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ABSTRACT

Middle school students were impacted by the switch to emergency remote learning

during the COVID-19 pandemic. This product driven thesis discusses a website, A Helping

Hand, addressing issues such as education, mental and emotional well-being. The website also

includes resources related to social development and supports middle school students

transitioning back to in-person learning. A Helping Hand utilizes social media platforms such as

Discord, TikTok, and Reddit for students to connect and share resources, as well as provide

educational support, and access tutoring services. Overall, A Helping Hand makes students feel

less alone in their struggles, by receiving support and connecting with other students dealing

with similar issues. The website also provides resources to address gaps in education, mental and

emotional health, as well as social development as these past two years of emergency remote

learning impacted middle school students during a formative part of child development.

Keywords: Education, Middle School Students, Emergency Remote Learning, COVID-19

Pandemic,
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A Helping Hand: Resources for Middle School Students Returning to In-Person

Learning During the COVID-19 Pandemic

INTRODUCTION

Problem Statement

At the beginning of 2020, everything started out normally. In January, students and

teachers returned from winter break, ready to start the spring semester. High school seniors

awaited responses about their applications from various college’s and were excited for prom and

graduation. However, in March of 2020, everything changed. The COVID-19 pandemic spread

across the world, causing mostly everything to shut down, including schools. Students were

forced to find a way to learn while at home, while teachers were forced to change lesson plans

and figure out how to reach their students.

This form of online education is “emergency remote education” (Hodges et al., 2020) or

emergency remote learning. It is important to note that regular online learning and emergency

remote learning differ, as the reasons for partaking in emergency remote learning is determined

by forces outside of students control. Emergency remote learning 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).

This means while students transitioned to emergency remote learning, their teachers transitioned

along with them, and many of these teachers most likely did not have experience teaching online

classes (Hodges et al., 2020). Many students struggled with this transition, due to lack of internet

access, a lack of resources to support navigating online learning platforms, as well as mental and

emotional health struggles. The most important of these issues is internet access.
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According to Brown University, around seven million students lack internet access in the

United States (Walters, 2020). The groups most affected by the lack of high-speed internet are

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

broadband internet connection” (Anderson & Kumar, 2019). Lacking internet access meant

students had two options for attending classes. Either students depend on their schools for

resources such as laptops and internet (Richards, 2021), or they simply did not attend class.

The second issue many students struggled with during emergency remote learning was

support with digital literacy and the ability to navigate online learning platforms. This includes

their parents ability to assist their children with navigating online learning spaces, and the

socioemotional support in conjunction with an ideal learning environment at home. Not all

parents are technologically literate, or even worked from home during the COVID-19 pandemic

(North, 2020). Students also might not have had emotional support from parents during this

switch to emergency remote learning. For foster-care students in middle school only 24%

participated in online learning during the pandemic (Children Now, 2020). Emergency remote

learning made it even more difficult for foster care students to attend school due to unreliable

resources, along with handling mental health issues related to trauma.

A final issue students faced was figuring out how to cope with their mental and emotional

health during the COVID-19 pandemic. During the lockdowns, students dealt with feelings of

isolation from their peers and teachers (Asanov et al., 2020). Many students also suffered from

the mental strain of continuing classes while the pandemic affected their families (Szczepanek,

2020), which is discussed in more detail during the literature review. Due to the isolation and

stress from the COVID-19 pandemic, middle school students turned to social media as a coping
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mechanism and means of communication. Students spent more time on social media platforms

and became dependent on these platforms to maintain their social connections (Hood, 2021).

Handling relationships and school during the COVID-19 pandemic is difficult already for

middle school students, but it is even more difficult for students with disabilities. According to

the CDC, about one in six, or 17% of children between the ages of 3-17 are diagnosed with some

form of a developmental disability (CDC, 2021b). This is a major problem, as at the beginning of

the pandemic, “When school districts first closed, some opted not to provide distance learning to

any students, in part out of concerns that they wouldn’t be able to effectively serve kids in

special education and would face lawsuits as a result” (Preston, 2021a). Although there were

students with disabilities thriving during emergency remote learning, many students did not.

When supporting students with disabilities, students not only need accessible resources, but also

resources reflecting students' diverse experiences of living with disabilities.

The lack of internet access, resources for navigating online learning platforms, as well as

mental and emotional health struggles led to students falling at least half a year behind in their

education, disproportionately impacting students of color (Dorn et al., 2021). After returning to

in-person classes, middle school students continued struggling with the adjustment, especially in

concerns to their social skills. Yoder (2020) states,

“Early adolescence is a time of rapid cognitive changes, when kids assert their

independence from parents, form their own identities, and become hyper dependent on

(and sensitive to) interactions with peers. Their “social brains” are developing quickly,

and they are hoovering up information from the world around them to figure out who

they are and how they fit in.” (para. 3)
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Currently, there is a lack of resources targeted specifically towards middle school

students to support them during this transition between emergency remote learning and in-person

learning. Any available resources are sporadic and require a lot of research to find. This product

driven thesis addresses this issue with the website, A Helping Hand. The website is an

information hub compiling resources for educational, mental health, and social support, all on

one platform. Then, middle school students can easily find the answers they need. In terms of

designing the website, A Helping Hand needs to be accessible to students without internet access

at home, and students with disabilities. Another important aspect of the website is the

incorporation of social media platforms for students to connect with each other. As will be

discussed further in the literature review and methodology sections, one part of social

development missing for middle school students during the emergency remote learning was

developing independence from their parents. Learning how and when to ask for help, as well as

identifying where they are struggling is a part of being independent, and A Helping Hand

encourages students' development of self-reflection. A Helping Hand builds a stronger

connection between students, teachers, and parents, as students learn how to not only voice their

struggles, but also healthy methods to face these struggles.

Product Design Questions

PDQ#1: What additional online and interactive support do middle school students need

while transitioning back to in-person learning?

PDQ#2: Will there be accessibility issues for students who do not have internet access at

home, if the platform is entirely online?
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PDQ#3: How can the website utilize available resources to help middle school students

with physical, behavioral, and/or learning disabilities?

Project Purpose and Expectations

This product driven thesis supports the development of a website compiling online

resources for middle school students. A Helping Hand also utilizes social media, to create a

welcoming and accessible learning environment for middle school students. For the purposes of

this product driven thesis, middle school students are defined as students between the ages of

10-14 years old. Although middle school students are typically between the ages of 11-13,  there

are students who are 10 years old when entering middle school, or around 14 years old when

they leave.  There may also be younger students who are further ahead in their studies and want

to explore topics for higher grades, while older students may want to review content they learned

in previous years.

The purpose of this product is to create an accessible resource hub for middle school

students. These resources address issues caused by emergency remote learning in the topics of

education, mental health, and social development. The second goal of this product driven thesis

is to demonstrate how to maintain a healthy relationship with social media. Social media became

a coping mechanism for students during the COVID-19 pandemic to connect with their peers.

This meant students became more reliant on social media for communication. Although social

media made students not feel isolated during the pandemic lockdowns, it led to an unhealthy

dependency on social media, which is discussed further in the following literature review.

To demonstrate the need and the development of this product driven thesis, there is a

literature review discussing three topics: the issues students faced during emergency remote
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learning, the usage of social media to cope with COVID-19, and the current support available to

middle school students. The next section discusses the methodology behind the development of

the product driven thesis. This includes a needs analysis about similar products currently

available, and the lack of resources specifically for middle school students. It then outlines the

design intentions of the product, such as the website design and the social media platforms

utilized. Then, there is a product description, followed by a discussion of the challenges needing

to be addressed. After that is the product analysis section discussing how the research informed

the product questions from previous sections, such as determining what resources are necessary

(and for who), determining resources for neurodivergent students, and making the resources

accessible. The final section concerns the future implications of how this product driven thesis

affects communication and connection during the transition between emergency remote learning

and in-person learning.

Use of Terms

Throughout this thesis paper, the term “middle school student” is used to describe the

target audience of the website developed for this product driven thesis. However, especially in

the literature review section, other terms are used interchangeably for “middle school student”.

These terms are “teen”, “student”, “child”, “youth”, and “middle schooler”. Throughout the

thesis, the terms used will strictly adhere to the language used by the research included in that

section.

