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Adolescent Academic Worries Amid COVID-19 and Perspectives
on Pandemic-Related Changes in Teacher and Peer Relations
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2 Department of Human Development and Family Sciences, University of Connecticut

Despite recognition of the potential impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on secondary schooling experi-
ences, little empirical evidence has captured adolescents’ perspectives on the extent of academic and social
disruption resulting from the pandemic. The present study examined adolescents’ academic worries amid
the COVID-19 pandemic and their perspectives on pandemic-related changes in teacher and peer relations.
Participants were 452 adolescents (55% female) between the ages of 11 and 17, who completed online
surveys asking them about their worries about their schoolwork and educational futures, perceived support
from teachers, and perceptions of electronic (cyber) bullying during the pandemic. Results indicated that
COVID-related academic worries pertaining to motivation to focus on and complete schoolwork were most
frequent. High school students and female students reported heightened academic worries compared to
middle school students and male students. In addition, the majority of adolescents indicated decreased
support from teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic, including more than two-thirds (69%) who reported
reduced communication with teachers. Adolescents perceived relative consistency in electronic (cyber)
bullying throughout the pandemic, and a third of students indicated that cyberbullying has become more
of a problem and increased in frequency during this time period. Perceived changes in cyberbullying
were consistent across grade level and gender. Findings emphasize the psychosocial implications of the
COVID-19 pandemic on adolescents’ secondary schooling experiences and underscore the importance of
bolstering social resources to minimize the short- and long-term impact of the pandemic on students’
academic functioning.

Impact and Implications Statement
The study results suggest heightened worries related to compromised academic motivation among
adolescents amid the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, although the majority of adolescents reported
decreased support from teachers, cyberbullying remained relatively consistent during the pandemic.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, adolescents, academic worries, teacher support, cyberbullying

Change is a hallmark of adolescence. Yet, unlike normative and
predictable sociodevelopmental change, the COVID-19 pandemic
has incited unprecedented disruption in the lives of adolescents
across multiple domains. Despite being relatively protected from the
health-related consequences of COVID-19, physical distancing
protocols enacted to limit disease spread present numerous chal-
lenges for adolescents’ academic and social functioning. For the
majority of youth, daily in-person school routines have been
replaced with remote education. Indeed, over 65% of U.S. house-
holds with children report the use of distance learning during the

pandemic (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). Even for youth who have
continued in-person instruction, physical distancing constraints
have considerably altered school social dynamics, including signif-
icant changes in classroom configurations and lunch gatherings, as
well as the cancellation or modification of school sports, music and
arts, clubs, and numerous in-school activities and events. Such novel
schooling experiences, characterized by disruption and isolation,
can be expected to generate educational uncertainty and heighten
adolescents’ school-related worries, while also placing undue
strain on adolescents’ relationships with their teachers and peers.
Yet, despite recognition of the potential of COVID-19 to yield
significant educational and social disruption in adolescents’ lives
(e.g., Benner & Mistry, 2020), relatively little empirical evidence
has captured this impact. By examining the perspectives of
adolescents, the present study aimed to shed light on adolescents’
academic worries amid the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as
pandemic-related changes in teacher and peer relations.

Relative to other domains, school-related challenges are of highest
concern to adolescents based on initial data collected during the
COVID-19 pandemic. For example, qualitative evidence among a
diverse U.S. sample found that adolescents most commonly endorsed

Leah M. Lessard https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0129-7518

Rebecca M. Puhl https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2340-2486
This research was funded by a grant from the Society for Research in Child

Development awarded to Leah M. Lessard.
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Leah M.

Lessard, Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity, University of
Connecticut, One Constitution Plaza, Suite 600, Hartford, CT 06103,
United States. Email: leah.lessard@uconn.edu

School Psychology

© 2021 American Psychological Association
ISSN: 2578-4218 https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000443

1

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
t
is
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al

