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This report is on students’ mental health during distance learning following
the COVID-19 pandemic. It presents findings based on data from over
14,000 students who were assessed in the Spring of 2020.

The central goal was to examine pa�erns of mental health and well-being
across students from different racial/ethnic backgrounds: White, Black,
Hispanic, and Asian. Findings showed that as with adults, youth of color
generally demonstrated greater vulnerability than Whites. Hispanic
students stood out, having rela�vely high rates of clinically significant
depression as compared to others, as well as higher levels of reported
difficul�es with learning in the online format. Black students scored lowest
on sa�sfac�on with how o�en they were able to confide in adults at school,
and also on feeling that their concerns were being heard and acted upon at
school. Asian students had the highest levels of worry about what would
happen a�er gradua�on from high school.

In considering poten�al drivers of mental health (or risk and protec�ve
factors), results showed two themes that were common across all racial/
ethnic groups. Higher levels of distress were linked with low perceived
support from parents, and with difficul�es in remote learning. Aside from
these two themes, the most important risk and protec�ve factors showed
varia�ons across racial/ethnic groups. For example, low ability to focus in
the online format was linked with higher anxiety among Black and Hispanic
students, whereas for Asian students, it was especially important to feel
connected with at least one suppor�ve adult at school.

The report concludes by presen�ng recommenda�ons for how resilience
can best be fostered in the student community as a whole, while also
carefully a�ending to issues especially important for students of different
racial/ethnic backgrounds.
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INTRODUCTION

Authen�c Connec�ons (AC) is a team of leading scien�sts, clinicians, and
consultants commi�ed to helping schools measure, track, and improve student
well-being and resilience. AC works with schools to promote posi�ve student
outcomes by providing valuable tools such as research-based surveys, interac�ve
presenta�ons of data and results, ac�onable school-specific recommenda�ons,
and ongoing collabora�on and support.

This report is based on a workshop that AC led at the 2020 Na�onal Associa�on
of Independent Schools (NAIS) People of Color Conference, an annual
professional development and networking forum for educators of color and their
allies in independent schools.

The paper begins by considering the dispropor�onate effect of the COVID-19
pandemic on minority students and their families. Next, it provides an overview
of the Student Resilience Survey (SRS), a scien�fically-validated online survey
designed to help schools assess the impact of disrup�ons resul�ng from the
COVID-19 pandemic on student well-being and mental health. It then presents
findings from the most recent administra�on of the SRS in Spring 2020 with
specific breakdowns by race/ethnicity subgroups. The report concludes with a
discussion of what we, at AC, believe educators need in order to foster resilience
among students of color and their allies at school.

MISSION STATEMENT

At Authen�c Connec�ons, we aspire
to maximize well-being and resilience

in school communi�es through
data-driven insights.

Note. We recognize that race and ethnicity are different constructs but for the sake of brevity, we use the terms
interchangeably in this report.
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COVID-19 AND RACIAL INEQUITY

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in extraordinary disrup�ons across all
sectors of public and private life. Recent research indicates that the extent of
the damage is dispropor�onately felt within communi�es and families of color.

Data compiled by the Centers for Disease Control and Preven�on (CDC) show
that rates of COVID-related hospitaliza�ons in the U.S. through December 5,
2020 were higher for all racial/ethnic minority groups than for White
individuals¹. Overall rates of COVID-related hospitaliza�ons for were higher for
Hispanic/La�no (3.8x), American Indian/Alaska Na�ve (3.7x), Non-Hispanic Black
(3.3x), and Asian/Pacific Islander (1.1x) individuals than they were for White
individuals (CDC, 2020). Rela�ve to Whites aged 0-17 years old, rates of COVID-
19 hospitaliza�ons were higher among minority children of Hispanic/La�no
(5.1x), Black/African American (3.7x), American Indian/Alaska Na�ve (3.4x), and
Asian/Pacific Islander (1.6x) descent (CDC, 2020).