Closing

This introduction shared the possible problems for middle school students related to the

shift to remote learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to the impact of online remote
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learning on middle school students' education, as well as their mental and emotional needs, it is

important to ensure they receive the necessary support while transitioning back to in person

classes. The website produced for this product driven thesis addresses these issues middle school

students encounter, and opens up the communication gap that may be present between students,

parents, and teachers. In the following literature review, the background research explores the

impact of remote learning, social media use among middle school students, and website

development, to build an argument for why A Helping Hand is needed.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

The introduction of this product driven thesis focused on how emergency remote learning

during the pandemic affected middle school students in areas such as their education, social and

emotional health, as well as their social media usage.

This literature review discusses the issues students faced due to emergency remote

learning, and how social media usage affected middle school students during this time. The

literature review conveys the need to teach middle school students how to maintain a healthy

relationship with social media, and how these platforms benefit students. It also discusses how to

support students as they transition back to in-person learning.

The purpose of this review is to highlight previous research related to the COVID-19

pandemic’s effect on students' mental health and education, along with solutions to help students

as they return to in-person learning. This literature review also shows the importance of students

having accessibility to these resources. This literature review demonstrates the need for a website

where middle school students connect with resources as they transition back to in-person

learning, while grappling with the trauma they incurred throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.

Online Remote Education During the COVID-19 pandemic

Education

During the transition to emergency remote learning in 2020, many students struggled to

adapt to their online classes. In turn, it affected their education, as now, “Students are at least half

a school year behind in terms of where they should be education wise, with the biggest learning
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gaps being in math” (Dorn et al., 2021). One reason for this is because of the lack of

accessibility. According to Ann Walters, around 7 million students in the United States do not

have internet access (Walters, 2020). Lack of internet access also heavily impacted students

already at risk of dropping out of school, as they are disengaged from school and typically have a

significant amount of absences, ultimately impacting the completion of the students education.

Many at-risk students were absent significantly during emergency remote learning, making it

difficult to motivate them to continue with school (Antoni, 2021).

Another issue many students faced during emergency remote learning was the logistics of

attending online classes, as well as staying motivated. Anuar, a middle school student from

Philadelphia, lost the motivation to learn during emergency remote learning (Preston, 2021b). He

had unreliable internet connection, lacked structure in his school days, and overall, was more

successful in a classroom where his time was dedicated to focusing on his studies. At home, his

friends texted him during class and he had issues waking up on time for school. Another middle

school student from the same school, Jackie, also had difficulties attending her online classes as

she took care of her younger siblings, and other children for extra money. Jackie struggled to fill

out applications for the admissions-only high schools in the area, and although she was able to

complete them by the deadline, “She [Jackie] felt her applications would have been better if

she’d received more help from her mom and from her teachers, as her older siblings had. But at

least she’d submitted something” (Preston, 2021b). Anuar and Jackie are two of many students

who struggled with attending their online classes, whether it was due to difficulty accessing their

classes, taking care of younger siblings, or simply lacking the motivation to login.

Lacking internet access disproportionately affected the education of students of color,

students at risk of dropping out, foster care students, students with disabilities and students from
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low-income families (Children Now, 2020; Dorn et al., 2021; Preston, 2020a). Along with

struggling to learn during the COVID-19 lockdowns, many middle school students suffered from

deteriorating mental and emotional health.

Mental and Emotional Health

The stress and negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on students' homelife affected

student’s mental health. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, middle school and high school

students struggled with their mental health. Then, after the COVID-19 pandemic forced schools

to suddenly switch to emergency online learning, middle school students struggled to maintain

their mental and emotional health during the lockdowns. The Academy for American Pediatrics

proclaims that COVID-19 exacerbated the mental health crisis among teens. According to the

Centers for Disease Control (CDC), between March and October of 2020, “...emergency

department visits for mental health emergencies rose by 24% for children ages 5-11 years and

31% for children ages 12-17 years” (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2021).

A possible explanation for the rise in mental health crises affecting the youth is the effect

the lockdowns had on their development. Caroline Preston (2021b), a journalist for the

Hechinger Report states that, “Just at the time in life when the students needed their peers the

most, they were secluded in their bedrooms and isolated in their homes” (para.9).

Marc, a middle school student from Philadelphia, faced many obstacles that made it more

difficult for him to attend classes (Preston, 2021b). He had caught COVID-19 himself, as well as

his great grandmother, who died from the virus. Marc’s father lost his job, and his family was

dependent on his father’s dwindling savings and unemployment benefits while searching for a

job. Despite these obstacles, Marc threw himself into his classes, only missing one day of class,
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to escape from the realities of the COVID-19 pandemic (Preston, 2021b). Despite starting off the

school year anxious due to the fear of falling behind in school, as well as being blamed for

hacking the school’s Zoom class even though he was innocent, Marc ultimately found emergency

remote learning as a form of escapism. However, as was mentioned in the problem statement,

other students struggled making it to class, especially if students took care of their younger

siblings, or worked to help their families with bills. Szczepanek (2020) states,

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 education. (pg. 171)

Although most middle school students are not working while going to school, students

with younger siblings often end up taking care of them. This meant assisting younger siblings

with online classes, or simply babysitting while their parents worked. The additional stress of

helping their siblings with their online classes meant that the older students would neglect their

own classes (Preston, 2021b). Overall, the isolation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic

lockdowns led to the social needs of middle school students not being met, ultimately causing

issues with social development.

Lack of Social Development

Yet another issue many students faced during emergency remote learning was isolation

from their friends. Many students admitted to crying during online classes, and experienced a
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lack of motivation to complete assignments, as they felt disconnected from their teachers. The

lack of interaction between teachers and students led to students believing their teacher did not

genuinely care about their struggles (Literat, 2021). In fact, when it came to teachers or school

staff, “58% of students did not receive individual checkups from teachers or staff members in

real time” (Chu & Lake, 2021). This lack of connection makes students feel even more isolated

during an already difficult period of time.

The social isolation caused by the COVID-19 lockdowns was particularly difficult for

middle school students, as these are formative years in terms of social development (Preston,

2021b). In a podcast interview with middle school students, teacher Phyllis Fagell and principal

Joe Mazza talked with middle school students about what they have noticed since returning to

in-person learning. One student stated that she noticed how her 8th grade peers seem more

“goofy” and “less serious” than the previous 8th grade classes, since they had all been isolated

from each other and were excited to be with their friends again (Fagell, 2022b). The social

isolation from the COVID-19 lockdowns potentially slows down middle school students' ability

to develop their social skills, leading them to act out more. Middle school students are at an age

when they are forming habits and behaviors that follow them as they develop into adulthood

(Paterson, 2019). According to Yoder (2020),

Early adolescence is a time of rapid cognitive changes, when kids assert their

independence from parents, form their own identities, and become hyper dependent on

(and sensitive to) interactions with peers. Their “social brains” are developing quickly,

and they are hoovering up information from the world around them to figure out who

they are and how they fit in. (para. 3)
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Not only were middle school students isolated from their friends and peers, but they also

were spending more time with their parents, at an age when they would typically be seeking

more independence from their parents. As a result, many students dealt with feelings of

awkwardness and were unsure how to handle in-person interactions after emergency remote

learning (Pflum, 2022).

As middle school students lacked the opportunity to socialize with their peers in-person

during the COVID-19 lockdowns, students mainly communicated through social media. This

ultimately increased usage of social media among middle school students, with an estimated 81%

using social media during the COVID-19 pandemic (Romero, 2021) .

Social Media Usage During the COVID-19 Pandemic

The Positive Effects of Social Media During the COVID-19 Pandemic

While adjusting to emergency remote learning, students turned to social media as an

alternative to in-person tutoring. One example is Tik Toks where creators take complex topics

and break them down into short, easy to understand content in subjects such as math (Literat,

2021). Students also utilized platforms such as Discord to create study groups and to connect

with each other (Literat, 2021).