A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le

is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al

us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al

us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0129-7518
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2340-2486
mailto:leah.lessard@uconn.edu
mailto:leah.lessard@uconn.edu
mailto:leah.lessard@uconn.edu
https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000443


challenges related to academic and work habits (e.g., school motiva-
tion, time management) when asked about the biggest challenges
facing them during COVID-19 (Scott et al., 2021). Relatedly, among
a sample of Canadian high school students, 72% reported that they
were “very much” worried about how COVID-19 would impact their
school year (Ellis et al., 2020). Although such school-related worries
may include a rangeof “extracurricular” topics (e.g., spending timewith
friends, playing sports), disrupted learning and long-term educational
implications of thepandemic also seem tobeparticularly salient. Indeed,
among a diverse sample in South Florida, over a third (37%) of
adolescents indicated feeling that they were learning worse than before
the pandemic (Cohen et al., 2020); perceptions of educational disrup-
tion, such as compromised communication with teachers and difficulty
concentrating, can in turn contribute to elevated adolescent anxiety
(Li et al., 2021). With mounting academic demands and increasing
salience of graduation and matriculation options, academic-related
worries are likely to be heightened among high school-aged youth.
For example, qualitative findings suggest that concerns about one’s
future (e.g., uncertainty related to the college transition) are more
common among older adolescents (Scott et al., 2021). Academic
worries may also vary as a function of gender, based on scholarly
views of education-related gender disparities during COVID-19
(Burzynska & Contreras, 2020) and given emerging evidence of
elevated pandemic stress among female (vs. male) adolescents
(Ellis et al., 2020; Nocentini et al., 2021).
Particularly during times of change and heightened stress, social

support represents a fundamental academic resource for adolescents
(Wang & Eccles, 2012). Notably, when youth perceive high levels
of support (e.g., instrumental and emotional aid) from teachers, they
report more positive social–emotional well-being (Bru et al., 2010),
as well as greater academic engagement and motivation (e.g.,
Wentzel et al., 2010). Moreover, for adolescents experiencing major
uncontrollable life events (e.g., death of a family member), sup-
portive ties with school personnel can function as a distress-
buffering resource (DuBois et al., 1992). Yet, despite the potential
for youth to rely on teachers, their support may be compromised
amid the COVID-19 pandemic, as teachers are simultaneously
navigating and coping with the challenges and effects of the
pandemic themselves. Although initial qualitative evidence from
parents of children across a wide age range (i.e., pre-K–college)
indicates satisfaction with the amount of support their child’s school
provided during COVID-19 school closure (Garbe et al., 2020),
little is known about adolescents’ perceptions of teacher support,
including their frequency of communication, as well as instrumental
and emotional aid. Insofar as students report reduced support from
teachers during times of school transition (Barber & Olsen, 2004), it
is possible that uncertainty and flux associated with schooling
during COVID-19 (e.g., transitions to remote learning) has contrib-
uted to a reduction in teacher support.
Like teachers, peers similarly represent a unique source of social

support to help adolescents cope with stress and change. Students
accepted by their peers have access to a variety of social, emotional,
and academic resources important for school success (Juvonen
et al., 2012). Although little is known about the implications of
COVID-19 on peer relations, initial evidence suggests relative
stability in adolescents’ relationships with their friends. Specifically,
Cohen et al. (2020) found that the majority of adolescents in their
diverse U.S. sample indicated that relationships with friends were
unchanged as a result of the pandemic; nevertheless, nearly 1-in-4

youth (24%) reported worsening friend relationships (Cohen et al.,
2020), aligning with other recent evidence that adolescents perceive
less friend support during COVID-19 (Rogers et al., 2021).
Although waning friend support may reflect constrained contact
and communication due to social distancing mandates, the environ-
mental turbulence and uncertainty of the pandemic also has the
potential to promote social dominance motives, including bullying
behavior (Juvonen & Graham, 2014).

Whereas positive peer experiences can support academic
success, bullying is recognized to impair adolescents’ school
performance, including that of victims (Juvonen et al., 2011) and
those exposed to such negative peer mistreatment (Strøm et al.,
2013). Thus, it is important to understand whether and how
bullying experiences, including prevalence and frequency, have
been altered by the pandemic. As bullying commonly occurs
within the school setting (Juvonen & Graham, 2014), it has been
hypothesized that limited in-person contact with peers at school
may curtail bullying (e.g., Fegert et al., 2020). Yet, at the same
time, given increases in social media usage during the COVID-
19 pandemic (Ellis et al., 2020), and that social media use
increases the risk of cyberbullying victimization and perpetration
(Craig et al., 2020), it is possible that cyberbullying, in particu-
lar, has increased during the pandemic. However, aside from
commentaries hypothesizing about pandemic-induced changes
in cyberbullying (e.g., Imran et al., 2020), no studies to our
knowledge have empirically investigated relative changes in
cyberbullying due to COVID-19.

