related
to this theme is an important area for further study.
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METHODOLOGY
Researchers conducted one-on-one interviews with 62 young people who were high school students in Massachusetts
during the 2020–2021 school year. Recruitment took place in collaboration with Mass Mentoring Partnership (MMP) and
focused on students of color. MMP personnel contacted a number of Massachusetts nonprofit organizations and student
groups (see Acknowledgements, page 25), which in turn encouraged the youth who were affiliated with their programs
to participate in the study. In addition, students who participated in the interviews were asked to refer their friends for
participation (i.e., snowballing).
Interviews were conducted via Zoom. The interviewers were either graduate research assistants from Boston University
or youth researchers affiliated with MMP who were trained by Boston University researchers in how to conduct peer
interviews. Interviews averaged 14 minutes in length, and all took place between July and September 2021. Participants
were asked about their school attendance, impact of the pandemic on them and their families, academic experiences
during remote learning, relationships with peers and adults, plans for the future, and feelings about returning to school inperson for the 2021–2022 school year.
This study used convenience sampling, and therefore the authors do not make claims about the findings’ generalizability.
However, having a diverse group of participants from a wide range of schools provides a window into how Massachusetts
youth navigated school and life during the pandemic. From the experiences that students shared, certain themes arose;
and this report allows readers to hear their voices and their experiences in the common themes and areas of challenge
they faced.

Study Participants
Of the 62 students who were interviewed, 40 identified as female, 17 as male, and 5 as gender variant/nonconforming,
transgender, or other. Because the focus of this study was on the experiences of students of color, recruitment efforts
yielded a racially diverse group of participants: 17 identified as Black, 15 as Asian, 14 as Hispanic, 9 as multiracial, and
7 as White. Students ranged from 15 years to 20 years old. The figures below show these demographics, as well as a
breakdown of what grades participants were in during the 2020–2021 school year. During the 2020–2021 school year, the
study participants attended 29 different high schools from 17 separate school districts across Massachusetts.

62
students

RACE/ETHNICITY

AGE RANGE

15 to 20

17

Black

GENDER

15

Asian

White

NUMBER OF STUDENTS PER GRADE

9
Male
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Multiracial

7

28

17
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Hispanic

9

40

Female

5

gender variant/
nonconforming,
transgender, or other

CERES

14

15

11
1

9th

10th

11th

12th

Graduated

4

I MISS THE SOUND OF OUR BELLS

CURRENT CONTEXT
While the COVID pandemic has disrupted the education of all U.S. youth over the last two years, it has disproportionately
impacted those students who, historically, had already been underserved. For instance, during the 2020–2021 school year
in Massachusetts, nearly 30% of economically disadvantaged students and English Learner students, and more than 26%
of students with disabilities, were chronically absent—up substantially from pre-pandemic rates.4 Nationwide, the overall
enrollment rate at community colleges—often the gateway into postsecondary education for low-income students of
color—is down by 14% since Fall 2019.5
Despite a broad recognition that the pandemic has exposed pervasive educational inequities for minoritized youth, there
has been less systematic examination of how these groups of young people have experienced the pandemic in the United
States. The data that exist suggest an alarming trend of diminished academic learning and pervasive mental health issues
resulting from prolonged remote learning, disengagement from school, and/or social isolation.
For example, a recent statewide survey of 3,000 youth conducted by the Massachusetts Department of Public Health
(DPH)6 provides invaluable insights into some of the stresses that young people have been facing during the pandemic,
such as increased responsibilities for care of a sibling and financial help for their family. Young people are also reporting
levels of depressive symptoms that are twice the rate of previous years. In addition, the DPH survey found that youth,
especially youth from racial and linguistically minoritized groups, often lacked access to stable high-speed Internet access
and computers, and needed more support with homework: Similar findings are also reflected in a survey of Massachusetts
high school students, conducted by Gallup in fall 2020.7 These schooling issues were further compounded by economic
and mental health stressors.
Additional studies have focused on quantifying unrealized learning. One report8 found that although students made
learning gains in reading and math during the 2020–2021 school year, these gains were substantially lower than in
previous years. Impacts were amplified for Black and Indigenous People of Color (BIPOC) students and students attending
under-resourced schools. According to a McKinsey & Company study, students, on average, were five months behind in
math and four months behind in reading compared to students in previous, non-pandemic year.9 These learning issues
were exacerbated for students in majority Black or low-income schools. The researchers at McKinsey also conducted
surveys with more than 16,000 parents, finding that parents were overwhelmingly concerned with their children’s mental
health and that chronic absenteeism has skyrocketed.
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FINDINGS
As discussed in the Overview, seven major findings emerged from the 62 interviews. These include challenges and losses
related to remote learning; the multiple factors that diminished students’ attendance and engagement; students’ increased
awareness of illness and death as part of their day-to-day lives; students’ struggles with mental and emotional health;
shifts in students’ networks of support among both peers and adults; young people’s awareness of their own resilience;
and the effect of students’ pandemic experiences on their desire to return to in-person schooling.
Themes related to each of the findings further illustrate how young people responded to the public health crisis that
affected their lives at home, at school, and beyond.
A few students also highlighted discrimination related to race and disability. While only a few students explicitly addressed
this, it remains a powerful theme. Page 16 describes the ways that students spoke about this theme.