Students found social media as a safe and comfortable space for them during the

pandemic as they could not see their friends in person. Social media posts became a way for

middle school students to find something funny or entertaining that did not revolve around the

COVID-19 pandemic (Hood, 2021). Social media can also, “ serve as connectors to resources

that help teens gain confidence, skills, and a deeper understanding about a number of things”

(Romero, 2021).
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Although there are negative consequences from too much social media usage, there are

ways to engage with social media in a positive manner. Teaching students how to interact with

social media positively and healthily helps them navigate various issues that arise when using

these platforms (Romero, 2021). Learning healthy habits now is important in terms of childhood

development, as the habits and behaviors ingrained in children during middle school follow them

through adulthood (Paterson, 2019).

Increased Usage and the Negative Effects of Social Media during COVID-19

Although it is generally accepted that the COVID-19 pandemic led to increased screen

time among students, parents still may not be fully aware of how much time their children spend

on social media. This brings into question what it means to maintain a healthy relationship with

social media, specifically for middle school students. Maintaining a healthy relationship includes

limiting screen time, developing self-awareness when social media is decreasing their happiness,

and even the importance of using apps which limit their social media usage (Preidt, 2021).

In terms of specific social media platforms, a time lapse study conducted by Zhang et al.

(2021) followed teens posting in non-mental health related subreddits and mental health related

subreddits. The findings demonstrated that teens facing mental health issues were posting more

so on the mental health related subreddits during the worst of the pandemic, in comparison to the

non-mental health related subreddits. This indicates the importance of students having a space

that is safe for them to share their mental health issues (Zhang et al., 2021).

During a time of fear and upheaval,  social media was an important coping mechanism

for middle school students. Social media was how students maintained contact with their friends,

and escaped the realities of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the heavy social media usage
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also further worsens any mental health issues, especially within the youth (Romero, 2021). As

Romero (2021) cites, “Without supervision and guidance social media can present difficult

moral, emotional, and mental challenges for teens.  These challenges can include increased

stress, anxiety, and depression” (para. 5).

Limiting the use of social media is beneficial for students using social media excessively.

One method of limiting social media usage is by performing a “social media detox”, where the

user stays off any platform for a certain amount of time. It also could mean allotting a certain

amount of time for social media use, preferably around 30 minutes, as it is the recommended

amount of time to spend on social media (Fryer, 2021).

There are negative and positive aspects to students using social media, and teaching

students how to maintain a healthy relationship with social media further develops the positive

aspects. Providing resources to assist with students' development as they deal with the impact the

COVID-19 pandemic had on their education, social development, mental health, and emotional

health, positively benefits students as they continue through school.

Supporting Middle School Students

Resources to Support Middle School Students

Since returning to in-person learning, middle school students had to adapt to what it

means to go to school during the COVID-19 pandemic. Many students and parents believed that

by returning to in-person learning, the anxiety and depression from being isolated from peers

during emergency remote learning would dissipate. Students such as Hailey Kern, however,

started suffering even more after returning to in person learning (Pflum, 2022). In Hailey’s case,

her anxiety about attending in-person classes was so overwhelming that she started seeing a
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therapist. Hailey was prescribed anti-anxiety medication, and combined with therapy sessions,

she was able to maintain her mental health (Pflum, 2022).

Currently, there are some resources for students returning to in-person learning. One

example is the KiNVO program from Kinvolved (Altman-Reyes, 2021), which utilizes text

messages so that students maintain a good attendance record. KiNVO is a text message alert

system that is set-up through the school, for students having trouble getting to school on time, or

making it to school in general. In terms of effectiveness, KiNVO’s automated Digital Attendance

Postcard intervention has reduced absenteeism by eight percent in DC Public Schools, while in

New York City, schools experienced up to thirteen times improvement in attendance

(Altman-Reyes, 2021).

There are also ways to incorporate good study habits students developed during

emergency remote learning in the classroom. In the “How Are the Kids Feeling” podcast with

middle school teacher Phyliss Fagell and middle school principal Joe Mazza, there was a panel

discussion with middle school students about the return to in-person learning during COVID-19.

One topic highlighted how teachers play music in class so students concentrate on their work.

During the COVID-19 lockdown, many students relied on music to get through Zoom classes

and focus on their online work (Fagell, 2022b).

Another way to help students is to let them know who to trust when in crisis or if they

need advice. In the “One Trusted Adult” podcast, Fagell and Mazza talk with the founder of the

“One Trusted Adult” movement, Brooklyn L. Raney. The “One Trusted Adult” movement

teaches students about figuring out who is the adult they can turn to in a time of crisis. There are

four types of trusted adults described in the podcast: Challengers, Coaches, Cheerleaders and
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Comforters (Fagell and Mazza, 2022b). When thinking about who the “One Trusted Adult”

could be, students should look for adults with qualities such as empathy, good listening skills,

follow-up, and open communication (Champagne, 2022).

Even in terms of social media, there are programs available to teach middle school

students how to manage their usage responsibly and safely. The Photovoice workshop is a

four-day curriculum designed to teach students about what a healthy relationship with social

media is, along with concepts applicable to the STEM field. It teaches students how to

participate in social media, using the photo voice method, or the ability to communicate using

photos (Charmaraman, 2021). Students tend to use more social media platforms which share

photography or videos, so teaching students how to express themselves through these mediums

can empower them to utilize social media in a positive manner (Charmaraman, 2021).

Still, when providing resources for students, there needs to be clear communication about

these programs so that students know they have access to them.  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 (Kurtz et.al., 2021). Students cannot utilize resources

available to them if they are ignorant of their existence in the first place.

Supporting Students with Disabilities

At the beginning of the COVID-19 lockdowns, parents of students with disabilities feared

their children would regress in their ability to handle the disability (Preston, 2021a). JoAnna Van

Brusselen, mother of eleven year old Iolani, noticed during lockdown that behaviors her daughter

overcame through years of therapy and schooling, were returning. Iolani suffered from

hydrocephalus, an accumulation of fluids in the brain, resulting in a stroke in utero. Iolani was
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not expected to survive after birth, but she defied the odds and overcame many of the behavioral

and mental issues she experienced through years of cognitive and behavioral therapy. During

quarantine, however, Van Brusselen noticed Iolani reverting to curling her right hand up against

her stomach, which was something Iolani had not done since she was an infant. Although Van

Brusselen gently reminded her daughter that, “her right hand also needs to stretch,” she still

worried about other problems Iolani overcame, and if they would return without the assistance of

student aides and therapy. Throughout the lockdowns, students who had aides and therapists in

school were not receiving the same support at home, and so most of the responsibility fell to the

parent (Preston, 2021a).

This means that during this transition back to in-person learning, students with

disabilities need additional support. 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. One example of this is through a program developed by two

graduate students, Sarah Colton and Chad Smith, from Texas Woman's University. This learning

program is 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 with disabilities during this time makes it easier

for students to learn.

Many students with ADHD also suffered greatly with the switch to emergency remote

learning, even for students who take medication (Breaux et al., 2020). 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.
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With the lack of structure and fear of the unknown, it was difficult for middle school

students in general to focus on school, but it was especially difficult for students with disabilities.

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. It is especially important for students with disabilities, as they can be dealing with

overwhelming amounts of stress during the COVID-19 pandemic and the switch between

emergency remote learning and in-person learning.

Developing independence is also important for students with disabilities. However, the

focus should be on interdependence, instead of fierce independence. According to Epstein-Frisch

(2014),

The goal of independence requires that people have access to the same opportunities in

their physical, social, economic and cultural environment as their peers without disability

and they must be supported to have meaningful choices and make meaningful decisions

about the management of their life. (p. 2)

Students with disabilities need resources encouraging and supporting them to make

decisions about their own lives, especially after the uncertainty brought about by the COVID-19

pandemic.

Supporting Low-Income and Other Vulnerable Students

Students of color and low-income students were disproportionately affected by the

COVID-19 pandemic (Dorn et al., 2021). Lacking internet access and support for navigating
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online learning platforms, along with mental health issues and the struggles of the COVID-19

pandemic, heavily impacted students of color in comparison to white students (American

Academy of Pediatrics, 2021). These issues of accessibility caused much concern among

educators about the possibility of more students of color and low-income students dropping out

of school. Many of these students already at risk of dropping out were absent significantly during

emergency remote learning, making it difficult to motivate them to continue with school during

emergency remote learning (Antoni, 2021).

Issues with racial inequality and the impact of events, such as the murder of George

Floyd, also impacted Black students significantly more than their peers. In terms of the mental

health crisis among students, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention states that, “...