The Present Study

The present investigation is designed to shed light on adoles-
cents’ schooling experiences during the novel COVID-19 pan-
demic. First, we examine the degree to which adolescents worry
about their schoolwork and educational futures amid the pandemic.
Focusing on adolescent-reported academic worries, we consider
grade level and gender differences in the frequency of concerns
surrounding schoolwork and educational trajectories. Given rising
academic demands and uncertainty about higher education options
across secondary school, academic worries regarding the impact of
COVID-19 are expected to be heightened among high school
students relative to their middle school counterparts. Investigation
into gender differences is exploratory, but critical given postulation
that the pandemic may exacerbate educational gender gaps
(Burzynska & Contreras, 2020). Second, we examine adolescents’
perceptions of changes in teacher and peer relations since the
COVID-19 pandemic began by focusing specifically on commu-
nication and support (academic and emotional) from teachers, as
well as electronic peer-based teasing and bullying. In light of the
added demands and stressors on educators during the pandemic, we
hypothesized that adolescents would perceive reduced support
from teachers during this time period. In addition, given increased
amounts of time on social media (Ellis et al., 2020), it was expected
that adolescents would report an increased frequency and signifi-
cance of electronic (cyber) bullying during the pandemic. Under-
standing the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on adolescents’
academic and social well-being is important to ensure adolescents
are equipped with the support resources for schooling success both
during and following the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Method

Participants

Participants in the present study were adolescents between the
ages of 11 and 17, residing predominantly in theNortheast region of
the United States. Among eligible adolescents (i.e., within the
11–17 age range) who received parental consent to participate in
the study, there was an 80% participation rate, resulting in a final
sample of 452 adolescents (Mage = 14.9, SDage = 2.1). Fifty-five
percent of the sample identified as female, and the ethnic breakdown
of the sample was as follows: 69.9% White, 8.2% Black/African
American, 8.0% Latino/a, 6.6% multiethnic, 5.5% Asian or Pacific
Islander, and1.8%other ethnicity. Sixty-four percent ofparticipants
were in high school (i.e., Grades 9–12).Most (72%) of adolescents’
parents had at least a college degree. A large majority (87%) of
adolescents reported at least some degree of remote schooling
(i.e., not “entirely in-person”) during fall 2020.

Procedure

Study procedures were approved by the authors’ Institutional
Review Board. Initial recruitment was conducted via the UConn
Kids in Developmental Science research database, which recruits
families to their participant pool via local community events (e.g.,
fairs, libraries) and social media. Parents within the research data-
base with adolescents between the ages of 11 and 17 were contacted
about study participation, followed by subsequent word of mouth
advertisement (e.g., via local teen organizations, and schools).
Parents completed consent electronically and provided an email
address for their adolescent to receive the survey weblink. The
online survey (hosted by Qualtrics.com) was advertised to adoles-
cents as a study on teen experiences at school that included questions
about teasing and bullying. Adolescents were reminded that partici-
pation was voluntary and provided informed assent prior to com-
pleting the questionnaire. Data collection was conducted across a 4-
month period during the fall of 2020 (late August–December), and
adolescents received a $10 e-gift card for participating in the survey
which took about 30 min to complete.

Measures

COVID-Related Academic Worries

Participants reported on the degree towhich theyworry about their
schoolwork and education when thinking about how the COVID-19
pandemichas disrupted their life. Informedbymeasures developed to
assess adolescent experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g.,
Becker et al., 2020; Ladouceur, 2020), adolescents were asked how
much theyworry about “falling behindwith schoolwork,” “not being
able to focus on schoolwork,” “not being able to motivate yourself to
doschoolwork,”and their“educational future.”Responseswere rated
on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Most of the time).
Despite high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.87), we exam-
ine each item independently to capture amorenuancedunderstanding
of adolescents’ academic worries during the pandemic.

Teacher Support During COVID-19

Three items were designed to capture perceptions of teacher
instrumental and emotional support, as well as communication

frequency. Specifically, adolescents were asked to indicate how
each of the following have changed for them since the COVID-19
pandemic began, “communicating with your teachers,” “getting
academic support from your teachers (e.g., homework help),”
and “getting emotional support from your teachers (e.g., listening
carefully to my worries and concerns).” Response options to these 3
items were as follows: “decreased a lot,” “decreased slightly,” “no
change,” “increased slightly,” and “increased a lot.”

