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The sudden switch to online courses during 2020 caused students to struggle with

adapting to online learning, especially during a pandemic. Based on a study by McKinsey and

Company, Dorn et al., (2021) state that on average, students are at least half a school year behind

where they should be education wise, with the biggest learning gaps being in math. Along with

students falling behind in their education, there is also a growing learning gap between different

groups of students, especially students of color (Dorn et al., 2021, para. 3). This learning gap has

been linked to reasons such as inaccessibility to the internet, students declining mental health,

and lack of support from teachers and school administration. Students with disabilities also

lacked many of the resources they had during in-person learning, and the burden of providing

this extra support fell onto the parents (Villano, 2020).

As students contend with returning to school after emergency remote learning, parents,

teachers, administrators and other school staff need to communicate with students to pinpoint

their struggles and the resources available to help students. These conversations will also help

with understanding the long term effects of emergency remote learning on students. This

collaborative approach provides insight for administrators, as they may realize that they lack the

necessary resources to help their students, so that they can figure out how to provide that support.

After all, “success for school and beyond depends not only on academics: it depends on healthy

identity, self-management skills, self-awareness, empathy and supportive relationships''

(DeArmond et. al., 2021).
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Problem Statement and Project Goals

The sudden switch to online courses during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020,  had many

students struggling to adapt to online learning. There is limited research on how “emergency

remote education” (Hodges et al., 2020) impacted middle school students, and specifically,

students who struggled with “emergency remote learning”, such as neurodivergent students. The

proposed research study will address the impact “emergency remote learning” had on middle

school students, specifically students already experiencing obstacles in their education

pre-pandemic. It will also address how parents, teachers and the school administration can help

students as they continue their education. For the purpose of this prospectus, the term

“emergency remote learning” will be used in place of “emergency remote education”.

At this stage in the research, remote learning is an umbrella term for two different types

of online learning: emergency remote learning (Literat, 2021) and regular online learning.

“Emergency remote learning” (Literat, 2021, para. 6) describes the online learning experience

during the pandemic, in comparison to online learning during “normal circumstances”. “Normal

circumstances” are defined as a student’s choice to take online classes when there are not

extraneous forces impacting a students ability to take classes in person.

It is also important to specify how students were affected by emergency remote learning,

such as their mental health, and education. One major issue students faced was being isolated

from their friends and peers (Asanov et al., 2020); the authors state that  21% of the 1500

students surveyed listed social isolation as being a major issue affecting their well-being (para.

32). Many students also experienced higher levels of anxiety, depression, and heightened issues

with ADHD as teachers assigned students more schoolwork to complete at home (Literat, 2021).
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In the proposed research, the focus is on how students' mental health was impacted by

“emergency remote learning”, how this affected their education, and how parents, teachers, and

the school administration can help students cope with the aftermath.

Researcher Positionality

Before this prospectus, I performed surface level research on the topic, as I write

freelance blog content for a college prep website. I needed to understand the struggles students

were facing with remote learning, and address that in my content, specifically in terms of college

preparation. I have also not been diagnosed with a disability that is categorized as

neurodivergent. Although there are neurodivergent students who benefitted from remote

learning, many neurodivergent students did not. This could be because of the severity of their

disability, or because they did not have aids with them to help with their schoolwork due to a

lack of resources. Since I do not have a lot of experience or knowledge in this area of education

for students with disabilities, I need to research this area to better understand the multitude of

experiences of neurodivergent children.

One of my final experiences that can influence my research is that I am friends with a

middle school science teacher. From March 2020 to June 2020 she was a full time teacher, and

then from August 2020 to June 2021, she was a long term substitute teacher in a different school

district. This will be beneficial for gaining more insight to the topic, but since she herself is not a

student, she only has so much insight on how her students felt, or still feel about online learning.

Overall, there has been a fair amount of research conducted on how emergency remote

learning impacted students' performance, especially for high school students. However, there is

not as much research focused on middle school students, and how that impacted their education.
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Additionally, much of this research does not focus on middle school students who struggled a lot

due to emergency remote learning, or how parents, teachers and school administration can help

students deal with the long term effects of suddenly switching to online learning during a

pandemic.