The economic impact of COVID-19 has also been dispropor�onately hard on
communi�es of color. According to the Pew Research Center, COVID-related job
losses among women were more pronounced among Hispanics (-21%), Asians
(-19%), and Blacks (-17%) compared to Whites (-13%); among men, similarly,
job loss rates were higher for Asians (-17%), Hispanics (-15%), and Blacks (-13%)
compared to Whites (-9%) (Pew Research Center, 2020a)².

Considering only workers who are parents, the percentage of mothers who
were employed declinedmore steeply among Hispanic (-8.0%), Black (-7.4%),
and Asian (-7.3%) mothers than among White mothers (-4.1%) during the period
between September 2019 and September 2020 (Pew Research Center, 2020b)³.
Likewise, employment rates among fathers fell more steeply among Hispanic
(-7.2%), Black (-6.3%), and Asian (-3.7%) fathers than among Whites (-4.2%)
from 2019 to 2020.

¹ Based on a cumula�ve sample of 90,874 laboratory-confirmed COVID-19 hospitaliza�ons through the week
ending on December 5, 2020
² Based on a comparison of February 2020 and May 2020 employment rates among workers ages 16 and older
³ Based on September 2019 and September 2020 Current Popula�on Survey data

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/cases-updates/burden.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/cases-updates/burden.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/09/hispanic-women-immigrants-young-adults-those-with-less-education-hit-hardest-by-covid-19-job-losses/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/10/22/fewer-mothers-and-fathers-in-u-s-are-working-due-to-covid-19-downturn-those-at-work-have-cut-hours/ft_2020-10-22_workingparents_05/
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In a recent scien�fic posi�on paper published in the American Psychological
Associa�on’s Psychological Trauma journal, Fortuna and colleagues (2020) argue
that the combina�on of social inequi�es and trauma�c experiences are
mediators of toxic stress. These, in turn, have serious nega�ve implica�ons for
the mental health and well-being of families and communi�es of color.

“The sociopoli�cal, racial, and environmental
stresses that communi�es of color already
experience are unimaginably magnified

during the COVID-19 pandemic.”
(Fortuna et al., 2020)

THE AMERICAN SPRING OF 2020

The tragic murders of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and others
during the early months of 2020 led to an ongoing period of na�onwide civil
unrest and protest against systemic racism and police brutality.

At AC, we are commi�ed to helping schools in their efforts to increase diversity,
equity, and inclusion for students and staff of color and their allies.
As such, we have carefully a�ended to issues poten�ally salient to par�cular
racial/ethnic groups.
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The Student Resilience Survey

The Student Resilience Survey (SRS) is an online mixed-methods survey with
both quan�ta�ve and open-ended ques�ons, designed to help schools assess
the impact of disrup�ons resul�ng from the COVID-19 pandemic on student
well-being. The SRS is a short survey that can be completed online by students in
approximately 10 minutes.

Between April and June of 2020, the SRS was completed by 14,603 students
from 49 independent (private) and public schools across the United States⁴.
Table 1 presents the number of students in the overall sample by racial/ethnic
group.

⁴ A complete descrip�on of the SRS and overall findings are presented in the linked white paper, Student Resilience
Survey: Preliminary Findings and Recommenda�ons.

The “Other” group itself represents a broad collec�on of many separate racial/
ethnicity subgroups, including Mul�racial, Biracial, Middle Eastern, Na�ve
American, and Other. The number of students within each of these subgroups
was too small to allow for generaliza�ons, so we do not report findings on them
separately in this paper.

Table 1. Number of Students by Race/Ethnicity

https://www.authconn.com/files/Authentic%20Connections%20SRS%20White%20Paper.pdf
https://www.authconn.com/files/Authentic%20Connections%20SRS%20White%20Paper.pdf
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SYMPTOMS

The SRSmeasured two components of mental health: Depression and Anxiety.
For each component, five ques�ons asked students to report how frequently
they experienced the symptom in ques�on on a 5-point scale (0 = never, 4 = very
o�en). The items were taken from theWell-Being Index, a psychometrically-
validated measure consis�ng of 25 items on 5 subscales (Luthar et al., 2020).