Perceptions of Cyberbullying During COVID-19

Four itemsdevelopedfor thepurposesof thepresent studywereused
to assess adolescents’ perceptions of changes in cyberbullying during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Prior to responding to the questions, parti-
cipants were provided with a detailed definition of bullying consistent
with previous studies of bullying behavior (Lessard et al., 2021).
Adolescents then reported on the relative frequency (five response
options ranging from “decreased a lot” to “increased a lot”) and
significance (five response options ranging from “a lot less of a
problem” to “a lot more of a problem”) of electronic (cyber) teasing
and bullying since the COVID-19 pandemic began. Given our interest
inoveralldecreaseor increaserelativetonochanges, the two“decrease”
categories (i.e., “decreaseda lot”and“decreasedslightly”;“a lot lessof
a problem” and “slightly less of a problem”) and the two “increase”
categories(i.e., “increasedalot”and“increasedslightly”;“alotmoreof
aproblem”and“slightlymoreofaproblem”)werecombined, resulting
in a three-category distinction (see Table 1).

In addition, after being prompted to think about their peerswho are
getting teasedandbullied electronically (i.e., bullyvictims) aswell as
their peers who are teasing and bullying electronically (i.e., bullies),
adolescents reported on the relative prevalence of bully victims and
bullies since the COVID-19 pandemic began, using five response
options (ranging from “a lot fewer” to “a lotmore”). To assess overall
decrease or increase, relative to no change in the prevalence of
perpetrators and victims, the response options were collapsed as
follows: fewer, about the same, and more (see Table 1).

Demographics

Participants reported on their grade level, ranging from fifth to
twelfth grade. For grade-level comparisons, students in high school
(Grades 9–12; n = 289) were distinguished from those in middle
school (Grades 5–8; n = 162). Due to low prevalence, fifth grade
students(n = 4)werecollapsedinto themiddleschoolgroup(onecase
of grade-level missingness was present). In addition, adolescents
selectedtheirgenderidentityfromthefollowingoptions:male; female;
transgender; do not identify myself as male, female, or transgender.
Gender differences were examined between students identifying as
male versus female, excluding those identifying as transgender
(n = 7) or another gender identity (n = 6) due to low prevalence.

Analytic Plan

Data were analyzed in SPSS, version 27. Descriptive information
regardingadolescents’COVID-relatedacademicworriesareprovided
first, followed by relative changes in teacher support, and perceptions
of cyberbullying. Differences in the frequency of academic worries
(assessedcontinuously)asfunctionofgradelevel (i.e., middlevs.high
school) and gender identity (i.e., male vs. female) are examined using
independent samples t tests. Chi-square tests were conducted to

ADOLESCENT PERSPECTIVES ON COVID-19 PANDEMIC 3

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
t
is
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

P
sy
ch
ol
og
ic
al

A
ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le

is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al

us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al

us
er

an
d
is
no
t
to

be
di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

https://Qualtrics.com
https://Qualtrics.com


investigate grade level and gender differences in adolescents’ reports
of relative changes in teacher support and cyberbullying since the
COVID-19 pandemic began (assessed categorically).

Results

Adolescents’ Worries About Their Schoolwork
and Educational Futures

Adolescents’ COVID-related academic worries are shown in
Figure 1. Overall, worries related to academic motivation (i.e., “not
being able to motivate yourself to do schoolwork,” followed by “not
being able to focus on schoolwork”) were reported to be most
frequent. Differences in the frequency of each of the academic
worries emerged as a function of grade level and gender.

Specifically, when thinking about the disruption caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic, compared to those in middle school, students
in high school reported worrying more frequently about their educa-
tional future, t(414) = −6.04, p < .001, falling behind with school-
work, t(414) = −5.94, p < .001, not being able to focus on
schoolwork, t(413) = −6.29, p < .001, and not being able to motivate
themselves to do schoolwork, t(413) = −6.92, p < .001. Within the
high school grades (i.e., among those in Grades 9–12), increasing
grade level was also associated with more frequent academic motiva-
tion concerns (focus on schoolwork: r = .23, p < .001; schoolwork
motivation: r = .14, p = .024; falling behind on schoolwork: r = .12,
p = .050) and worry about one’s educational future (r = .33,
p < .001). Finally, when examining differences based on gender
across the full sample, compared to male students, female students
reported worrying more frequently about their educational future,