1

Nearly All Students Struggled With Remote Learning
All students experienced remote learning for a prolonged period of time during the early stages of the pandemic.
The challenge of remote learning was the single most common issue that the majority (47) of students reported in
their interviews. Initially, some students welcomed the school shutdown and the shift to remote learning like a minivacation, but reality quickly set in. As Tania described:

I have felt kind of excited because it was like a longer vacation in a sense, but then it started to drag on, and then the
isolation kicked in. But throughout the school year, it felt very isolating because I would be sitting in a room from 8:00 a.m.
to 8:00 p.m., because I would do clubs, and sports and—not sports, but clubs, and virtual things all online.”
Tania, 11th grade
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Being at home during the “school day” made academic learning a real challenge because of various distractions
present at home. Kode, an 11th grader, described trying to attend remote schooling with other members of the family
crammed into a tight space: “Kids are crying everywhere, screaming, and sometimes I have to use the chat box to
be able to communicate so that they will understand what is going on around me.” Some students also had other
obligations, as discussed above, that made it extra challenging to focus on remote instruction.
Others found it difficult to self-regulate when personal technology was within easy reach. When asked what
prevented them from attending school regularly, Apple, an 11th grader who attended school three days a week,
replied, “My attention span of like, since there’s like my phone out here and my gaming console, it was really hard
to not just stop distracting myself.” Students also pointed out that remote instruction was easy to disengage from
because it felt like “a full-on lecture” (Nicolette), on the one hand, and many students kept their cameras off during
remote classes, on the other.
Max, a 9th grader, summed up his
experience by saying, “The whole year
was a whole challenge. I felt like I had
ADHD.”
Students were aware that the pandemic
jolted their teachers into remote
instruction without any warning, just as

More than half of students
said they struggled to keep
up with their workload during
periods of remote instruction.

much as they were thrown into it. Students
reported two types of approaches that their teachers adopted. Some teachers forged ahead with the pre-pandemic
expectations and content coverage, which resulted in an untenable amount of homework in the context of reduced
instructional time. Given the difficulty of learning online, increased distractions, and added home responsibilities,
more than half of the students expressed that they struggled to keep up with the workload. Nicolette explained,

I had to stay up very late to finish all the homework that all my teachers gave, because we had eight classes in total and
people were barely keeping up.... I had like over 15 assignments for one week, and I literally went to the vice principal
and principal and told them, ‘This is the way I went through. I collected all this homework and had to do it in a week. This
is unhealthy.’”

Nicolette, 12th grade

A second group of teachers relaxed their standards and adjusted their expectations. While some students
appreciated their flexibility, others were afraid that teachers’ lowering of standards meant that they did not learn
what they should have learned. Blakely, an 11th grader, was worried how she would fare with the restored academic
standards this fall: “[Teachers] were so chill last year, I’m scared that they’re gonna really come down with it this
year, and I’m not going to remember anything or know how to do anything.”
There were clear and multiple signs of academic learning loss. Eleven students said they saw their grades plummet.
Santiago, who transitioned from middle school to high school in the middle of the pandemic, felt stressed about the
lower grades he received in 9th grade: “I went from being like a straight-A student to like getting mostly like Cs and
Bs, um, sometimes even like Fs.”
More common, however, were students who said that while they were able to keep up with their grades, they
nonetheless felt that they had fallen behind academically. It was interesting to observe how so many students
differentiated real learning from maintaining their grades. Summarizing the experience of many students, Smith, a
10th grader, said, “Definitely like to a certain extent, I was able to complete most of my work, but academically, you
know, from learning, I wasn’t able to take back too much from the year.”
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Some students noted that the quality of their learning depended on the subject matter. Blakely observed, “I take
Chinese, and my Chinese skills have significantly gone down. Like, I don’t even know if I know how to speak
Chinese anymore. I barely remember taking History.” Even the subjects that students used to enjoy and previously
excelled at suddenly became challenging, as Teeni discovered:

I was in AP Calculus, and I just felt that was really impossible to do for me, like, just not having a teacher there to, like,
help me one-on-one if I needed help. I was really good in math but just ever since the pandemic started and remote
classes, I’ve been so far behind and it’s really hard to learn over the computer and writing with my notebook with the
teachers on the screen.”

Teeni, 12th grade

Students’ challenges with remote learning underscore the relational nature of academic progress. Devoid of
opportunities to interact with teachers and peers in person, students felt that the quality of academic learning was
significantly diminished. Several students commented on how hard it was to ask teachers questions remotely, not
because the teachers were inaccessible, but because emailing questions required them to know exactly what they
wanted to ask. In contrast, in person, even if a student does not exactly know what they do not understand, their
teachers can scaffold their understanding during the course of the interaction, as Rebecca illustrated:

When you email someone or you email your teacher, you have multiple questions, but you don’t want to bombard them.
So you ask one question at a time, or it’s like, your teacher will see where you’re coming from when you’re in person. So,
maybe you’re not explaining it the right way, and they’ll understand. So they can tell you, but if you email it, you have to
use the right words and it might not be the answer to your question.”

Rebecca, 10th grade

The pandemic was particularly hard on those students who started high school in 2020, because they entered
remote instruction without having had a chance to get to know new teachers and peers in high school. The feeling
of isolation was particularly pronounced for them. Sony, who entered 9th grade in the fall of 2020, shared:

I didn’t really know anybody, especially because it was all virtual. Most kids didn’t want to turn on their cameras or even
speak up during the school year. So, I just knew a whole bunch of names.... I didn’t really know them, I didn’t really
communicate with them as much.”