Literature Review

The introduction of the research prospectus focused on how “emergency remote learning”

during the pandemic affected the mental health of K-12 students, which ultimately affected their

ability to learn. As students return to in-person learning, parents, teachers, school administration

and other school staff need to understand how “emergency remote learning” impacted students'

mental health. As the EdWeek Research study from Kurtz et. al, (2021) found, 86% of high

school principals stated that mental health services were available to students through the school,

as opposed to only 66% of students (Kurtz et. al., 2021). Ensuring that students are aware of the

support available to them is equally as important as making these services accessible. There are

also certain students who struggled with emergency remote learning more than others. One study

from Children Now (2020) found that only 24% of middle school students in foster care

participated regularly in their online classes, as well as only 32% of high school students in

foster care (Children Now, 2020).

This literature review section discusses the issues students faced during emergency

remote learning, especially students already struggling with school pre-pandemic. Additionally,

there will be discussions of ways to support students as they transition back to in-person

learning. Other sources included will define terms used throughout the research prospectus. The

purpose of this review is to highlight previous research related to how the pandemic affected
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students' mental health and education along with solutions to help students as they return to

in-person learning. It will also show gaps in the research, specifically when it comes to middle

school students and students with disabilities.

How Students' Educational Studies Were Affected by Emergency Remote Learning

Defining Research Terms

One term that needs to be defined is “emergency remote learning”. The difference

between regular online learning and emergency remote learning needs to be distinguished, as the

the reasons for students partaking in emergency remote learning is determined by forces outside

of the students control. Emergency remote learning, also referred to as emergency remote

education (Hodges et al., 2020) is the, “distinction [that] emphasizes the unplanned nature of

such teaching, as well as the lack of  adequate preparation time and staff support that generally

characterize online learning courses” (Hodges et al., 2020).

Accessibility to the Internet

Another aspect of emergency remote learning to consider are students' accessibility to

resources for online learning in general. In terms of having internet access, “7 million students

are currently living in homes without internet connectivity” (Walters, 2020). This means that

many students could not access their online classes, or had to work that much harder to complete

their schoolwork. Many of the families that have issues with internet access are low-income

families, rural families, and other marginalized families. Specifically for students from low

income households, “35% of low income households with school kids are operating without

broadband internet connection” (Anderson & Kumar, 2019). The sudden switch to remote
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learning was difficult for many students who did not already have the resources to participate in

their classes and complete their schoolwork.

Digital Literacy from Both the Student and Parent

However, these inequalities of access do not only pertain to a student's access to internet

and technological resources, but also in digital literacy and the ability to navigate online learning

platforms. This includes the parents ability to help their children with navigating online learning

spaces, and the socioemotional support in conjunction with an ideal learning environment at

home. Achieving this type of environment is more difficult for many low-income families,

families of color and immigrant families (North, 2020).

Due to these issues of accessibility, many educators worried about the possibility of

more students dropping out of school. This was especially a concern, as many students at risk of

dropping out were absent significantly during emergency remote learning, which made it

difficult to motivate them to continue with school (Antoni, 2021). This was a major concern for

students in foster care, as emergency remote learning made it even more difficult for them to

participate in school due to unreliable resources, along with handling mental health issues related

to trauma. For foster-care students in middle school only 24% participated in online learning,

while only 32% of high school foster care students participated in online learning during the

pandemic (Children Now, 2020). Many students struggled with emergency remote learning,

especially students who lacked internet access and supportive learning environments. A majority

of these students are from rural communities, low income households, or other marginalized

groups.
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How Students' Mental Health was Affected by Emergency Remote Learning

Isolation from Peers and Teachers

Many students experienced feelings of isolation from their peers, along with fear as a

result of COVID-19. Students admitted to crying during their online classes, and experienced a

lack of motivation to complete assignments, due to feeling disconnected from their teachers.

Based on teachers' interactions with students (or the lack of interaction), many students did not

believe their teacher genuinely cared about their struggles (Literat, 2021). In fact, when it came

to teachers or school staff, “58% of students did not receive individual check ups from teachers

or staff members in real time” (Chu & Lake, 2021). This lack of connection makes it even more

difficult for students to feel as though teachers care about their struggles.

Increased Workload Causing Increased Stress

Along with overwhelming feelings of social isolation from their peers and teachers, many

students felt that their workload increased during emergency remote learning. One student

interviewed by Moore and Hayes (2021) states that,

“I  have too many assignments at once, and they all seem to have due dates stacked on

top of each other... It’s hard for me to balance everything and extremely stressful.”

(Moore & Hayes, 2021).