Young people in communities of color have been impacted by the pandemic more than others

and how the ongoing struggle for racial justice is inextricably tied to the worsening mental health

crisis” (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2021).  One way for students to receive support is

through discussion of their feelings on the topic. For example, in mid-October of 2021, Walter

Wallace, a Black man with a history of mental illness, was fatally shot in Philadelphia near

Southwark Middle School. Math teacher, Jauen Lee, dedicated her homeroom class to discussing

Walter Wallace, and even showed videos to her students of other children their age discussing the

topic of police shootings of Black men (Preston, 2021b).

Students in foster care also had unreliable access to resources for emergency remote

learning, along with having to handle mental health issues related to trauma. Only 24% of foster

care students in middle school participated in online learning (Children Now, 2020). Many

students who struggled with emergency remote learning due to lacking internet access and
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supportive learning environments are students from rural communities, low income households,

or other marginalized groups.

Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds tend to have less accessibility to

resources, whether it is basic needs such as food, or mental health resources. A survey conducted

by the Wisconsin Center for Education Research (WCER)(2019) found that one-fifth of teachers

and principals believe in focusing on interventions for low-income students both inside and

outside of school, versus around two-thirds of teachers and principals citing that reforming

practices and policies within schools benefit low-income students (Miesner et al., 2020). These

interventions include provisioning physical, mental, and material support. Physical support

includes providing access to resources such as food, clothing, and shelter. Mental health support

could be provided through means such as therapy. Material support would be having access to

school supplies, technology and transportation. Well-being assessments are another method to

assess how students are doing mentally, in conjunction with a larger, overall support system

(Hough et.al., 2021). The surveys need to be short and concise, to avoid discouraging students

from completing them. The data collected from these surveys can then be used by teachers,

school administrators, and parents to better understand what types of resources their students

need.

Conclusion

The sources in this literature review discussed how middle school students were affected

by emergency remote learning, in terms of mental and emotional health, education and social

media usage. Other sources discussed ways to help students transitioning back from remote
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learning, with some addressing specific marginalized groups, while other groups (mainly

students with disabilities) are not included in many of these discussions.

This review showed the lack of specific resources easily accessible for middle school

students to support themselves. Most resources focused on parents and teachers supporting

students. The literature review demonstrates that although it is important for students to have

social interactions in person, only having middle school students attend in-person classes will not

solve the issues with which students are struggling. Resources need to be available for students

to handle the trauma they are experiencing during COVID-19, and the social isolation they

endured due to the switch to emergency remote learning. As these are formative years for

children in terms of social and behavioral development, the struggles they are dealing with as a

result of COVID-19 should be addressed to ensure students can continue healthy development

through their high school and college years. Although it is important for parents and teachers to

support students, it is imperative that students also have resources they can use themselves. In

the following Methodology section, the website, A Helping Hand, is introduced to demonstrate

how the background research reviewed in this section informs the product design and

development.
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METHODOLOGY

Based on the research conducted, many middle school students are struggling with

transitioning back to in-person learning. Although resources are available for teachers and

parents to support students, there is a lack of resources for middle school students. To address the

lack of resources targeting middle school students, and the increase in social media usage, this

product driven thesis focuses on designing the website, A Helping Hand. A Helping Hand’s

resources address gaps in middle school students' education, mental health, and how to maintain

a healthy relationship with social media. These resources include tutoring, articles on mental

health topics such as anxiety and depression, and best practices middle school students to follow

when using social media.

A Helping Hand also utilizes social media platforms such as TikTok, Discord, YouTube

and Reddit to create content about middle school students' issues. TikTok specializes in short,

user-created video clips, covering  a variety of content  such as advice and humorous videos. On

Reddit, users create specific channels, or subreddits, for topics to connect with other users who

share similar interests, create their own posts, or comment on posts created by others. Discord is

a communications platform where users create profiles and talk with their friends over text,

voice, or video chat. Incorporating social media as part of A Helping Hand’s website may seem

counterintuitive, due to the negative side effects of excessive social media use discussed in the

literature review. Social media, however, is a space for students to connect with other students,

and A Helping Hand staff, in a way students are most comfortable. These social media platforms

also serve as a place for students to put into practice what they learn from the social media

resources provided on the website. As a resource hub for middle school students, A Helping

Hand allows students to take the initiative in finding answers on the platforms they prefer.
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The Methodology section begins by reviewing similar products to A Helping Hand that

are currently on the market.  The next sections discuss the design intentions behind the product

and a detailed product description. The end of this section discusses the limitations to the product

development for this product-drive thesis.

Needs Analysis

In terms of educational resources, there are many websites, articles and podcasts centered

on teachers and parents supporting middle school students. However, there are few resources

specifically targeted towards middle school students. As the middle school years are important in

establishing independence, students should have direct access to resources addressing their

issues. For example, the text messaging service mentioned in the literature review, KiNVO from

Kinvolved, requires the school to set up the service for student use. If schools do not have the

financial resources or personnel for this process, then the students cannot utilize this resource.

Another example is Edutopia, which provides articles and resources for teachers working with

students in middle school. If teachers do not take the initiative to research and find these

resources, then once again, middle school students do not benefit from the information provided

on those platforms.

Although most of the educational resources available are targeted towards teachers and

parents, there are a few resources available for middle school students to use. There are YouTube

channels and blogs providing educational content for students. YouTube channels such as Crash

Course and PBS’s Eons provide shorter videos explaining a variety of topics. Crash Course

covers a general list of subjects, while PBS’s Eons focuses more on science based topics such as

evolution and climate change. There are also blogs such as EduBirdie providing lists of resources
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for educational material on social media platforms such as TikTok. Another resource for middle

school students is Google’s CS First program. This program provides lesson plans for students to

learn how to code. The only issue is that the program focuses on one subject, which is a common

problem among many similar resources available. Essentially, students must visit several

different websites to find a resource in a specific subject for the student demographic.

There are also resources available online for students to learn how to maintain a healthy

relationship with social media. One example is CommonSense.Org, which is a website for

middle school students to learn about safety when using social media. There are also ideas for

activities to do during Digital Citizens Week, where students learn about internet safety and how

to have a healthy relationship with social media.

There are even less resources for students with disabilities, such as neurodivergent

students, to use themselves. The term neurodivergent is an umbrella term encompassing students

with ADHD, Autism, Dyslexia, and Dyspraxia (Exceptional Individuals, 2022). Currently, many

of the resources for neurodivergent students are targeted towards teachers wanting to learn how

to support neurodivergent students in the classroom. Although it is important for teachers and

parents to know how to work with their students, it is equally important that students with

disabilities practice independence while living with their disability.

Overall, there are two main issues with the available resources for middle school

students. The first issue is that the resources are targeted towards teachers and parents to support

middle school students. The second issue is that for resources middle school students can use for

themselves, students must spend a fair amount of time finding resources to help with a specific

subject. The following section, Design Intentions, discusses how these resources, along with
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other research cited in this product driven thesis, influenced the intentions behind A Helping

Hand’s website design.

Design Intentions

Designing the website for this product driven thesis focused on making A Helping Hand

welcoming to middle school students. One way A Helping Hand achieves this is by allowing

middle school students to create an account for the website, so that students can save resources to

the account for later reference. Other ways the website is easy for students to navigate is through

the use of color and design to encourage further exploration of the resources available.

The goal of the website’s design is to make it easy for students to find what they need.

One aspect of making website navigation efficient is understanding basic reading patterns. When

reading website pages, there are two common reading patterns: F-patterns and Z-patterns. In

Alex Bigman’s article, “6 Principles of Visual Hierarchy for Designers” (2019), users read using

F-patterns on more text-heavy website pages, such as blogs or articles (para.7). Z-patterns are

typically employed on more visual pages (such as a website's homepage), and even website ads

(Bigman, 2019). With a Z-pattern, the user scans the top of the page for the most important

information, before scanning the rest of the page. With these concepts in mind, the homepage is

designed to highlight the most important pages for students to use when first visiting the website.

That is why the “Quiz” section is centered on the page, and is a different color from the other

buttons on the page (Figure A1). On the other website pages, top and side navigation bars

include links to the most important pages on the website for students to click (Figure A13).