Table 1
Adolescent Perceptions of Relative Changes in Electronic (Cyber) Bullying Since the COVID-19 Pandemic Began

Overall (%)

Grade level Gender

Variable Middle school (%) High school (%) Male (%) Female (%)

Since the COVID-19 pandemic began, electronic
(cyber) teasing and bullying has : : :
Decreased 16.5 20.3 14.6 16.3 17.2
Stayed the same 50.9 49.7 51.7 53.5 47.6
Increased 32.6 30.1 33.7 30.2 35.2

Since the COVID-19 pandemic began, electronic
(cyber) teasing and bullying is : : :
Less of a problem 16.5 21.1 14.2 15.8 18.0
About the same 48.7 41.5 52.6 53.8 43.4
More of a problem 34.8 37.3 33.2 30.4 38.6

Since the COVID-19 pandemic began, there are : : :
Fewer victims of bullying 25.6 31.4 22.7 28.2 24.6
About the same number of bully victims 50.0 46.4 51.7 50.0 49.1
More victims of bullying 24.4 22.1 25.7 21.8 26.3

Since the COVID-19 pandemic began, there are : : :
Fewer bullies 24.5 30.3 21.6 25.6 24.6
About the same number of bullies 53.4 47.9 56.1 55.2 50.9
More bullies 22.1 21.8 22.3 19.2 24.6

Note. Due to rounding, percentages do not always add up to 100.

Figure 1
Frequency of COVID-Related Academic Worries as a Function of Grade Level and Gender
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t(403) = −3.50, p = .001, falling behind with schoolwork,
t(355.60) = −4.54, p < .001, not being able to focus on schoolwork,
t(348.52) = −4.53, p < .001, and not being able to motivate them-
selves to do schoolwork, t(402) = −5.22, p < .001.

Adolescents’ Perceptions of Changes in Support
From Teachers

Adolescents’ perceptions of relative changes in teacher support since
theCOVID-19pandemic are shown inTable 2.Overall,more than two-
thirds of the sample (69%) reported a decrease in communication with
teachers since the COVID-19 pandemic. This decrease in communica-
tion was especially pronounced among middle school students, 76% of
whom reported decreased teacher communication, relative to 64% of
high school students. In addition, a majority of the sample (61%)
reported that academic support (e.g., homework help) from teachers has
decreased since the COVID-19 pandemic. Relative changes in per-
ceived teacher academic support during COVID-19 were consistent
across male and female students, χ2(4) = 1.71, p = .789, as well as
middle and high school students, χ2(4) = 5.95, p = .203. Finally,
decreased emotional support from teachers was reported by nearly
half of the sample (48%). Although reported changes in teacher
emotional support were similar between middle and high school
students [χ2(4) = 4.01, p = .404], gender differences emerged,
χ2(4) = 14.99, p = .005; notably, female students (28%) were more
likely than male students (16%) to report that emotional support from
teachers has “decreased a lot” since the COVID-19 pandemic began.

Adolescents’ Perceptions of Changes in Cyberbullying

Table 1 shows adolescents’ perspectives on relative changes in
cyberbullying since the COVID-19 pandemic. Overall, a minority

of students (16.5%–25.6%) reported decreased prevalence and
significance of electronic (cyber) teasing and bullying since the
onset of COVID-19. Instead, about half of students indicated that
cyberbullying has stayed the same, in terms of frequency (51%)
and significance (49%), and that there are about the same number
of bullies (53%) and victims of bullying (50%). Notably, approxi-
mately 1-in-3 students reported an increase in cyberbullying and
indicated that electronic (cyber) teasing and bullying is more of a
problem. Chi-square tests revealed that the perceptions of relative
changes in cyberbullying were consistent across grade levels and
genders.

Taken together, COVID-related academic worries were partic-
ularly heightened among students in high school and female
students; in addition, whereas most students reported decreased
teacher support, cyberbullying remained relatively consistent and a
third of students indicated increased frequency and significance of
cyberbullying since the COVID-19 pandemic began.