Sony, 9th grade

Sony’s comments again underscore the relational nature of learning and the importance of a sense of belonging to
effective engagement.
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2

Additional Family Responsibilities Meant Lower Attendance
and Engagement
During the COVID-19 stay-at-home orders, many employees were laid off or had their hours reduced significantly
because of the shutdown. Adults who remained employed had to continue to do their jobs, even if that meant
remote working. On the other hand, their dependents—young children and elderly parents–were homebound,
needing care and supervision. The job of childcare and elder care, then, sometimes fell on the high school youth
who were also staying home. Consequently, they had to juggle these additional responsibilities with their own
schooling.
Seven of the students shared that their parents lost their job or had reduced hours, at least in the initial stage of the
shutdown. Below is one 11th grader’s account of how multiple family members’ jobs were affected by the pandemic:

With my family they obviously had like, less hours to work because they were not considered essential workers, so, they
wouldn’t go in for work for like the initial few months of the pandemic. A lot of people in my family like either had to go on
unemployment, or they just, their hours were significantly reduced.”
Tania, 11th grade

To help generate more income for their family, some students had to work multiple jobs or to add more hours to
their schedule. For example, DeMarcus described how he had to take on more work because of his parents’ job
loss.

A challenge that I had during the pandemic, it would be, at the start because that was when my mom lost her job, and
then the unemployment check wasn’t coming for a while, then after a little bit, so I had to, we had to go find work and it
was hard for us. We weren’t 18, I wasn’t 18. So it was hard to find work, but I found work eventually.”
DeMarcus, 11th grade

In addition to working to support their families, 9 students said they had to take on additional responsibilities at
home, such as taking care of their younger siblings or other family members with health conditions because their
parents were working. Students who said they had to look after their younger siblings while also attending school
remotely found it challenging to fully engage in their classes. Nick, a high school junior who had 10-year-old twin
brothers, had to make sure that their Zoom connection was working: “So, oftentimes, I be in my class, right next to
them, just in case they’d have any issue.”
Similarly, Kaity had to take care of her younger siblings while taking her own classes, which disrupted her learning:

It was kind of difficult since I’m home. I had more responsibilities because I had to take care of my younger siblings here,
and sometimes it interfered with my classes. There were times when I just wasn’t present in class and then I came back
and sometimes I was lost and didn’t really know how to communicate to the teacher that I was lost.”
Kaity, 10th grade

High schoolers took on elder care for vulnerable family members as well. Smith had to give up his after-school
activities to care for his sick grandparents:

Yes, you know, in the pandemic, usually pre-pandemic, I usually have a lot of things to do after school, you know, stuff
like clubs and sports. But during the pandemic, I just, you know, went to school, I studied and I had to take care of my
grandparents that were living with me. They, unfortunately, you know, they were at high risk of getting the Coronavirus
even with um, even after taking the vaccine, just because they’re immunodeficient. So I did have to sort of care for them,
cook for them a little bit.”

Smith, 10th grade
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3

Illness and Death Became Day-to-Day Concerns
About a quarter of the interviewed students were directly impacted by COVID-19, either contracting the virus
themselves or watching family members suffer or die. Others, especially those whose families worked in health care
or other “essential” roles, worried about the day-to-day threat to well-being that going to work posed.
Two of the study participants personally contracted the virus, and five had a grandparent or a close relative who
passed away from COVID. LS, a 10th grader, spoke of losing her grandfather, stating, “It hit my family really hard
because he was supposed to attend my birthday party...because of COVID he passed away like a week before.”
Additionally, eight students had immediate family members who contracted COVID. Nini, who was already
struggling with her mental health, said that her grandmother’s illness took an additional toll on her:

During the time I was around her [my grandmother], when she had COVID and it was very hard to see, because we didn’t
think it was that serious, and we knew it affected elderly people, but she couldn’t walk. She couldn’t use the bathroom.
She couldn’t breathe correctly. We just had to send her to the hospital and pray that she’d be okay. It was just very, it was
very hard seeing her like that, it really like…. It made me tap out more...like I just personally I just started smoking a lot to
get out of that. …just in case, God forbid, that she did pass. It’s like, okay. Well, I have something to mellow myself out.”

Nini, 12th grade

Even for students who did not experience the loss of family members, the risk of being infected overshadowed their
life. One 9th grader, Sony, shared that her family was not comfortable going out because of the pandemic: “I feel like
when we would go shopping or food shopping, we barely went because the whole pandemic.” Shaunakay, a 12th
grader, noted that her father was so afraid of COVID that he considered her return to school, a health risk, saying,
“My dad didn’t want me to go to school” and “He stopped me to go to school.” Ana shared her anxiety about her
great-grandmother’s safety:

My mom comforted me a lot. Like, if I was like worried about, you
know, not being able to go out or I had like my great grandmother,
who lives with one of my aunts. If I was worried about my great
grandma or something, she [my mother] would like, you know,
calm me down and tell me everything’s going to be fine, and
everything did end up being fine.”

Ana, 10th grade

Students whose families worked in occupations that required
face-to-face interactions were deeply concerned about the
risk of infection. Alyssa Rose, an 11th grader, had a mother who
was a local bus driver and a father who was a truck driver. Her
parents’ everyday work created anxiety and uncertainty for the
family: “[My parents] were very paranoid and very scared like

I’ve learned that
this country or this
system is not built
for people that
look like me or
people who think
like me.”
Alyssa Rose, 11th grade

everybody else, to, like, going out to work every day.” Although
her parents were never infected, the risk of infection was a constant undercurrent in their lives, and they were
worried about what could happen to them.
Especially for students whose parents worked in front-line positions such as healthcare, the danger of infection was
acutely felt. Smith described how his everyday life with his parents was impacted by the pandemic:

Whenever we needed to go outside, get something, you know, we don’t have much space, but we did find a little space
for quarantine if any of us suspected of having COVID-19. Definitely, you know, having one of my parents working in
healthcare, we were on a big risk. They’d often, you know, have to self-quarantine for a little bit until you know, we could
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verify okay, everything is clean, there’s no risk of getting germs into the house. So it was very tough on us, but it still is to a
certain extent, but you sort of just power through.”
Smith, 10th grade

These extra safety measures Smith’s family was taking were not rare during the pandemic. For so many students,
the trauma of the pandemic was not only from fear for them or their families getting sick; it was also embedded in
the changes to their and their family’s everyday routines.