The top navigation bar links to A Helping Hand’s “Quiz” and “About” pages, along with

a search function, and A Helping Hand’s logo, linking back to the homepage. The resources quiz
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identifies what resources students need based on the issues they are facing. For example, if a

student is doing well in school, but is having issues with their mental health, they are redirected

to specific resources on that topic. As was mentioned previously, this is the best page for new

users to start with when first visiting A Helping Hand,  so the author made it prominent, no

matter where the user is on the website. Another item included in the navigation bar is a search

function. Middle school students who already know what specific resources they need can

instead use the search function. The navigation bar is accessible on every page on the website, so

the student does not have to return to the homepage to access other website pages. The side

navigation bar links to the “Login” and “Resources” pages, along with A Helping Hand’s social

media platforms. Having a side navigation bar provides more room for links, without cramming

everything at the top of the page.

Figure 1: A Helping Hand logo (Original Graphic, 2022)

Other aspects to consider in terms of website design is the color palette. According to

Khattak et al. (2018), color psychology influences a consumer's emotional response to a product

(para. 1). The two main colors used on the website are the complementary colors, purple and

yellow. Yellow is an optimistic, happy color demanding attention and encouraging concentration

(Khattak et al., 2018). Purple makes people more introspective, and is encouraged to be used in

small doses, as it can distract the user if it is used too much (Khattak et al., 2018).
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One key element of A Helping Hand is that it is a resource hub middle school students

can access without guidance from teachers or parents. Middle school students' ability to access A

Helping Hand’s resources is an important aspect of the website design, as the ages of 10-14 are

formative years for children establishing independence from their parents, along with figuring

out their own identity and place in the world. The COVID-19 pandemic negatively impacted this

development, as during the lockdowns, students were forced to stay at home with their parents,

and could not leave the house. Learning how to ask for specific help and identifying where they

are struggling is a part of being independent. By taking the time to read through the quiz

questions and think about where they need support, students develop the habit of self-reflecting

to make sure they are okay and determining which areas of their life they need to work on.

One category of resources focuses on mental and emotional health, as students struggle

with these topics and need guidance. There are therapists and psychologists trained to work with

middle school students, however, the issue is that therapy is not accessible to all students. Cost

restraints and availability of the therapist and the student affect middle school students’ ability to

speak with a mental health professional. Online resources are available for free, such as

BetterHelp, an online therapy platform where mental health professionals can connect with

patients on any device. There are issues in the quality of mental health professionals working

with clients, and even then, the client typically needs to be eighteen years or older to utilize these

services. Although A Helping Hand addresses mental and emotional health, it cannot replace the

need for a professional’s guidance. This means that resources should discuss the basics of mental

and emotional health, as well as encourage students to seek professional help when necessary,

even if  it means going to a school counselor.
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Another consideration is the increase of students' dependency on social media during the

COVID-19 pandemic, as it was students' main source of communication and escapism. Social

media platforms such as TikTok also provided a space for students to not feel alone, and get extra

help on difficult concepts in subjects such as math. TikTok accounts such as

@mathswithmisschang and @iteachalgebra create short videos showing step-by-step instructions

on how to solve algebraic equations, and break down difficult concepts through memes and pop

culture references (Kidwell, 2020). With the growing popularity of social media, middle school

students should be taught how to maintain a healthy relationship with social media. A Helping

Hand provides guides for students to navigate and spend time on social media, as well as

opportunities to put these lessons into practice via A Helping Hands own social media.

The website utilizes platforms including TikTok (Figure B1), Reddit (Figure B2), Discord

(Figure B6), and Zoom to connect with middle school students for tutoring or to meet with other

struggling students. Discord and TikTok focus on educational content, whether that is tutoring or

breaking down difficult concepts. Reddit focuses more on connecting students with one another

to promote peer support, so that students work together to either find more resources, or to

simply talk with one another. Zoom serves as a space for tutoring groups run by a tutor, as well

as a platform to hold group sessions discussing mental health. The social media aspect of A

Helping Hand is to mainly promote connection and engagement among middle school students

using the website.

Although these social media platforms function as another way to share helpful content,

these platforms are also an opportunity for students to meet other students dealing with the same

issues. Utilizing social media platforms serves as a space for students to put into practice what

they learn through the resources about maintaining healthy relationships with social media.
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Social media usage increased dramatically during the COVID-19 pandemic, as it was students'

main form of communication with their peers and the outside world. There is nothing wrong with

using social media, if there are healthy boundaries set in terms of how much time students are

spending on social media, as well as the purpose of students' social media usage. Teaching

students healthy habits for social media usage does not mean simply lecturing them and

providing a “tips and tricks” guide to social media. It also means allowing students the chance to

put what they learned in practice, so that they can make mistakes and learn in a safe

environment.

Overall, A Helping Hand is a resource for middle school students to find the support they

need, all in one place. A Helping Hand uses a combination of original content, pre-existing

resources, and social media to provide students with much-needed support. The next section

details how the website design, resources, and functionality provide the best experience for

middle school students navigating A Helping Hand.

Product Description

There are a variety of issues students face as they transition back to in-person learning

during the COVID-19 pandemic. These issues include addressing education gaps caused by

emergency remote learning, receiving mental and emotional health support, as well as addressing

issues in social development, especially in terms of social media usage. As discussed in the

literature review, schools and parents are not able to address these issues by themselves.

Providing additional support and resources that middle school students use themselves gives

students the opportunity to take the initiative in finding support.
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A Helping Hand is accessed by students on their computer, cell phone, or tablet. The

website is built through WordPress as there are many ways to utilize widgets and plugins to

address the needs of students while maintaining the functionality of the website. WordPress also

automatically configures the website to fit the format of the device used for access (Figure B12).

For example, if a student is accessing the website on their phone, WordPress will automatically

format the website to fit on a phone screen.

Overall, there are three main pages for middle school students to explore on the website:

the “Homepage”, the “Resources Quiz” (Figure A2), and the overall “Resources” page (Figure

A5). Along with these three main pages, there is an “About” page (Figure A12) providing

background on A Helping Hand. Each resource topic also has its own set of topics and individual

resource pages for users to explore. The overall resources page contains all the resources middle

school students can access through the website. The resources will be organized by the

overarching topic (Figure A6), which will either be educational tools, help with mental and

emotional health, learning how to maintain a healthy relationship with social media, or different

ways for middle school students to connect with each other.

The homepage is the first page middle school students see when entering the website.

There, students have the option of navigating to either the quiz or the resources page. There also

is a “Resource of the Week” highlighting a popular resource from the past week, based on

website analytics.

The focus of A Helping Hand is the Resources Quiz (Figure A2). This quiz is for students

to identify where they are struggling. The quiz results (Figure A4) provide students with the

necessary resources. Some examples of resources are: handling the stress of returning to
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in-person learning during the pandemic, tutoring platforms, and tips on how to have a healthy

relationship with social media. The quiz questions (Figure A3) pinpoint what types of resources

students are looking for, what specific topics within those resources students want to know more

about, and what types of content the student enjoys consuming. There are different question

formats, depending on what is asked. For example, if the question is “What type of resources are

you looking for?”, the question will allow the student to provide multiple answers. The resource

quiz presents an opportunity for middle school students to not only find applicable resources, but

to also build a healthy habit of self-reflection to identify where and when they are struggling.

The main purpose of A Helping Hand is to act as a resource hub for middle school

students to find the support they need. This means including content created for A Helping Hand,

as well as linking to external websites. While conducting research for this product driven thesis,

there were several resources on specific topics that were included on A Helping Hand.

Many of the resources listed in the needs analysis section also serve as external resources

on A Helping Hand’s website. This includes educational resources, such as the YouTube

channels Crash Course and PBS’s Eons, as well as blogs such as EduBirdie, already available for

students. For A Helping Hand, this is one area where instead of creating original educational

content teaching concepts, the content focuses on tips for test taking, note taking, and other

learning habits. Examples of content include guides for how to prepare for a test, a blog post

with a list of tips on how to handle homework, and a sample outline for note taking (Figure

A14).

Mental health services for middle school students are difficult to find online. It is

complicated due to different licensing measures and protocols which can vary between states.
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For mental health resources, A Helping Hand focuses on connecting students with mental health

professionals, and tips on how to handle mental health issues that do not require a professional.