Discussion

The unprecedented disruption resulting from the COVID-19
pandemic has been proposed to significantly impact youth well-
being (Golberstein et al., 2020), including the academic and social
lives of secondary school students (Benner & Mistry, 2020). Yet,
relatively little quantitative evidence from the perspectives of
adolescents themselves has been produced on this topic. Our study
begins to fill this gap by detailing adolescents’ academic worries
related to COVID-19 disruption as well as ensuing changes in
teacher and peer relations. During a period of uncertainty and
change, when social resources are especially fundamental to ado-
lescents’ school adjustment (Eccles et al., 1993), understanding
prevailing academic worries and social changes provides important

Table 2
Relative Changes in Teacher Support Since the COVID-19 Pandemic Began, Stratified by Grade Level and Gender

Variable Decreased a lot (%) Decreased slightly (%) No change (%) Increased slightly (%) Increased a lot (%) χ2 p value

Communication with teachers
Overall 35.3 33.3 14.4 12.2 4.8

Grade level
Middle school 43.1 33.3 18.8 3.5 1.4

25.80 <.001High school 31.3 33.1 12.1 16.9 6.6
Gender
Male 32.9 34.7 19.7 9.2 3.5

8.91 .063Female 37.1 31.5 11.2 14.2 6.0
Academic support from teachers
Overall 25.5 35.1 23.6 11.8 4.1

Grade level
Middle school 25.0 34.0 29.2 9.7 2.1

5.95 .203High school 25.8 35.4 20.7 12.9 5.2
Gender
Male 22.0 35.8 26.0 12.7 3.5

1.71 .789Female 27.3 34.2 22.9 11.7 3.9
Emotional support from teachers
Overall 24.3 23.8 37.7 10.8 3.4

Grade level
Middle school 22.9 19.4 43.8 10.4 3.5

4.01 .404High school 24.7 26.2 34.7 11.1 3.3
Gender
Male 16.2 23.1 48.0 9.2 3.5

14.99 .005Female 28.1 25.1 30.7 12.6 3.5

Note. Due to rounding, percentages do not always add up to 100.
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insight into the impact of COVID-19 on schooling experiences,
particularly in terms of addressing long-term effects of the
pandemic.
Our findings highlight adolescents’ concerns of compromised

academic motivation amid the pandemic and uncertainty regarding
their educational futures. These academic concerns were particu-
larly prevalent among high school students, especially those
nearing the end of high school. On top of rising demands and
looming salience of postsecondary planning, the uncertainty asso-
ciated with COVID-19 is likely to magnify high school students’
heightened academic stress, possibly in ways that compromise
psychological health (Zhou et al., 2020). In our study, female
students reported more frequent pandemic-related academic wor-
ries compared to male students, aligning with the evidence of
gender differences in pandemic stress among adolescents (Ellis
et al., 2020; Nocentini et al., 2021) and presumptions that
COVID-19 may have a more adverse educational impact on female
youth (Burzynska & Contreras, 2020). It is possible that our gender
difference findings reflect perceptions of declining support from
teachers. Indeed, although more than half of female students in our
sample reported decreased teacher emotional support, just over a
third of male students reported a similar decrease. Given qualita-
tive evidence that girls place a higher value on the affective support
teachers provide relative to boys (Suldo et al., 2009), it may be that
reductions in emotional exchanges (possibly due to limited one-
on-one time or in-person interactions) are especially salient among
female students. Nevertheless, given that subjective school stress
and academic performance are inversely related (e.g., Goldstein
et al., 2015), future research is needed to understand approaches of
alleviating students’ academic worries to minimize the potential
for pandemic-induced underachievement.
Given the fundamental role teachers play in fostering feelings

of security and assuredness (Wang & Eccles, 2012), the overall
reduction in support from teachers reported by participants in our
study is notable, and likely contributes to students’ COVID-
related academic worries. In fact, over two-thirds of the sample
indicated that communication with teachers has decreased since
the pandemic began. This limited communication is consistent
with evidence from the early months of the pandemic, showing
that nearly a quarter of teens were connecting less than once a
week with their teachers while in-person school activities were
cancelled (Wronski, 2020). In addition to hampering focus on
schoolwork, declines in communication with teachers may also
limit opportunities for academic and emotional support from
teachers, which showed similar pandemic-related decreases in
our study. During a time when teachers are facing significant
demands (e.g., navigating new learning modalities, technology
challenges, familial obligations, and COVID-19-related health
concerns), our findings emphasize the need for schools to ensure
that teachers themselves have the resources they need to ade-
quately support their students. At the same time, adolescents can
be encouraged to provide support for one another, such as
homework help and study assistance. Insofar as peer-to-peer
learning increases school affect and engagement (Wentzel
et al., 2018), to the extent possible, educators can capitalize
on group learning activities and facilitate peer social connections
while away from school.
Despite the potential for peers to function as sources of