Besides capturing total and average scores on Depression and Anxiety, the SRS
enables iden�fica�on of those students who have serious levels of symptoms–
levels that warrant clinical a�en�on. Addi�onally, it was possible to compare
rates of serious symptoms during Spring 2020 with parallel rates in similar
schools during 2019, before the pandemic, in a total sample of over 15,000
students. Figure 1 presents rates of students repor�ng clinically significant
symptoms in 2019 versus 2020, separately by racial/ethnic group.

In all five racial/ethnic groups, rates of clinically significant depression and
anxiety dropped– showing overall improvements– between 2019 and 2020.
However, Hispanic students were the only one of four groups that did not show
marked improvements in rates of serious depression between 2019 to 2020.

Figure 1. Percentage of Students with Serious Symptoms by Race/Ethnicity and Year
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Figure 2 presents rates of clinically significant symptoms by racial/ethnic group
over the course of the pandemic-related shi� to distance learning, during the last
twelve weeks of the Spring 2020 academic term.⁵

⁵ We use the week of March 16-20, 2020 as Week 1 of distance learning; school closure data are from the website
Edweek.org

Figure 2. Percentage of Students with Serious Symptoms by Race/Ethnicity and Week

As shown in Figure 2, rates of clinically significant Depression and Anxiety
increased across all ethnic groups between April and June 2020. However, the
increases were most pronounced among Hispanic students.

RISK AND PROTECTIVE FACTORS
The SRS assessed two broad aspects of student life during COVID-19– Academics
and Rela�onships– using empirically-validated measures with mul�ple items
rated on 5-point scales.

Three components of academics, all specific to the COVID-19 distance learning
context, were measured. Learning Ability assessed how well students felt they
were able to learn at home in the new online format. Learning Focus asked
students how well they were able to focus during their online classes. Time for
Fun asked students whether their typical days at home had specific �mes set
aside for ac�vi�es that were fun or relaxing.

https://www.edweek.org/ew/section/multimedia/map-coronavirus-and-school-closures.html
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Similarly, three components of students’ close rela�onships during distance
learning were measured. Sharing with Friends and Sharing with Adults asked
how frequently students were able to share personal concerns with a peer or
suppor�ve adult, respec�vely, and how sa�sfied they were with that degree of
sharing. A third measure, Concerns Heard, asked students about the degree to
which they felt teachers and administrators were listening to their concerns
about school, and were doing something about those concerns.

Two quan�ta�ve measures assessed both posi�ve and nega�ve aspects of
students’ rela�onships with parents or adults at home. Parent Support assessed
the degree to which students felt their parents understood and helped manage
their feelings. Parent Stress asked students about the degree to which they felt
their parents were a source of stress for them.

Addi�onally, based on preliminary findings from the first six weeks of data
collec�on, we added 4 quan�ta�ve measures on worries for those schools
assessed in the second six week period (a total of 7,506 students completed this
expanded version of the SRS). Students were asked how much they worried
about each of the following: comple�ng school assignments/keeping up their
grades (Worry Grades), uncertainty about their personal futures including
college and what will happen a�er high school gradua�on (Worry Post-
Gradua�on), their parents’ jobs or family finances (Worry Family Job), and the
physical health of their parents/family members (Worry Family Health). These
variables were each rated on five point scales from “Not at all” to “Very much.”

TOP AREAS LINKED WITH WELL-BEING

Besides comparing racial/ethnic subgroups on dimensions of well-being,
another major ques�on addressed was the following:Which of the many risk
and protec�ve factors measured were most strongly related to students’
Depression and Anxiety levels?