These tips include blog posts on handling test anxiety, how to manage school stress, and the

importance of self-care.

There are also resources available online which teach students how to manage their time

on social media. One example is CommonSense.Org, which has resources for middle school

students to learn about safety when using social media. There are also ideas for activities to do

during Digital Citizens Week, where students learn about internet safety and how to have a

healthy relationship with social media. Another way to help students with managing their social

media usage is to provide them with a way to put what they learn to practice. Using social media

platforms created by A Helping Hand, middle school students learn how to navigate social media

in a safe environment with other students around their age.

Although A Helping Hand includes a variety of media, such as websites, blogs and

YouTube accounts as resources, there is also more interactive content for middle school students

to use. In terms of interactive content, social media platforms such as TikTok and Reddit are used

to connect with middle school students, while Discord and Zoom will be used for tutoring

sessions and other events. These platforms have moderators to ensure students are interacting

with each other in a safe and respectful manner.

TikTok (Figure B1) is a social media platform specializing in the creation of short video

clips from its users. There is a wide variety of content on the website, such as advice columns,

challenges, and humorous videos. During the pandemic, however, it also became a source of

educational content. Teachers, tutors, and even older students created short videos breaking
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down complex topics in subjects such as English, Math and Physics. One way A Helping Hand

utilizes TikTok is through the creation of similar educational content, while also branching out to

include topics in mental health and social media usage. This content targets middle school

students, so it is essentially a “Beginner's Guide to [insert topic]”.

Another social media platform A Helping Hand uses is Reddit (Figure B2). Reddit is a

social media platform where users create specific channels, or subreddits, on any topic. Other

users explore these subreddits to connect with others who have similar interests, create their own

posts, or comment on posts. Each subreddit is titled “r/[insert subject here]”, so the subreddit for

A Helping Hand is “r/AHelpingHandCommunity”. Within the subreddit, there are four main

posts for students to comment on. The first is a “Welcome” post (Figure B3) listing the

guidelines for how to interact with each other on the subreddit. The second post is an

“Educational Help” post for students to ask homework questions and provide resources. The

third post is a “Mental Health Discussions” post (Figure B5) where students discuss their

struggles and connect with students facing the same issues. The fourth post is a “Social Media

Struggles” post, where students share problems they encounter on social media. The subreddit

for A Helping Hand is set to private mode, so that only users with a link to the subreddit can join

and post. This keeps it safe for students to use, by preventing just anyone on Reddit from joining

and posting in the subreddit. There also are moderators making sure everyone is being respectful.

A Helping Hand also has a Discord as a means for students to form study groups, attend

tutoring sessions, and ask homework questions. Discord is a communications platform, where

users create profiles and chat with their friends over text, voice, or video. Discord Communities

are created for users, who are invited to join the channel using a link that expires after seven

days. There is a main Discord Community for A Helping Hand (Figure B7) where students
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connect and chat with each other, as well as Discord Communities for specific subjects such as

Physics (Figure B8).  Each Discord Community has specific channels with either text, voice or

video chat focusing on specific topics. For example, in the main Discord Community for A

Helping Hand, there is a channel for “Information”, which has specific topics for

“Announcements” and “Resources” (Figure B9). There are also channels where students plan

study groups, and “Lounges” for students to connect on a social level. For the Discord

Communities focusing on specific subjects such as Physics, there are channels for students to

plan study sessions specifically for that topic, study rooms, and tutoring (Figure B10). For

students who want more tutoring services, they can also attend Zoom sessions which are shared

in the Discord Community.

There are other platforms A Helping Hand utilizes that are not necessarily social media

platforms, or where the main purpose is marketing outreach. Zoom is used as a means for

tutoring groups for students. Each tutor has their own Zoom account specifically for A Helping

Hand tutoring sessions. For marketing purposes, A Helping Hand has an Instagram and

Facebook page to reach out to students and their parents. The content on these platforms refer to

resources located on A Helping Hand’s website, along with interactive content encouraging

parent and student engagement through likes, shares or comments.

A Helping Hand provides one central location for middle school students to find

resources and support for their issues as they return to in-person learning. Whether it is their

mental health, their social skills, or their education overall, students can be overwhelmed as they

try to make up for lost time in the last school year. Having resources available for access,

whether at school or at home, eases this process, and makes students feel less alone. However, as

with any website for children, there are issues to address when creating an environment for
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middle school students to feel safe and comfortable using, while also receiving the best support

possible.

Limitations

There are a few challenges and limitations to consider with A Helping Hand. The first

challenge is addressing students lacking Internet accessibility, and may not be able to access the

website at home. A second challenge is getting middle school students to use the website. A third

challenge is vetting the adults running the website and interacting with students, to ensure a safe

environment for students. This vetting process also needs to consider the possibility of adults

impersonating middle school students to gain access to the website and its social media

platforms. Another issue is properly citing all resources shared on the website and designing new

resources addressing the issues brought up throughout the research process.

One of the major issues students faced when switching to emergency remote learning was

lacking Internet access at home. Although this website addresses issues students are facing when

transitioning back to in-person learning, the lack of Internet accessibility at home is still a

problem. One solution is to have school administrators make the website available to students at

the school libraries, and coordinate ways for students to use it with counselors and teachers.

Essentially, the website has resources students use on their own, and resources they use in

conjunction with a guardian, teacher or counselor. Another way A Helping Hand addresses this

issue is making the website designed to format properly on a cell phone. This way, students are

not only limited to using A Helping Hand on a computer. Utilizing social media platforms for

students to share resources and connect with A Helping Hand also alleviates this problem.
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Getting middle school students to use the website may prove to be a challenge, especially

as some students might not use A Helping Hand unless they are prompted to by their parents or

teachers. Social media is a huge asset in outreach, so that middle school students learn about the

usefulness of A Helping Hand. This outreach includes content with tips addressing study habits

and how to handle stress at school. There can also be a campaign targeting teachers and parents

showing them how the website is useful for their students. The main concern with this specific

campaign strategy is the lack of financial resources to create seminars for parents and teachers to

attend. To start, A Helping Hand can focus on social media outreach, and as the website expands,

then A Helping Hand will run seminars for parents and teachers.

Another challenge to consider is having a strong vetting process for the resources and

adults associated with the website. Since A Helping Hand is for middle school students, it is

necessary to take all precautions when recommending resources, as well as who is interacting

with the students. Currently, there is no plan in place for creating such a vetting structure, as A

Helping Hand needs to consider who will perform background checks to ensure the adults

working with these students provide a safe and welcoming environment. A second part of this

vetting process is ensuring that the middle school students creating logins and accessing A

Helping Hand are actually students, and not adults impersonating students.

It is also a challenge making sure all resources and materials provided on the website are

cited properly. These resources also need to remain neutral (for example, making sure that they

are not pushing a religious mindset with their solutions), while still being useful to students. One

way to handle this issue is to have a group of students acting as beta testers, to judge the quality

of the resources. There can also be a form on the website where students send in their feedback

concerning the resources, such as suggestions for resources that should be included. Even if the
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resources are properly cited, another issue is a lack of resources external to A Helping Hand

specifically for student use. This means the website must provide its own original resources,

which need to be researched, designed, tested and implemented. Having to design website

specific resources is a drain on the budget, and limited depending on the ability to create a team

knowledgeable in the topics of mental health, social development, education tools and social

media usage in regards to middle school students specifically. For A Helping Hand, it might be

necessary to use a mix of both external resources, as well as design original content for the

website, to provide the best support for middle school students.

Although there are challenges and limitations to address for A Helping Hand’s success,

there are ways to overcome these obstacles. For example, with the issue of internet accessibility,

programs can be designed for teachers and counselors to use with students, along with methods

for students to access resources offline. When designing original resources for the website, A

Helping Hand needs to create a diverse team of experts in the topics discussed on the website.

There are ways to address the challenges and limitations currently present for A Helping Hand,

along with the product design questions presented in the introduction of this product driven

thesis. After discussing the scope of other products on the market, along with the design

intentions, product description and limitations of A Helping Hand, the following section is a

detailed product analysis of A Helping Hand at this point in the design stage.
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PRODUCT ANALYSIS

Throughout this product driven thesis, three product design questions were addressed

through the research conducted. The first question concerns what additional online and

interactive support middle school students need while transitioning back to in-person learning.