academic and emotional support for students, our results also

uniquely paint a picture of peer dynamics that has remained
relatively consistent during the pandemic. Indeed, despite pre-
sumptions that remote learning may protect students from peer
victimization (Fegert et al., 2020), our findings suggest that
electronic (cyber) teasing and bullying, both in terms of preva-
lence and potency, has not improved during this time period.
Instead, most adolescents reported that cyberbullying has re-
mained relatively consistent, and a third of students indicated
increases in the frequency of cyberbullying and noted that
cyberbullying has been more of a problem during the pandemic.
Adolescents’ perception of how COVID-19 has impacted bully-
ing experiences is important given that the consequences of
cyberbullying extend beyond victims, also to those who witness
such negative peer mistreatment (Doumas & Midgett, 2020).
Given that only generalized bullying was assessed in the present
study, future research is needed to investigate whether specific
sociodemographic groups are disproportionately targeted. For
example, in light of recent evidence documenting that nearly half
(46%) of Chinese American youth have directly experienced
COVID-19-related racial discrimination online (Cheah et al.,
2020), additional attention is needed toward bias-based bullying
in particular.

Limitations

Although the current findings provide important insights about
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the schooling experiences
of U.S. secondary school students, several limitations should be
noted. First, we cannot presume our findings generalize across
diverse populations. Given concurrent attention toward systemic
racism and racial injustice, students from minority racial back-
grounds may feel especially depleted and distracted from school-
work during the pandemic. In addition, students from families with
less economic advantage may have fewer home resources to keep up
with the demands of remote learning, possibly heightening aca-
demic stress relative to their more economically well-off peers
(Masonbrink & Hurley, 2020). Furthermore, students attending
underresourced schools may be more likely to experience a decline
in communication and support from teachers given excessive strain
on educators. As such, it is critical that ongoing studies carefully
consider the unique toll COVID-19 may play on diverse under-
served populations, and reduce barriers to research participation. For
example, it is possible that the online nature of our questionnaire
inhibited students with limited internet access from participating in
the present survey.

In addition, given that our measures were developed with specific
regard to the COVID-19 pandemic, it will be important to obtain
further psychometric information about the present assessments
(e.g., test–retest reliability). Also, future studies with more exten-
sive measures and multi-informant methods (e.g., teacher reports)
should be considered to gain a nuanced understanding of changes in
support during the pandemic. For example, supportiveness may vary
across teachers based on training and skill sets for delivering remote
instruction, and, other interpersonal sources, such as school coun-
selors, parents, and coaches, could function as compensatory sup-
ports for students. Finally, although our assessment of relative
changes in teacher support and bullying provides unique insight
into the overall disruption within students’ academic and social
experiences, this approach lacks insight into pre-pandemic mean
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levels. Relatedly, given that the present data were collected at a
single time point, subsequent longitudinal research is needed to
paint a clearer picture of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic,
including assessment of changes in adolescents’ pre-COVID school
experiences and achievement across the entirety of the pandemic
and beyond.

Conclusion and Implications

Navigating secondary school, including academic and social
demands, is challenging even when there is not a global pandemic
occurring. Our study results underscore the challenge of staying
academically motivated amid the COVID-19 pandemic, and high-
light the ongoing presence of cyberbullying during this time
period, alongside considerable decreases in support and commu-
nication with teachers. To assuage academic worries, particularly
those rooted in uncertainty (e.g., uncertainty surrounding learning
modalities, expectations surrounding grading), schools should aim
to cultivate structure and routine for students as the pandemic
continues (Ren et al., 2021). In addition, at a time of heightened
isolation, students’ secondary schooling experiences are likely to
benefit from more frequent check-ins and social connection;
student support may be enhanced via whole-school approaches
that engage a broad range of school community members. When
teachers’ unprecedented demands prevent consistent communica-
tion with students, promoting opportunities for peer-to-peer sup-
port via group activities and assignments may enhance academic
affect and positive schooling experiences for adolescents.
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