4

Many Students’ Mental and Emotional Health Suffered
Alongside the physical impacts of COVID, students opened up about the mental and emotional toll of the pandemic
and school closures. Approximately one-third of interviewees (21 students) explicitly described some kind of
struggle with mental health, ranging from occasional anxiety and feeling mentally fatigued to incapacitating
depression. Some of these mental health challenges were related directly to the pandemic itself, while others came
as a result of prolonged remote learning.
As a baseline, the high school students were directly processing the trauma of a worldwide health crisis. Nicolette
talked about the summer before her senior year: “Usually summer is for, you know, relaxing... but it wasn’t relaxing
knowing that millions of people are dying just outside.” Far from seeing themselves as immune or invincible, youth
contemplated the far-reaching consequences of their own actions. Rebecca, a 10th grader, shared, “There are times
where I wanted to go outside, but I felt guilty because I knew I didn’t live alone, and it’s like, ‘If I catch something,
they’re all going to get it.’”
For some students, these fears became reality as, discussed above, more than a dozen students either contracted
COVID themselves or had close relatives who battled with the disease. For these students, the anguish caused by
the pandemic was acute and long-lasting, and some were angry that adults were not taking more precautions, as
Soph shared:

I think I learned that a lot of people are really, I don’t want to say stupid, but, like, misinformed. Because I’ve seen so many
of my family members—not so many, but a lot of them—not get vaccinated even when our close relatives passed away or
had to—had permanent lung damage.”
Soph, 11th grade

Another recurring theme related to mental health was dealing with the physical confinement of the pandemic in
tandem with the isolation of online schooling. Alongside the learning difficulties associated with remote schooling
were the sheer monotony, sedentary lifestyle, and isolation, which contributed directly to many students’ mental
health struggles. Mark, a 10th grader, described his daily routine as “I’d get on my computer, and then just sit there
in the morning, or just lie on the bed while the teacher is talking.” He then went on to explain, “Repeating the cycle...
[was] harmful in a way to like my mental health and physical health.”
Students described their emotional and mental health challenges in different ways: “A little overwhelmed and very
depressed, really, like, the schedule is always the same” (Jade), “I was just like stressed out in the house since like
I’m cooped up all day” (Apple), “I felt very emotional, like roller coaster” (Victoria), “That feeling of being stuck and
trapped was really difficult to deal with, and... triggered certain trauma responses” (Iota). Some developed physical
symptoms due to the stresses they faced, such as one student who developed vitiligo. Another student, Jamie,
required direct medical attention for a mental health crisis:
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I literally could not get out of bed in the morning because of depression, and the anxiety hit and hit hard. So, when I
was at school [online], I couldn’t function at all. I told [my teachers] I was struggling, and then they told the guidance
counselor... [who convinced] Health Services people to come to my house, and, and then they basically saved my life.”

Jamie, 11th grade

Jamie’s story is at once a powerful reminder of the real health risks of isolation, and at the same time a hopeful
note about caring adults working together across systems to intervene when a student reached out for help. The
sections that follow describe some of the complexity that students are considering when they think about the
benefits and the challenges of returning to the day-to-day structure of in-person schooling.

5

Students’ Networks of Support Shifted
While casual interactions with peers and adults were no longer possible, some students found that their relationship
with a core group of friends deepened because they made conscious efforts to maintain connections. About half
of students (30) reported that they had adults—family members, educators at school, or mentors from community
organizations—they could turn to for help when life was particularly difficult. Few students, however, reported
school-wide systems or programs that made a difference to their well-being.

Peer Groups Narrowed; Core Friendships Deepened
School shutdowns and the switch to remote learning robbed students of regular opportunities to interact with their
peers face-to-face, and they had to rely on mobile phones and social media to maintain the connections. Over onethird of students (23) shared that they lost touch with some friends or had narrowing peer groups. For students like
Alyssa Rose, who are bussed from Boston to the suburbs as part of the METCOB program, ties to her school-based
friend group were physically cut off:

Most of my closest friends, they are from school and even my friends, I, like where I didn’t have through school, like
friends that, all my friends like... my closest friend is like 15, 20 minutes, driving from me. So none of my friends really
lived close to me, so that was also hard to like meet up and actually hang out as friends.”
Alyssa Rose, 11th grade

Surprisingly, while prolonged remote schooling sharply reduced the physical connections with peers, for some
students, the same barriers had the opposite effect on their core friendships. They told us that although they lost
their casual acquaintances, the ties with their closest friends strengthened because they made conscious efforts to
stay connected and to look after one another. Some stated that the extra time they took to connect with each other
helped to build stronger relationships:

It’s like it sounds strange, but I feel like in some way we got closer during the pandemic than we normally were, because
I guess we were home, so we just talking most mostly like every day. Yeah, we like started to miss each other more and
more, so I just feel like our bond grew closer and then we started to do more things, like once we all got vaccinated, we
started going out more.”