The second question is about accessibility issues for students without internet access at home if

the platform is entirely online. The final question discusses how the website utilizes available

resources for middle school students with physical, behavioral, and/or learning disabilities. This

product analysis explores how the research conducted and presented throughout this product

driven thesis addresses these three product design questions.

Transitioning Middle School Students Back to In-Person Learning

Based on the research conducted for this thesis, emergency remote learning affected

middle school students' education, mental health, social development and social media usage.

Currently, there are not many websites available compiling resources for middle school students

to use. Many websites focus on providing teachers and parents with resources to use with middle

school students, especially in terms of educational resources.  Although there are resources

available, it is sporadic, and would require a lot of research on the students' part to find these

resources.

The main reason it is important to focus on middle school students is due to how the

behaviors and skills developed during these years affect overall development into adulthood. Jay

Giedd (Paterson, 2019), director of child and adolescent psychiatry at the University of San

Diego, states that, “The range of abilities the brain can learn is remarkable. It [Middle school] is

a time of amazing opportunity for learning new skills and for our behavioral health interventions
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to have maximal impact” (para.8). With the pandemic interrupting this important developmental

stage, middle school students may face negative long-term consequences if they do not receive

support during this transition. It is equally important to focus on developing and compiling

online resources covering education, mental health, social development, and social media usage,

as these were the main areas impacted during emergency remote learning. Sharing resources

available online already, including YouTube Channels such as Crash Course and Eons, not only

makes these resources accessible to students, but also means less content development for A

Helping Hand. Using social media platforms in conjunction with the website provides another

opportunity for sharing resources, although this time among students. In the menu for A Helping

Hand’s Physics Help Discord server (Figure B10), there are options for students to congregate in

private study rooms. Students work together on their homework and share their own resources.

These resources and platform functions also still encourage parents, teachers or guardians

working with students, if necessary. Ultimately, though, A Helping Hand will emphasize middle

school students taking the initiative to interact with the website.

Another reason for focusing on solutions promoting middle school students' direct

interaction with the resources is because of how crucial it is for students between the ages of

10-14 to develop independence. During these formative years, children start asserting their

independence from their parents as well as developing their own identities (Yoder, 2020), which

means learning how to handle their own issues. A Helping Hand includes guides for students on

topics such as mental health and social development, including how to maintain a healthy

relationship with social media. These guides give students a means to learn how to put these

methods into practice in their own lives. Another important aspect of the website is having adults

and moderators available through A Helping Hand, to mediate conflicts between students. This
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teaches students how to resolve conflicts in a healthy way, while also showing there is support

available if needed. It is important students learn to ask for help when they need it, and the power

they have in terms of handling their conflicts. Middle school students should be able to identify

their “One Trusted Adult” (Fagell, 2022) who they can turn to when needed, but students also

need the space to grow, find their own identity, and develop their own problem solving skills.

An Online Platform Addressing Internet Accessibility Issues

During the development of the website,the author carefully considered the accessibility of

the website to all middle school students. According to Children Now, foster care students,

especially middle school students, struggled with attending classes during emergency remote

learning, due to unreliable resources and handling mental health issues related to trauma. For

foster-care students in middle school only 24% participated in online learning during the

COVID-19 pandemic (Children Now, 2020). Although the main product is a website, this may

not be accessible for all students, especially students without reliable internet access. One option

is a service where students can receive texts with resources. Students can share their phone

number with A Helping Hand to receive a daily resource text message. These text messages

include tips for maintaining students' mental health, or an exercise for them to complete that

focuses on a specific subject in school. Students should still be able to access the website on their

phone, so A Helping Hand is designed to accommodate being read on a mobile device.

WordPress automatically configures websites (Figure B12) to be accessible no matter if it is

being accessed on a desktop (Figure B13), cell phone (Figure B14) or a tablet (Figure B15).

Another means of handling the issue of accessibility is through A Helping Hand’s social

media platforms. Platforms such as Discord(Figure B11) and Reddit (Figure B6) are accessible



A Helping Hand: Resources for Middle School Students 42

on a desktop computer as well as through a mobile app. There are also platforms such as TikTok

(Figure B1), which is only available through a mobile app. These platforms also present another

means for sharing resources available to students. Especially with A Helping Hand developing

original content, the social media platforms are a means to share this content with students, even

if they are not able to access the website at the time.

There are also options for students to print out worksheets to fill out by hand. Then, even

if the middle school students do not have internet access, or a cell phone, they still have access to

the resources. One of the external resources available on the website, Classroom Mental Health,

include worksheets for students to fill out. Another example of a worksheet is A Helping Hand’s

note taking outline which students can print and fill out by hand (Figure A14). Although A

Helping Hand is meant to be a resource students can use, even if their school is not utilizing the

website, there are still opportunities for middle school students to go through the resources with

their teachers, counselors, or parents.

Overall, there are a few ways for middle school students to access A Helping Hand’s

content, even without internet access. Utilizing different communication methods such as text

messaging, social media, and worksheets, provides many opportunities for middle school

students to use A Helping Hand’s resources.

Resources for Students with Disabilities

The purpose of A Helping Hand is to provide support to all middle school students as

they return to in-person learning. Students with physical, behavioral, and/or learning disabilities

are included in this group. Handling middle school during the COVID-19 pandemic is difficult

already for middle school students, but it is even more difficult for students with disabilities.
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Neurodivergent students specifically struggled more with these changes in their education.

Although there are neurodivergent students who thrived during emergency remote learning, there

are plenty of students who did not, due to the lack of resources such as teaching aides, or even

the lack of structure when participating in emergency remote learning at home. When supporting

students with disabilities, A Helping Hand also needs to focus on the parents and teachers of the

students, as parents and teachers are more likely to be involved with providing additional support

for the student. Throughout this section, the term neurodivergent is used as an umbrella term

encompassing students with ADHD, Autism, Dyslexia, and Dyspraxia (Exceptional Individuals,

2022).

One aspect of creating inclusive resources is ensuring that the website design is

welcoming and user friendly for students with disabilities. A Helping Hand’s website design is

user-friendly in terms of neurodivergent students with learning disabilities, as the color scheme

of pastel yellow and purple, with a pop of navy blue promotes an optimistic, calm and reflective

mindset based on color psychology (Khattak et al., 2018). The layout of the website is simple, so

as not to overwhelm students who are neurodivergent and suffer from sensory overload. The top

and side navigation bars (Figure A13), include only five main buttons for students to choose

from, and are evenly spaced out in the navigation bar. Also, for the specific resource page

(Figure A9), the only information on the page is the name of the resource (which is hyperlinked

to the resource), and a short explanation of the resource. Providing only a certain amount of

information on each page avoids overwhelming, and even overstimulating students who may

have issues processing large amounts of information at once.

There are a wide variety of physical, behavioral and learning disabilities to consider when

making the website accessible to all middle school students. As was referenced earlier in the
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problem statement, there are many children who have undiagnosed disabilities. For children

between the ages of eight and twelve, about 6.87% are diagnosed with a disability versus 5.76%

of children between the ages of thirteen and seventeen (CDC, 2017a). This means there are

students who have undiagnosed developmental disabilities, especially if they are older. Under

“Educational Resources”, there is a “General” section (Figure A6). The “General” section has

resources specifically for students with disabilities (Figure A7) such as videos and blogs from

adults and other students with disabilities discussing their own experiences. When creating

resources for students with disabilities, it is just as important to have resources for students to use

themselves, and which give students more opportunities to learn about people living with

disabilities (Figure A8). If a student has not been diagnosed with a disability, it may be more

difficult for them to receive the needed support from their parents and teachers, or even learn

more about the disability in general. Essentially, creating resources focusing on the perspectives

of other people with disabilities, whether they are middle school students or adults, benefit both

middle school students diagnosed with a disability, and middle school students with undiagnosed

disabilities.

Supporting students with disabilities means providing resources specifically concerning

the issues middle school students may face due to their disabilities. For example, students with

Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) during emergency remote learning needed

more help staying motivated and focused, as well as with time management and organization

(Wihak, 2021). As students return to school after emergency remote learning, the lack of social

interaction led to students becoming more excitable and disruptive in class, mainly due to

excitement to see their friends again (Fagell, 2022b). Since students have been more disruptive

since returning to in-person learning, this makes it more difficult for students with ADHD to
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focus. Not being able to focus while in class also affects their ability to complete homework at

home. A Helping Hand provides resources for ADHD students to focus on their homework and

develop best practices that they can utilize as they continue their return to in-person instruction.