Many students already dealing with learning disabilities and mental health issues

pre-pandemic struggled even more so with emergency remote learning, especially if they lost

access to aids or other learning resources that they typically had during in-person classes. For

students with ADHD,
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“Approximately 52% of adolescents with a history of ADHD have an Individualized

Education Program (IEP) or 504 Plan... As expected, adolescents with ADHD receiving

services through an IEP or 504 Plan have greater academic and behavioral needs…

suggesting that these adolescents may have particular difficulty with remote learning”

(Becker et.al., 2020).

Stress from Dealing with Familial Hardships During COVID-19

Even if students did not suffer from mental health issues pre-pandemic, the stress and

negative impact the pandemic had on their homelife can also affect the student’s mental health.

“...Most of my students are first generation Americans and will be the first in their

families to graduate high school and go to college. Their families are being devastated by

loss of jobs and lack of access to unemployment assistance due to immigration status.

Many of my 12th graders who work in fast food or grocery stores are now the only

people in their families earning money. This situation could be catastrophic for their

families and for their future educations” (Szczepanek, 2020).

There are many reasons why students' mental health suffered during the pandemic,

whether it is because of pre-existing mental health issues, feelings of isolation from their peers

and teachers, or due to the effect the pandemic had on their own families.

How To Support Students Returning to In-Person Learning

Communication Between Students and Educators

One important issue to address is the lack of communication between students and

administrators. For example, when asked about mental health services available at school, 86%

of high school principals said these services were offered, in comparison to only 66% of students
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(Kurtz et.al., 2021). This could mean that students are unaware of these available services due to

a lack of communication. Well-being assessments can also be utilized to learn how students are

doing mentally, in conjunction with a larger, overall support system (Hough et.al., 2021). The

surveys should be short and concise, so that students will not be discouraged from completing

the survey. Teachers can then use the collected data to better understand what resources their

students need.

Teaching Students Social Emotional Learning

Along with teachers and administration providing a safe and supportive learning

environment, it is necessary to teach students healthy coping strategies, also known as social

emotional learning. Social emotional learning and well-being focuses on context, competencies

or both (DeArmond et. al., 2021), so that students learn healthy ways to acknowledge and handle

their emotions and mental health.

Helping Students with Disabilities

Students with disabilities also need additional support during emergency remote learning,

as well as when transitioning back to in-person learning. Some examples include creating

additional online content for students to utilize in conjunction with their coursework, as well as

receiving the proper support and medication to cope. Sarah Colton and Chad Smith from Texas

Woman's University created a YouTube channel for Deaf/Hard of Hearing students (DHH) in

congruence with their regular coursework, to make the lessons more accessible for the students

(Smith & Colton, 2020). Creating more accessible resources for students during this time can

make it easier for them to learn, especially if they are not able to access resources typically

available to them when they are learning in-person.
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Many students with ADHD also suffered greatly with the switch to emergency remote

learning, even for students who were medicated. These students saw their mental health worsen

over time, which ultimately affected their education. Students with ADHD need extra support

when returning to school as well, which could include medication, or other coping strategies

(Breaux et.al., 2020). After the sudden switch to emergency remote learning, many students will

need the space and resources to deal with the issues they faced, whether it was with their mental

health, their education, or other issues not related to school. This is especially true for students

already struggling with school before the pandemic.

Conclusion

Based on the conducted research, a majority of the sources discussed the issue of

emergency remote learning from the perspective of high school students, but not middle school

students. It is important to consider how emergency remote learning impacts middle school

students as they continue their education, since emergency remote learning and the pandemic

overall will have lasting effects on these students. Students should not only be asked about what

they are struggling with, but also be included in the solution, especially students that are part of

marginalized groups and may need more resources than the average student. Overall, the

proposed research study will focus on how middle school students (ages 10-14 years of age) who

are from marginalized groups were impacted by emergency remote learning in terms of their

education and their mental health. While better understanding how these students were impacted,

this study will ask how parents, teachers, administrators and other school staff can help the

students with their education and mental health.
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Research Questions

After conducting the literature review, the following research questions were developed

to address the gaps found:

Research Question #1

What mental health challenges did middle school students face as a result of emergency

remote learning during the 2020-2021 school year?

Research Question #2

How did these mental health struggles affect middle school student’s education?

Research Question #3

How can teachers, parents, school administration and other school staff support middle

school students as they continue their education?

General Research Plan

When collecting data on how emergency remote learning impacted middle school

students' health and education, the primary data collection methods utilized will be document

analysis, surveys (Appendix A), interviews and focus groups (Appendix B). The research plan

will be implemented in phases, where phase one is document collection and analysis, phase two

is survey collection and interviews, and the final phase will be the focus groups.