Figure 3 presents the top 3 areas linked with Depression within each racial/
ethnic group (risk factors associated with higher Depression scores are shown
in red, and protec�ve factors linked with lower Depression scores are in green).
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Figure 3. Top 3 Risk/Protec�ve Factors Predic�ng Depression by Race/Ethnicity

For all racial/ethnic groups, the single most important protec�ve factor
associated with lower Depression scores was a high level of Parent Support.
Figure 4 shows the average scores of perceived support and of stress
experienced around parents by race/ethnicity. As shown, youth of color were
slightly more vulnerable than Whites on both Parent Support and Parent Stress.

Figure 4. Mean Scores for Parent Support and Parent Stress by Race/Ethnicity

For all groups except for Asian students, the next strongest predictor of
Depression following parental support involved distance learning. High levels of
Learning Focus (“During your online classes in general, how distracted or focused
are you?”) were protec�ve against Depression among White and Black students,
and high levels of Learning Ability (“How well are you able to learn new school
materials at home?”) were among the top three protec�ve factors for Hispanic
students. Mean scores on both these variables are shown in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Mean Scores for Learning Ability and Learning Focus by Race/Ethnicity

For all but Black students,Worry Post-Gradua�on was one of the top 3 risk
factors for Depression, with higher worry scores predic�ng higher levels of
Depression; for Black students,Worry Family Health was more salient.Mean
scores on these worry dimensions by race/ethnicity are shown in Figure 6.

Figure 6. Mean Scores for Worry Post-Gradua�on and Worry Family Health by Race/Ethnicity

Turning next to the most important risk and protec�ve factors linked with
Anxiety, findings are summarized in Figure 7 for each racial/ethnic group. Risk
factors associated with high Anxiety scores are shown in red, and protec�ve
factors linked with low levels of Anxiety are shown in green.
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Figure 7. Top 3 Risk/Protec�ve Factors Predic�ng Anxiety by Race/Ethnicity

As was the case for Depression, for all race/ethnic groups, the most important
protec�ve factor associated with Anxiety was a high level of Parent Support.
Comparisons by ethnic group were previously shown in Figure 4. Next strongest
were risk factors related to academics. Low levels of Learning Focus were
especially important in predic�ng Anxiety among Hispanic and Black students.
Worry Post-Gradua�on was a top predictor of Anxiety among White, Asian, and
Hispanic students, andWorry Grades was a top risk factor for Black students.

As shown in Figure 7, for White students only, high levels ofWorry Family Health
were strongly linked with Anxiety, and for Asian students only, low levels of
Concerns Heard at school were linked with increased Anxiety.

Asian students were the only group for whom the top three predictor variables
associated with mental health symptoms involved rela�onships with adults at
school. For Asian students only, high levels of Adults Confide were associated
with lower Depression (Figure 3), and high levels of Concerns Heard were
protec�ve against Anxiety (Figure 7).

The Adults Confide variable captured two components of rela�onships with
adults at school: how frequently students shared personal concerns with a
trusted adult, and how sa�sfied they were with this amount of confiding.
Similarly, the Concerns Heard variable measured whether students felt adults
were listening to their concerns, and whether they felt adults were ac�ng on
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their concerns about school. Figure 8 shows comparisons by race/ethnicity for
feeling sa�sfied with adult confiding and for feeling heard by adults at school.

Figure 8. Mean Scores for Sa�sfac�on with Adults Confide and for Feeling Heard

SRS QUALITATIVE RESPONSES BY RACE/ETHNICITY

Besides the quan�ta�ve, ra�ng-scale variables discussed so far, the SRS also
included three open-ended free response ques�ons designed to capture
students’ feelings about issues that were top of mind for them during distance
learning. Table 2 lists the three free response ques�ons included in the SRS.