Within the section for students with disabilities mentioned earlier, there are resources for note

taking (Figure A14) and test taking, as well as a resources section for students with disabilities

(Figure A7). Such resources include instructions on setting up an assignment notebook to keep

track of homework assignments, how to create a schedule for managing time at home, and even a

virtual timer that students can set for how long they need to work before they take a break

(CHADD, 2018). Making these resources easy for any students to find provides the opportunity

even for students without disabilities to see these resources, and maybe use those resources

themselves. For example, instructions on how to set up an assignment notebook benefits ADHD

students specifically, but is also useful for students who are still learning how to be organized

and keep track of their assignments.

It is also important to note that there were students with ADHD who performed better

during emergency online learning due to there being less outside distractions, such as other

students(CDC, 2021c). Any resources provided for students with disabilities, not just ADHD,

must consider that there are multiple ways disabilities manifest. This means ensuring that the

resources provided through A Helping Hand take a more nuanced approach to addressing the

different possible manifestations of the disability, and not just focusing on “stereotypical”

symptoms.

Overall, A Helping Hand is designed to provide an environment for students with

physical, behavioral and/or learning disabilities to thrive. Although it is important to create this

environment to support students with disabilities to learn, it also benefits students to have a hub
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specifically geared towards teachers and parents. Then, the teachers and parents can find

resources teaching them how they can better support students with disabilities. Creating this

resource hub for parents and teachers is also a pathway for future website expansion. The

conclusion of this product driven thesis discusses the importance of creating resources for

students to access. As important as it is for students to take initiative in their own education,

mental health, and to maintain a healthy relationship with social media, parents and teachers

need to provide support as well.
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CONCLUSION

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on middle school students affects their future

education and is also apparent now.  With many students struggling with transitioning between

emergency remote learning and in-person learning, middle school students need support and

resources. On average, students are behind at least half a year in school, especially in subjects

such as math (Dorn et al., 2021). Not only that, but many students were unable to receive the

necessary resources for emergency remote learning, especially if they lived in rural areas, or are

from low-income households. Along with these issues to receive a good education, students

struggled maintaining their mental and emotional health during a pandemic which affected their

families and home lives.

To cope during emergency remote learning, middle school students turned to social

media. Social media serves to connect with their friends and peers, as well as get answers to their

homework questions through platforms such as TikTok and YouTube. However, the amount of

time students spent on social media increased significantly, and to unhealthy levels. Middle

school students must learn what a healthy relationship with social media looks like, through

setting time limits on how long they spend on social media, or by performing a “social media

detox” when they feel overwhelmed and unhappy.

Once students returned to in-person learning, the struggle continued with adjusting back

to in-person classes, especially due to the impact online remote learning had on their education,

and social skills. The research in this product thesis outlines the necessity, as well as the lack, of

resources available for middle school students specifically. Most current resources target parents

or teachers, who also need support. However, middle school students deserve resources
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discussing education, mental health, and social skills. Additionally, middle school students need

to learn independence, and how to have a healthy relationship with social media, as it has

become more prominent in students' lives during the COVID-19 pandemic. The product driven

thesis is meant to provide a website that acts as a hub for all this information, so that middle

school students feel seen and heard.

Providing this type of support gives middle school students the autonomy to handle their

struggles, while also being able to have a place to voice these struggles. It can be hard for youth

to communicate with their parents or teachers, especially during a difficult time as the

COVID-19 pandemic, when adults might be dealing with job loss or the death of loved ones..

Overall, the conducted research shows that it is necessary to design a website that has been

described in this thesis report, as there is currently a lack of resources specifically for middle

school students.

Future Implications

In summary, this product driven thesis means to bridge the communication gap that is

present between middle school students and their peers, parents, and teachers. A Helping Hand

serves as a space to discuss topics on mental health and connect students to other students who

may also be struggling during this transition back to in-person learning. The product driven

thesis also provides additional educational support if students are struggling with their lessons.

With the impact that COVID-19 and the lockdowns had on students, providing educational

content to review concepts they may have forgotten during the previous year helps them as they

continue with their education.
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Although the website centers middle school students, there are other groups who could

benefit from the website; mainly parents and teachers. Teachers could use the resources available

on the website to not only help their students, but even incorporate it into lesson plans or during

assemblies. Parents can use it to bridge communication gaps they may have been experiencing

with their child, especially with the impact that COVID-19 has had on the mental and emotional

health and development of middle school students.

The goal of the website is summarized in one word: connection. Building a stronger

connection between students, teachers and parents, as they each learn how to not only voice their

struggles, but also how to work together to solve them. As current middle school students move

forward with their education, the impact of emergency remote education will effect the way

students learn, and even the way that they use social media. Social media was a means for

middle school students to stay connected with their peers and to enjoy themselves when they

were isolated, but it can also have negative consequences if it is heavily relied upon. An

important implication for this work is focusing on supporting students with their educational and

mental health struggles. It is equally important to discuss how social media usage impacts middle

school students, and ways for them to maintain a healthy relationship with social media.

Another implication of this product driven thesis is that middle school students were

deeply impacted by emergency remote learning. The ages of 10-14 are formative years in terms

of social development, as middle school students experiment with their identity and figure out

their place in the world. These are formative years for children, as the habits and behaviors

developed during this time are more likely to carry on into adulthood. That is why it is necessary

to provide the support middle school students need during this current transition, whether it is

educational support, mental and emotional health support, or even just learning how they can
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develop a healthy relationship with social media. The trauma from dealing with a global

pandemic as middle schoolers are just learning about themselves and how to interact with the

world around them, can negatively impact their development into adulthood. A Helping Hand

gives middle school students the means to take initiative in their own development as well as

connect with their peers, teachers, and parents.
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Appendix A

The following appendix contains example pages for A Helping Hand’s website prototype, along

with sample pieces of content.

Figure A1. A Helping Hand Homepage

Figure A2. A Helping Hand Quiz Start Page
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Figure A3. A Helping Hand Quiz Question Page

Figure A4. A Helping Hand Quiz Results Page
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Figure A5. A Helping Hand Main Resources Page

Figure A6. A Helping Hand Resources Page (Based on Subject)
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Figure A7. A Helping Hand General Educational Resources Page

Figure A8. A Helping Hand Students with Disability Specific Resource Page (This sample

includes a video from the TEDx series. The specific talk highlighted here is from

TEDxBrighton).
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Figure A9. A Helping Hand Resources Page (Based on Specific Topic)

Figure A10. A Helping Hand Resources Page (Based on Specific Resource)
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Figure A11. A Helping Hand Login Page

Figure A12. A Helping Hand About Page
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Figure A13. A Helping Hand top and side navigation bars

Figure A14. A Helping Hand Note Taking Outline (Color and Grayscale Formatting Options)



A Helping Hand: Resources for Middle School Students 66

Appendix B

The following appendix provides screenshots of the social media pages for A Helping Hand.

Each screenshot is organized by the social media platform.

Figure B1. A Helping Hand Tik Tok Page

Figure B2. A Helping Hand Reddit
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Figure B3. A Helping Hand Reddit “Welcome” Post

Figure B4. A Helping Hand Reddit Community Lounge
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Figure B5. A Helping Hand Reddit Mental Health Discussions
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Figure B6. A Helping Hand Reddit Homepage on the Mobile App
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Figure B7. A Helping Hand Discord (Main Server)

Figure B8. A Helping Hand Discord (Subject Server-Physics Example)
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Figure B9. A Helping Hand Discord (Main Server Menu)

Figure B10. A Helping Hand Discord (Subject Server Menu, Physics Example)
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Figure B11. A Helping Hand Main Community Discord Server on the Mobile App
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Figure B12. WordPress Preview Menu to view webpages in Desktop, Tablet, or Mobile form

Figure B13. WordPress Desktop Configuration Preview
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Figure B14. WordPress Mobile Configuration Preview

Figure B15. WordPress Tablet Configuration Preview