Penny, 10th grade

Some students were creative in maintaining contact with their friends by using the online tools popular during the
pandemic, such as Zoom. Tania, an 11th grader, explained how she and her friends used Zoom and online games to
hang out online:
B Metropolitan Council for Educational Opportunity (METCO) is a voluntary school desegregation program in the Greater Boston area that provides an opportunity for
students of color in Boston to enroll in participating suburban, predominantly White public schools in order to give all students the opportunity to learn in a racially and
ethnically diverse setting.
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I think the pandemic kind of like, slimmed down a lot of friend groups. For us, for my friend group, we happily connected
through Zoom. So away, even though like we’ve realized, if like, it’s not high school anymore. I felt like college. Like you
have to actually make effort to meet with your friends. So we would schedule lunch Zooms every single day from like the
start of school and like stuck to it, and we would just like be on Zoom together. It really didn’t really matter. We would just
be on Zoom. We would either play games like ‘Among Us’ or eat our lunches and rant about our teachers during that time.
So that’s how we connected. And as the pandemic started to, like, get better in a sense, but we’re still in the midst of it,
we would have the same activities and sports together. So we would see each other every so often.”
Tania, 11th grade

As the waves of COVID infections wound down in the fall of 2021 and some schools started to re-open, quite a few
students expressed how excited they were to see their closest friends again. Maria noted,

I was able to like narrow down my friend group to like a really solid amount of people that like we actually get along, or
actually, are all friends. So when we went back to school, it was a lot of fun, because I was seeing like my core friend
group that I kept on talking to. So it was like our bond was stronger.”
Maria, 11th grade

Thus, the experience of the shutdown had dual effects on students’ friendships and social skills. While students like
Maria are hopeful for reuniting with their peers at school, many students were also worried about their atrophied
social skills and the return of increased social interaction, as we discuss below.

Families and Individual Adults Offered Essential Support
In addition to examining their relationships with their peers, interviews explored the students’ relationships with
adults in their lives during the pandemic. Approximately half the students reported they had at least one adult in
their lives—a parent, teacher, or mentor from a community organization—they could turn to for support during times
of hardship. Several students reported that one positive outcome of everyone being stuck at home was that they
got to spend more time with their family, especially their parents. Rain, whose parents both used to work long hours
before the pandemic, shared that the forced closures gave her the gift of spending more time with her mother:

I was a little happier because that was a time when my mom actually stayed home, like before she would work a lot...
And because my dad was still going to his work in a supermarket, it was a little bit of fear, but also there was some sort of
relief because my mom wouldn’t go to work because of COVID. So she got [to] stay home and it was like a nice family time
that we finally got to have.”

Rain, 11th grade

Nolan, an 11th grader, also illustrated how physical confinement and isolation from his peers brought his attention
more to his family: “It kind of forced us to do, since we couldn’t go out and talk with our friends and socialize we
would open up to our family and talk more and spend more time together.”
The young people knew and recognized when adults cared and invested their time and energy into supporting
them. SS singled out her chemistry teacher as pivotal in motivating her to stay engaged in learning:

My chemistry teacher, Mark Strack, love the guy. He kept it real, you know? And he had been teaching for a really really
long time and he didn’t teach in a regular way that most teachers teach and it kind of opened up my eyes to speaking up
for myself and having, just like build a relationship whether I like to or not, you know? He just made me come out of my
shell and I felt like I had a lot of his support whenever I asked for it. All I’d have to do was email him and he’d just be like,
‘I’m there,’ and he’d help me out no matter the time of day.”
SS, 11th grade
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Another student reported getting concrete medical advice from her school nurse when her father contracted
COVID. She shared,

And then [the nurse] was advising me, ‘Oh Kode... clean your hands. Don’t stay next to him.’ Just basic advice that can like,
help me because I am alone, only me and my dad in the house. So yeah, she helped me a lot because sometimes I would
tell her, ‘Oh, I’m scared to go eat.’ And then she will ask me, ‘Oh, do you want me to buy you something and send it to
your house?’ I’d be like, ‘No, we do have food at home, just that I don’t want to go downstairs because I think if I see him I
will have the virus too.’ So she provided advice.”
Kode, 11th grade

Like SS and Kode, many students named school employees—their teachers, guidance counselors, or school
nurses—as adults they turned to for support. But support also came from community organizations. Nini, who
suffered from severe mental health issues, explained how a combination of a guidance counselor from school and
a mentor from a community organization helped her through very difficult transitions. When Nini could not cope
with remote learning, her guidance counselor was the one who helped her switch to an alternative high school with
online, self-paced schooling. Nini also had a fallout with her mother and had to leave home, and a mentor from a
community-based organization helped her transition to a shelter:

[The mentor] actually had some resources that helped me connect to a shelter, well helped me connect to this program at
the ___ Medical Center, and then they helped me transition into a shelter. So without her, I honestly don’t know where I’d
be right now. And if she, if I didn’t end up there, I was, she was going to end up flying me out, so that I could live with her
in Oakland [California].”

Nini, 12th grade

Without these adults, Nini might have simply left high school and become homeless. While her situation was one
of the toughest we heard in this study, with adult support, Nini was able to access a stable place to live and to
continue with her education.
While most students had at least one adult in their lives they could turn to for support, few students reported that
they benefited from organized support systems from their school or broader community. Nolan reported that when
his family experienced financial hardship, they were able to receive support from a community-based afterschool
mentoring program that Nolan had enrolled in through his high school:

I knew the people in charge and we would talk a lot and they kind of knew me. And so, in the beginning of the pandemic
they reached out asking, ‘Oh do you need any help? Is everything all right at home?’ And so when things started to go not
in such a good way, they actually offered us some financial support. ...[It was great they really did some help that actually,
in the beginning, was pretty much what helped us throughout the whole thing.”
Nolan, 11th grade

