
This edition of the NAVIGATING A NEW

NORMAL study details COVID‐19's

impact on one of the country's most

social lifestages: HIGH SCHOOL.

Learn what U.S. teens ages 14 to 18

are saying about the highs and (mostly)

lows of being a 9th‐12th grader in

2020. The results of their April 20-27

online survey may surprise you.
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THE TEEN SCENE

Despite constant digital

engagement, teens are having

a really hard time adjusting to

life at home. Many are bored,

"lost" and lonely. They truly miss

IRL interactions with their friends.

They are sad and frustrated

about milestones and events

being canceled or postponed,

and they are scared for their

academic (and athletic) futures.

Like other lifestages, the silver

lining is the unique opportunity

to slow down, spend time with

family, discover new hobbies

and reset their bodies. But this

silver lining is thin.

Learn about the 9 key insights

driving these core takeaways.
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“I use Xbox chatting, Snapchat, FaceTime, 

Instagram, and just texting in general. I did most of 

these things before social distancing except Xbox 

chatting, and before social distancing I could just get 

an Uber to my friend's house and hang out with him, 

so there wasn't a need for as much contact through 

social media.”  - 10th grade boy, CT

9 key insights into high schoolers' new normal:

SEARCHING FOR SOCIAL LIFE(LINES)

“I've used Zoom, GroupMe, Marco Polo, normal text messaging, 

Instagram, Snapchat and Facebook to play games with, get to know, 

and just generally keep in touch with both new and old friends. Some of 

my friends didn't used to use a lot of technology to talk, but now it's 

our only source. It's been different to have a way to consistently talk 

to them without meeting face to face.”  - 12th grade boy, TN

“Most kids are doing the same 

things. Zoom is a big thing now

but I personally haven’t used it. 

We’re all just FaceTiming, Snap-

chatting, DM‐ing on Instagram.” 

- 11th grade girl, FL

HIGH SCHOOLERS’ SOCIAL SURVIVAL KIT

High school teens unequivocally

agree that not being able to see

friends (and boy/girlfriends) is the

worst part of being stuck at home.

After all, friends are high schoolers'

lifeblood and "family.“

Like other lifestages, teens are using

video chats and text messaging

more than ever to replace live social

interactions. But teens are also

heavily relying on social media and

gaming platforms to stay connected.

Many have begun using or

rediscovered video‐based com-

munication apps like Marco Polo

and Houseparty to digitally “hang

out” with friends. Boys, in particular,

are also joining PlayStation parties

and Xbox chats to get their social fix.
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Most commonly mentioned connection platforms during the week of April 20-27, 2020         n = 62 US teens ages 14-17 in 9th-12th grades



2
BORING AND SNORING

BOREDOM & LAZINESS ARE HIGH AMONG 9TH-12TH GRADERS

“I’m upset, bored and frustrated. I 

miss my friends and my old lifestyle, 

and school has become a chore with no 

recreational or enjoyable counterpart, 

so my life has just become boredom 

and forced work.” - 12th grade boy, CT

While high school teens are

experiencing a range of emotions,

boredom and melancholy are the

most intense. Unable to see friends or

engage in organized activities, high

schoolers are feeling low levels of

motivation and energy amidst the

abundance of unstructured (but

restricted) free time. They are

sleeping more than usual,

binge‐watching Netflix and TikTok,

and spending countless hours

gaming to help fill the time.
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n = 62 US teens ages 14-17 in 9th-12th grades



THE LOST BOYS. . . AND GIRLS

“I feel like I have nothing to do 

but work at home. I don’t really 

feel needed.” - 9th grade boy, VA

“I feel stuck, unmotivated, useless, 

cabin fever, stagnant, helpless, 

uncertain.”  - 12th grade girl, TN

Many teens admit feeling a sense of

uselessness during this time of

uncertainty – lacking any clear goals,

direction or purpose. Their typical

highly‐structured, rigorous, event‐
driven schedules have come to a

screeching halt, leaving them lost

and confused – akin to what adults

feel when they lose a job.

The 40% of teens who are

experiencing high levels of stress cite

the unknown as a root cause. Many

are struggling to find new motivators,

particularly when remote schoolwork

isn’t impacting their final grades, the

SAT and ACT have been canceled,

and extra-curriculars are on hold.

3

5



NO EVERY CHILD LEFT BEHIND

“I don’t know if I will get to go on campus for my

freshman year. I’m concerned that I won’t get to

transition well and connect to the college

community well.” - 12th grade girl, TN

“This last semester of high school 

was very important in terms of 

getting prepared for college. All my 

classes were teaching with a

direct focus on preparing us for 

college level courses. With those 

classes being cut short, all the 

students are losing that 

knowledge.” - 12th grade boy, CO

Beyond what they’re missing out on

now, high school teens are very

concerned about what else they

might miss in the future – or what will

be different than they envisioned.

Many of these concerns stem from a

suboptimal experience with their

online schooling. Despite enjoying

the benefits of setting their own

schedules and going at their own

pace, many high schoolers hate

remote learning and fear it has set

them back and/or will leave them

inadequately prepared for school

next year.

Concerns among upperclassmen are

especially palpable: Juniors have

college admissions and testing to

worry about, while seniors are

concerned about being prepared

for their transition to college…and

whether they’ll be experiencing

college on campus at all. They are

asking themselves key questions they

never expected, like: "Should I even

go to college or just stay home?"

"Should I go to community college or

take classes online?" "Should I do a

gap year...or get my first real job?"