Table 2. Student Resilience Survey Free Response Prompts
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As shown in Figure 9, the top 3 most frequently men�oned themes in response
to the ques�on on what they wereMost Worried About were Family Well-
Being, Academic Workload, and Post-Gradua�on/College. Across all ethnic
groups, Family Well-Being was top of mind for students. As compared to Whites,
Asian and Black students men�oned Future/College as a worry significantly
more o�en, and Hispanic students men�oned Academic Workload as a worry
somewhat more o�en.

Figure 9. Response Themes for Most Worried About by Ethnicity

Figure 10 shows the most frequently men�oned themes in response to the
ques�on on Sugges�ons for Improvement at school. Black students were
significantly more likely than other groups to men�on Academic Workload as
needing improvement, and Asian students were significantly more likely to
men�on Faculty Support. Black students were significantly less likely to men�on
Learning Efficacy as needing improvement than all other groups.
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Figure 10. Response Themes for Sugges�ons for Improvement by Ethnicity

Figure 11 shows the top 3 most frequently men�oned themes forWhat’s Going
Well at school. Black students were significantly more likely than all other groups
to name Faculty Support as a posi�ve, and Asian students were significantly more
likely to name Learning Efficacy as something that was going well. Across all
ethnic groups, Structure/Schedule during distance learning was also frequently
men�oned as something that was going well.

Figure 11. Response Themes for What’s Going Well by Ethnicity
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Taken together, several themes emerged from examining quan�ta�ve and
qualita�ve data on over 14,000 students assessed during distance learning due
to COVID-19. Overall, findings of this study showed some issues that were
clearly important across all racial/ethnic groups, and others that were dis�nct
across the different subgroups of students. Table 4 presents the specific focus
areas that emerged as the most important risk and protec�ve factors, along
with ac�onable recommenda�ons that can be taken to address each concern.

Considering the common themes, feelings of low support from parents was
clearly the most important factor linked with high depression and anxiety
across all groups, and it was commonly men�oned in open-ended responses as
well. Implica�ons for interven�ons are that it is essen�al to ensure support for
parents, as they themselves con�nue to face serious and o�en prolonged
challenges due to COVID-19. These interven�ons can take the form of talks
organized for parents about stressors commonly faced and ways of coping, as
well as parent support groups convened on a regular basis.

A second theme emerging across all racial/ethnic groups was concerns about
learning. In quan�ta�ve analyses, difficul�es with focusing on and mastering
academic materials during distance learning were among the top three
variables linked with higher levels of depression and anxiety for all groups.
Similarly, in open-ended responses on how the school could improve things for
them, students from all racial/ethnic groups noted the desire for reduc�ons in
workload. These findings indicate the need tomonitor subgroups of students
who are having learning difficul�es, and to iden�fy possible reasons for these
difficul�es, such as lack of office hours to discuss difficult class materials or too
much screen �me without breaks in between.

Considering findings more specific to students by race/ethnicity, overall, the
findings showed that Hispanic students were at a disadvantage compared to
others in many respects. First, Hispanic students were the only group for whom
rates of serious depression and anxiety were not notably improved compared
to rates previously documented in 2019. Second, the greatest increases in rates
of serious depression and anxiety in assessments during each week of
pandemic-related distance learning were seen among Hispanic students. Third,
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Table 4. Top Areas Impac�ng Well-Being and Recommended Prac�ces
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Hispanic students were least likely to report that they felt they were learning
effec�vely during the online distance-learning format. Finally, worries about
family health were highest in this group, possibly reflec�ng the high emphasis
on family closeness in Hispanic communi�es; as a result of this, there could have
been increased concerns about older rela�ves such as grandparents. Considered
together, the findings indicate the need for focused a�en�on to issues of
mental health as well as learning efficacy among Hispanic students as the
pandemic con�nues. This can take the form of addi�onal one-on-one
connec�ons with teachers and suppor�ve adults, and also affinity groups where
students can share concerns with others from similar backgrounds.