6

Students Describe Regrets, Losses, and Life Lessons
While young people experienced academic learning loss, they also learned important life lessons. About onequarter (13) of the 62 students said they became more resilient and self-reliant, learned to appreciate their families,
or realized how precious “normal life” is and how fleeting it can be.
Students’ takeaways took different forms. Some gained a new understanding of the world. For example, AK, an
11th grader, reflected on unpredictability: “Your life can change so quickly by something that you were not even a
part of.” Selene, a 10th grader, reflected on how the COVID-19 fundamentally changed her social life and shared
her learning about being grateful and “to not take anything for granted.” Another 10th grader, Rebecca shared this
sense of gratitude and also reflected on her regrets for not spending more time with her grandfather, who passed
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away from COVID: “I feel like I wish I had more time with him, or like I did things differently if I knew that like, that
would be my last time like seeing him.”
John, an 11th grader, noted that COVID made him value the in-person school experience: “There’s important things
about online and remote learning. But it’s not really the same as being with a teacher in person that you can
communicate with quickly and effectively.” Students learned to appreciate other people’s work amid the pandemic,
and some found career inspiration from seeing the great value of medical workers, as 11th grader Walle commented,
“COVID really made me see like how much of a community the medical field is in, just the great people within
hospitals and nurses... It really strengthened my passion for the medical field.”
Another common theme of the lessons was about self-awareness. Many students reflected on how COVID helped
them to learn about themselves, their power, their resilience, as well as their need for help. Tina, a 10th grader,
shared her reflection on living through the shutdown, “I’ve definitely learned about strength. You learn a lot from
yourself, just kind of standing there in isolation.” For 11th grader Rain, it was not only about herself being strong,
but also about knowing her limits: ”You have to know how much you can do, and just know when to ask for help
as well.” Douglass, another 11th grader, realized the importance of having someone to talk to amid difficulties: “If I
didn’t have the small handful of friends that I talked to, I would have had a very hard time going through this year.” In
addition, Nini reflected on what she had learned about advocating for herself:

The most valuable experiences that I’ve learned is mostly to speak up with your guidance counselors or people, like
especially with school. Let them know, like your advisors what’s going on ’cause I felt like, if I didn’t have said anything,
they was like, ‘Okay, you just don’t want to do anything.’ Like no, like my life is crumbling, I need help. So always be vocal
even though it’s like really hard to tell them everything, and it took me a minute to be like, ‘yeah, I don’t live with my mom
anymore. I’m in a shelter.’”

Nini, 12th grade

Some extended the thought of self-care to a stronger sense of responsibility for others, as Maria stated:

I guess it’s two things. Like one is like your mental health really does matter. So to try and balance all of everything, but
know when you need, like, time for yourself. And also, like, you can’t really afford to be selfish because you might not like,
get the virus and die, but you could give it to somebody else, and that could spread it, and that could eventually like kill
other people. So, it is like taking care of yourself, but also other people.”

Maria, 11th grade

Resilience was also a common theme. DeMarcus, whose story we highlight throughout this report, had to work
more than one job to help support his family, while also having to keep up with schoolwork in order to fulfill his
dreams of going to college and becoming an engineer or a computer scientist. For other students, COVID-19 made
them challenge themselves, and they were able to see more of their potential. Grace, a 12th grader, reflected on
changing her attitude towards online learning,

Nothing is impossible. ’Cause at first when I was informed that school was going to be online I was like, ‘Yeah, it is gonna
be definite that I’m going to fail my classes. I’m not going to be focused because I don’t focus on things related to school
at home.’ So I kind of had that fear in me, but then I felt, it’s one thing to be afraid and it’s another thing to try not to be
afraid and I felt like me trying as much as possible and giving it my 100% while facing all these distractions kind of helped
me in getting better like you could say.”

Grace, 12th grade

DeMarcus, Grace, and their peers showed great resilience in coping with the pandemic. They were able to
make the most out of challenging situations and transformed these difficulties into valuable lessons about social
relationships, developing coping strategies, as well as improving self-advocacy and accepting responsibilities.
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“THIS SYSTEM IS NOT BUILT FOR PEOPLE THAT LOOK LIKE ME”
The early days of the pandemic coincided with the nationwide racial reckonings following the May 2020 killing
of George Floyd at the hands of police. Three students shared their experiences with discrimination, including
experiences of racism in school. For two, in particular, the pandemic brought to the forefront underlying prejudices
they already knew existed but they had to grapple with to a greater degree.
For Alyssa Rose, a 17-year-old Hispanic female who racially identifies as Black, the murder of George Floyd and
the subsequent racial reckoning in America exposed raw emotions. She saw classmates “making fun of it, or
acting like it is something brand-new, or using it as a trend.” Especially jarring to her was how some of her White
classmates used the N-word, and rather than being disciplined, faced minimal consequences. “These people …in
honor classes and …being like awarded for being them, but this is what they do behind the scenes. And it was …
disgusting.” Racism also occurred in Zoom-bombing incidents, where individuals outside of the school community
hacked into Zoom class meetings and spewed anti-Semitic and anti-Asian hatred.
Early in the move to remote schooling, Alyssa Rose shared that her school alone experienced several incidents.
She believed that the move to online schooling generally brought an increase in racist videos and incidents,
explaining, “I feel like it’s easier to say hateful things through a screen than in person. So yes, I do feel like it was
elevated.” When Alyssa Rose saw an insufficient response from school administrators, she used her own position
as president of the African-American Leadership Council to work with other ethnic school groups to provide a
forum for addressing and processing the racism she and others encountered.
For others, like 11th-grader Kode, the return of in-person schooling meant a return to an environment where
she experiences racism from those who “always feel like they better than other people... because they are light
skinned... have curly hair, longer hair.” These interactions led Kode to be more nervous about returning to school.
Iota, a transgender/nonbinary senior, shared how the pandemic exposed another kind of discrimination, against
those with disabilities. They shared that the cavalier approach many took towards pandemic health regulations
manifested an underlying disregard for people with disabilities.
Sometimes people don’t really take it seriously. Like, ‘Oh, blah, blah, blah. Whatever you like, only, disabled
and old people are going to die.’ And it really shows like, they don’t care about the people in their lives in the
same way, or they don’t have to like, think about stuff like that.”
Living in a group home for people with disabilities during the pandemic meant that Iota experienced not only their
own reaction to the pandemic, but those of their roommates. They already had, “an inherent understanding of like,
unfortunately people don’t actually care about us like as disabled people in the way that they should,” and this
feeling was confirmed by the pandemic. It was striking that Alyssa Rose, too, took away a similar message about
racially minoritized populations from the pandemic:
I’ve learned that like this country or this system is not built for people that look like me or people who think
like me. I’m gonna have to work a lot harder to be where I want to be in life, to be successful in life, than
others.”
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7