Phase 1: Document Collection and Analysis

The document analysis will be of news articles written through March 2020 and May

2021, as well as social media platforms such as TikTok. Marshall and Rossman (2011) states

these documents are, “potentially quite rich in portraying the values and beliefs of participants in

the setting” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).
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Phase 2: Surveys and Interviews

After the document analysis, students across the United States will be surveyed to learn

about their mental health struggles, and what support they feel is available to them. Research

participants will include: middle school students (typically between the ages of 10-14 years old),

their parents, teachers and school administrators. An email will be sent to different school

districts informing parents, teachers, school administrators and school staff about the study, with

a link to the survey. The email will allow parents to opt their children out of the survey, while

also presenting the opportunity for the parent to participate in the focus groups. There will also

be an opportunity for parents to allow their students to be interviewed as well, or in place of the

survey. For both the interviews and focus groups, participants will be asked to consent to

recording; if participants do not feel comfortable being recorded on video, they can opt for an

audio only recording.

Survey answers will determine the most common mental health struggles among middle

school students. This is an opportunity for students to learn about different support systems, and

choose which ones they think are most helpful for their circumstances, as well as talk about the

most common issues that stop students from utilizing school resources. The most common

resources can provide insight for the adults during the focus groups, so that they can focus their

efforts on supplying these resources for the students.

Phase 3: Focus Groups

Once the analysis of the survey is completed, the focus groups will provide a space for

students and adults to discuss the results, and figure out solutions to help students. The data from

these focus groups will be used to create a list of resources that schools can implement in support
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of their students. The survey results will provide quantitative data that can be used as a starting

point in the focus points, guiding the questions, and validating the mental health struggles of

middle school students. In focus groups and interviews especially, building trust between the

facilitator and the participants is important in hearing the participants honest thoughts and

opinions. The first few minutes of both the interviews and focus groups will involve doing

something interactive, to help participants feel more comfortable sharing their thoughts. This can

increase the “face validity” (Marshall, 2011) of the focus group results, as the ability for the

facilitator to interact with the participants along with the participants ability to interact with one

another heightens the validity of the results.

Validity

As someone who knows middle school teachers who taught during the height of

emergency remote learning, it is important I ask questions which will expand my understanding

of the topic (Maxwell, 2013). The questions asked throughout the research process will be based

on uncovering what I do not know, but also information which I have limited perspective on,

such as the experiences of middle school students who have learning disabilities and

neurodivergent students.

Conclusion

The goal of the proposed research is to determine how middle school students were

impacted mentally by emergency remote learning, and how this impacted their education. After

understanding the impact emergency remote learning had on these middle school students, there

will be an opportunity to create collaborative solutions to these issues between students, parents,

teachers, administration and other school staff. The long term impact of emergency remote
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learning will affect students for the rest of their educational journeys, and it is important to

understand how this develops in younger students before entering high school. As there is little

research focusing on middle school students, and especially students already struggling with

school pre-pandemic, a significant portion of the student population is not being heard.

Educators and parents need to learn how they can best support these students as they transition

back from emergency remote learning. If this support is not provided, it can impact the student’s

ability to perform well in high school, and beyond.
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Appendix A

Sample Survey
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Appendix B

Interview/Focus Group Questions

Interview Questions:

1. Overall, how would you describe your experience with remote learning during March

2020 and December 2020?

Clarification questions if necessary

a. Was it a positive experience?

b. A negative experience?

c. Or a neutral experience?

2. Were there any struggles you faced during March 2020 and December 2020 in terms of

remote learning?

Clarification questions if necessary

a. How was your mental health?

b. Were you able to access your classes and school work easily?

3. How did this affect your ability to learn?

Clarification questions if necessary

a. Did you have any difficulties with homework?

b. Any difficulties contacting teachers?



Middle School Students and COVID-19 24

4. Is there any way your parents could support you right now, in terms of your education

and mental health?

a. Your teachers?

b. Your school administrators?

c. Your counselors?

Focus Group Questions

1. What are some resources available to help students that can be accessed through the

school?

a. For students: Are you aware of similar services at your own school?

b. Parents: Are you aware of these services being offered to your children?

2. Do students utilize these services?

a. If not, why aren’t they using these services?

i. Lack of knowledge about these services?

ii. Lack of accessibility?

iii. Unsure of how to ask for help?

3. Have students used these services before?

a. Have they used them more than once? Why or why not?

4. How are students made aware of these services?

5. What are some ways these services can be shared with students?