Black students scored lowest on sa�sfac�on with connec�ons with adults at
school, and on feeling like their concerns were being heard and acted upon.
Findings on low sa�sfac�on with adult connec�ons could be due to a low
representa�on of Black individuals among faculty and administrators in high-
achieving schools, such that it could be more difficult for students to find
suppor�ve adults with similar racial/ethnic backgrounds with whom they could
discuss shared stressors. Both findings may also be �ed to an increased focus on
racism and discrimina�on, generally in the na�onwide Black Lives Ma�er
movement, and specifically to high-achieving schools in social media accounts
dedicated to highligh�ng accounts of racism experienced by current and former
students and staff (e.g., “Black@[School Name]”). In the months ahead, it is
clear that Black students will need to see convincing evidence that their
concerns around issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion are being taken
seriously by their schools, with appropriate consequences for students and
adults in the community who perpetrate racism.

Asian students stood out on two dimensions: first, that they worried the most
about college and their futures a�er high school gradua�on, and second, that
posi�ve connec�ons with school adults were among the top three protec�ve
factors linked with lower depression and anxiety. Again, both findings may be
linked to aspects of culture. With regard to worries about college, this may
reflect a high value placed on higher educa�on in Asian families generally, and
possibly s�ll more so among interna�onal students, many of whom are from
Asia. Similarly, in Asian cultures, the emphasis on privacy about psychological
problems can limit help-seeking, so that could have been considerable benefits
for those Asian students who were able to connect with and who felt heard by at
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least one suppor�ve adult at school. It will be important for schools to have
regular discussions– for students and their parents– about ways in which
colleges have modified applica�on processes and acceptance criteria in light of
the pandemic. As with other racial/ethnic subgroups, it will also be important to
ensure that every student is connected to at least one suppor�ve adult at
school, and small affinity groups can also provide valuable help and peer
support.

In conclusion, results of this study demonstrate the cri�cal need for schools to
carefully assess well-being not only among students as a whole but also
separately by racial/ethnic subgroups. The findings on over 14,000 students
showed some commonali�es in the top areas impac�ng student well-being
overall, but also revealed significant differences, many of which could be �ed to
shared subcultural experiences. In the months and years ahead, it will be
important for schools to regularly measure and track mental health symptoms–
as well as important,modifiable risk and protec�ve factors linked with these–
ensuring careful a�en�on to issues par�cularly important in specific subgroups.
This type of specificity of analysis is essen�al to tailor interven�ons best fi�ed
to the needs of each subgroup of students, fostering resilience in the face of
con�nuing challenges at the na�onal and local levels.



// 20 COVID-19 AND STUDENTS OF COLOR

REFERENCES

Centers for Disease Control and Preven�on. (2020, December 5). Es�mated
disease burden of COVID-19. https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/cases-
updates/burden.html

Fortuna, L. R., Tolou-Shams, M., Robles-Ramamurthy, B., & Porche, M. V. (2020).
Inequity and the dispropor�onate impact of COVID-19 on communi�es of color in
the United States: The need for a trauma-informed social jus�ce
response. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Prac�ce, and Policy.

Luthar, S. S., Ebbert, A. M., & Kumar, N. L. (2020). The Well-Being Index (WBI) for
schools: A brief measure of adolescents’ mental health. Psychological Assessment,
32(10).

Pew Research Center. (2020a, June 9). Hispanic women, immigrants, young adults,
those with less educa�on hit hardest by COVID-19 job losses. https://
www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/09/hispanic-women-immigrants-young-adults-
those-with-less-education-hit-hardest-by-covid-19-job-losses/

Pew Research Center (2020b, October 22). Fewer mothers and fathers in U.S. are
working due to COVID-19 downturn; those at work have cut hours. https://
www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/10/22/fewer-mothers-and-fathers-in-u-s-are-
working-due-to-covid-19-downturn-those-at-work-have-cut-hours/ft_2020-10-
22_workingparents_05/