Students Crave In-Person Return, But Remain Concerned
As students contemplated a return to in-person schooling, they expressed a variety of fears and misgivings.
However, their concerns tended to fall into three categories: inadequate social skills, readjusting to in-person
schooling, and the ongoing risk of COVID.
Because COVID and online schooling caused students to spend so much time away from in-person interaction,
normal teenage concerns about social skills were intensified. Their comments also highlight how different their lives
have been from those of typical teenagers. Salma, a 9th grader, explained, “Being able to be social again... is a little
bit nerve-racking since I haven’t really done it in a long time.” Erin, an 11th grader, shared that she expected that
rusty social skills would make everyone “a little bit weird.”
In-person schooling also provided the opportunity for social circles to expand again after having contracted during
the pandemic. Incoming sophomores shared particular concerns about attempting to navigate their second year
of high school despite never having stepped foot inside the building. Sony shared, “And now I’m going to pop up a
year later, like in 10th grade instead of 9th grade in a high school. So, it’s a little bit scary.”
Furthermore, students worried about the academic demands of high school and teacher expectations. Jared
worried: “Teachers may be not being so understanding... and really not understanding that we had a very difficult
year.” Other students shared a self-awareness that their academic training suffered during the pandemic. Erin
stated, “I completely forgot how to, like, properly study and take a test without my electronics.” And Santiago
expressed, “I’m concerned about not really knowing as much as other people do…I don’t really remember much
that I learned this year.”
However, the biggest concern, shared by more than one-third of students, had to do with the pandemic itself and
insufficient school safety protocols or adherence to these protocols. Increased social interaction at schools meant a
greater likelihood of students catching the virus. Maria, an 11th grader, stated, “You can still get the virus, especially
the Delta variant... You don’t really know what students do after school or on the weekends, like they could be out
and getting the virus.”
Penny, a 10th grader, shared evidence from her own social media feeds to support why she is worried about the
virus’ spread, “A lot of times on social media…[classmates] post about how the vaccine isn’t effective and that they’re
not taking it.” Other students talked about the challenge of policing mask enforcement in school buildings or whether
the schools they were returning to could even be made safe. This was best expressed by AK, who grimly stated,

What I’m worried about is my school, it’s [physically] not a big school... 1,700 people and a building that has basically,
has no ventilation. There’s no ACs in parts and no heating in parts and especially in lunchtime. I think they’re waiting till
somebody dies before they close stuff down.”

AK, 11th grade

Far from the stereotypical image of teenagers believing themselves to be invincible, these young people acutely
felt the health risk of returning to school in person, while also genuinely looking forward to going back. As 10th
grader Lisa put it, “Honestly, I miss the sound of our bells, like, telling us to go to class, even though I hated it when I
was there, you know. I would do anything to have it back again.”
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IMPLICATIONS
Young people’s responses to changes in their lives due to the pandemic were not uniform. We were surprised by the often
dichotomous responses young people exhibited to the same challenge or change. For example, most students bemoaned
the loss of in-person instruction. But several students, especially those who were attending a school far from home (e.g.,
METCO students) and who were spending upwards of two hours each day commuting, noted that the time freed up by the
switch to remote learning offered a welcome reprieve. They could spend the extra time catching up on sleep or pursuing a
hobby.
Likewise, while many were looking forward to going back to school fully in person in fall 2021, others were ambivalent
about the prospect of being thrown back into the thick of face-to-face interaction with hundreds of people in the school.
They worried about whether their underutilized social skills could handle the sudden return to social interactions. And they
were concerned about catching COVID and bringing it into their homes. These dichotomous responses, often reported by
the same students (e.g., “I’m looking forward to going back,” coupled with, “But I’m not sure if I’m up to it”) reminds us that
young people are complex human beings who have varied and changing responses to the new ways of living and learning
that the pandemic has brought.
Further, many young people participating in this study
suffered from direct exposure to COVID-19. Approximately
a quarter of the 62 students either contracted COVID
themselves or had family members or close relatives who
became gravely ill from the virus. Five lost family members
to the disease. These students–15 to 20 years old–belong to
a young generation for whom, under normal circumstances,
death and illness should not be part of the daily fabric of their
lives. But this is perhaps an indelible characteristic of this
generation as an estimated 167,000 children under 18 in the
United States—one out of every 450—have lost a parent or

And now I’m going to
pop up a year later,
like in 10th grade
instead of 9th grade
in a high school. So,
it’s a little bit scary.”

other caregiver 10 to COVID-19.

Sony, 9th grade

The frequency of direct COVID-19 infection experiences,
coupled with the way young people related those experiences, almost in passing, illuminate that this generation has
become aware of mortality at an unusually young age. This is one reason that the students we interviewed were very
concerned about going back to school in person. Instead of feeling liberated and jubilant—though many were happy to be
going back—they perceived the mere act of attending school in-person as a major health risk, and they were angry that
adults were not taking more proactive measures to make schools safer.
Finally, the term “learning loss” has come to be associated with school-age children and youth during the pandemic. The
fear is that so many children have lost one and half years of formal education during the formative years of their lives that
these losses will be irreversible. The scale of the damage that the pandemic has inflicted on K–12 students is such that
another term “a lost generation” has come to be associated with this generation of school-age children.11
The high school youth interviewed for this study would be the first ones to acknowledge that they experienced a
major academic learning loss, as their testimonials in this report attest. However, their stories and experiences strongly
contradict the notion that the 18 months of lockdowns and remote instruction time produced only losses. That is far from
what happened. When viewed not in the narrow sense of academic learning that takes place in school but instead in the
broader sense of education in one’s life,12 young people gained a valuable education during the pandemic.
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Some have learned to shoulder, for the first time, what had been considered adult responsibilities, such as earning
wages and taking on childcare and eldercare. Some have learned that unless they make an effort to maintain and nurture
connections with their friends, friendship can simply fizzle away. Others have become more attuned to the vulnerability of
their own mental health, learning to invest in self-care and to seek help when needed. And virtually all of them learned an
incredibly valuable lesson—that their “normal” life as they knew it can disappear overnight and that they should appreciate
what they have. Any one of these lessons would serve any of us well as we navigate our lives and try to live to the best of
our abilities. These youth learned these lessons the hard way—but they learned them well.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Prioritize connecting young people with peers and adults, whether virtual or
in-person
Previous research from the CERES Institute team has focused on the importance of relationships with adults and peers
in supporting a young person’s holistic development. In May 2020, Pamela Cantor, Linda Darling-Hammond, and Karen
Pittman doubled down on this idea in their report on the science of learning and development, noting, “The presence and
quality of our relationships may have more impact on learning and development than any other factor.” 13
Young people need connection and support more than ever before. Regardless of whether young people are able to
attend school and other activities in-person, schools and youth-serving programs should seek opportunities to deliberately
connect high school students with their peers and with supportive adults.
The young people interviewed for this study emphasized the importance of peer-to-peer connection in helping with
feelings of isolation. Some young people connected virtually through playing video games together, FaceTiming or lunches
on Zoom, but for others, the school and youth-serving partner organizations play an essential role—offering book clubs,
peer-to-peer counseling and connections with mentors.

Develop scalable responses to the current mental health crisis
The youth in this study experienced family and close friends becoming sick and dying from COVID-19. School shutdowns
led to social isolation. Nearly two years into the pandemic, life is not the same for these young people, even with a return to
in-person school. The adversities have triggered traumatic reactions from many youth, resulting in mental health challenges.
This immense challenge led the United States Surgeon General, in December 2021, to declare a youth mental health crisis.14
At the same time, more young people—including those who didn’t previously seek them—are asking for services to be
provided through their schools.15 To meet this burgeoning need, many schools are utilizing Elementary and Secondary
School Emergency Relief (ESSER) funding to help expand their capacity to provide mental health services, hiring additional
school psychologists or social workers, or engaging with community organizations. Others, focusing on prevention and
education, have chosen to adopt a full-school social emotional learning curriculum if they didn’t already have one in place.
In addition, students themselves are seen as playing a critical role in supporting their peers’ mental health needs. Schools
nationwide have utilized their students as peer leaders and counselors—setting up formal peer-to-peer counseling
programs and bringing in volunteers from local colleges to support these efforts.16

Help every young person stay on a path to graduation
The need to support one’s family by earning wages or providing childcare for siblings has been shown to lead to school
disengagement, with young people falling off track on their path to graduation.17 During the COVID-19 pandemic, students
like those interviewed for this study, who may not have been previously disengaged, found themselves unable to fully
participate in their academic studies because of competing family priorities.
A deeper understanding of the barriers to academic engagement for each student will allow educators to consider how to
offer robust, meaningful, and accessible learning opportunities for all youth. In some districts throughout Massachusetts,
MassGRAD funding is being used to increase the number of “adult advocates” in schools to help fulfill this goal. These
individuals work with students at risk of disengaging from school, addressing academic and social needs, fostering
communication with families, serving as an advocate for the student and helping to support them on a path to college
and career success.18 Sustaining these positions once the ESSER and MassGRAD funds expire is essential to effectively
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supporting all students to graduation. In addition, insights gained from conversations with family members, and a more
robust understanding of the barriers to engaging in a traditional school schedule, should inform conversations about how
to re-imagine our education system.

Change the narrative about “learning loss” to one that recognizes
developmental gains
The prevailing narrative on academic learning loss overshadows a key aspect young people in this study shared—that
the last one and half years of school have been a period of change, exploration and growth for them as people. Although
the pandemic has amplified inequities in educational and life opportunities, youth exhibited strengths, whether through
their work ethic, their empathy for family and friends, or their compassion and sense of responsibility for their siblings and
elders.
As the pandemic continues, and the education system continues to face challenges amplified by the pandemic, it is
important to continue to learn from the experiences of young people and shine a light on all they have achieved. Additional
in-depth interviews are necessary to gain insight into the complex life of high school students during these times.

CONCLUSION
This report offers a powerful snapshot in time, from the perspective of high school students across one state. Hearing
young people’s stories, struggles, and reflections on life during the pandemic points to a number of themes that would be
worth exploring with a bigger and more diverse group of students across the country. The young people we interviewed
clearly care about their families, their peers, their teachers, and others around them. They also crave the opportunity to
re-enter their schools and classrooms—but not at the expense of their own and others’ health. As education leaders and
local policymakers plan for what high school looks like over the next year and into the future, continuing to engage young
people in decisions that affect their future will help assure their success in high school and beyond.
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