“I'm concerned I won't have attained 

the knowledge to the extent I needed 

to or will have learned it in a not 

correct way or I won’t remember it.“   

- 12th grade boy, LA
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“Canceled musical theatre 
show. Canceled junior prom. Canceled 

family birthday parties. My own 
birthday celebration in May will probably 

be canceled. Canceled SATs. Canceled 
college visits. I hate it all.”                  

- 11th grade boy, CT

MILESTONE MOURNING

“My 18th birthday trip to NYC was ruined, as well as all 

parties/gatherings with my friends; prom will almost definitely be canceled; 

graduation will be canceled or postponed; the Taylor Swift concert I was 

supposed to go to was postponed until 2021; senior internships have been 

canceled; all fun senior traditions such as senior pranks and college shirt 

day/tailgate; last ballet performance (I have been dancing since I was 2 

years old and now I don’t get to dance in my final show).”                           

- 12th grade girl, IA

“I graduate this year, so it is entirely 

possible that I won't be able to have a 

graduation party this year. My prom 

has also been moved to June, and the 

orientation and class registration dates 

have all been moved online for the 

college I will be attending.”                  

- 12th grade boy, MN

Feelings of disappointment and

frustration are also running rampant

among high schoolers, who are

watching important events and

occasions they’ve looked forward to

for years get postponed, canceled

or remain “up in the air.”

High school teens aren’t just missing

birthdays, holidays and trips, they’re

losing out on pivotal moments that

often define their lifestage and mark

their teenage years: proms, athletic

seasons, sweet 16s and quinceñeras,

dance/music/cheer/theatre compe-

titions and performances, driver ’s

license tests, senior events, high

school graduations, college visits

and more.

While some high schoolers have

looked for alternative ways to

commemorate or celebrate these

events – such as Zoom parties, drive-

by birthday parades or watching

John Krasinski host a virtual prom –

many are flat out grieving the missed

coming-of-age markers.
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“I don’t seek out news. If I have a 
question I ask my mom or dad but I 
really don’t want to hear about it.”         

- 9th grade girl, TN

HOLD THE PRESSES

“My aunt is a doctor and she’s the only person 

I trust. Information in America is based on 

ratings and is easily censored and taken control 

of by people who could not care less for the 

country’s well-being.” - 11th grade girl, FL

“I don’t rely on any source because 

nobody really knows what is going 

on; it’s all guesses and empty 

hope.” - 9th grade girl, MA

Want to know when life will resume

normalcy? Don't ask a teen.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, teens are

paying far less attention to the

news than older lifestages. In fact,

many are actively avoiding the

latest COVID-19-related updates,

having been inundated with

information for the past several

months

months and lacking trust in the often-

inconsistent news.

Those who are clued in are most

likely to passively hear about news

from their parents, while watching TV

or seeing headlines on social media

or news alerts on their phones.
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FREE TO BE ME

“This seems like a good time to focus 
on things I want to do with my life 
instead of being overrun by school.”    

- 9th grade girl, NY

“You get to be yourself and discover 
what makes you happy when you’re not 

with people.” - 9th grade girl, PA

“I've been drawing, painting, crocheting, 
reading, writing, playing board games with 

family, building forts with my little 
brothers…learning how to braid hair and 
playing with my dog.” - 10th grade girl, SC

“I’ve been doing more 

yardwork/house projects and just 

working on becoming a better version 

of myself.” - 10th grade girl, TN

“I have been painting my door and 
playing more piano. I have also 
been able to do a lot of cooking 

and baking.”   - 9th grade girl, NJ

While their time spent on screens has

multiplied since social distancing

took effect, even teens are

embracing the time to unplug,

unwind and unearth new interests.

Without jam-packed schedules filled

with academic and extracurricular

demands, teens now have the time

to be introspective, discover new

passions and pursue hobbies that

had been shelved. They are

embracing new forms of expression

and experimenting with what they

enjoy and, ultimately, what they want

to pursue.

Many of the solo activities are the

same things seniors (65+) are doing:

gardening, baking, exercising,

reading, doing arts and crafts,

learning new skills, and cleaning/

organizing.

Amidst the craziness in the world,

teens are excited about – and

thankful for – the newfound time they

have to devote to these stress-free

activities without distraction.
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WELCOMING WELLNESS

“I have more time to better 
myself and overall well-being.”         

- 9th grade girl, NJ

“I get to spend more time doing 
what I have in mind, I eat 

healthier, and get more sleep.”            
- 12th grade girl, CA

“I get to focus on myself as a 

person and think of the choices I’ve 

been making.” - 10th grade girl, SC

“I’m definitely watching 

more TV and reading more 

because I have more free 

time. I also am now 

following an exercise routine 

to keep my fitness up which 

I never did before.”            

- 11th grade girl, NY

There’s an overall desire for wellness

that’s washing over teens. In addition

to more time for exercise, nearly all

acknowledge they are listening more

to their own bodies and getting

more sleep (going to bed earlier,

sleeping

sleeping in later and/or napping

during the day). For some, this

translates to healthier eating habits,

new workouts and taking care of

their mental health.
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“You get closer to your family! I went 
from not seeing my family a lot because 
I would come home late from school to 

seeing them, well, all the time. It 
means I get to play with my brothers 
way more and do things I didn’t have 
time to do because I wasn’t at home 

as much.” - 11th grade girl, NY

FAMILY FEUD-LESS

“I think being able to take a step back 
and slow down life for a little bit has 
helped me spend more time with my 

parents and engage in more activities, like 
walking, with them.” - 11th grade girl, TN

“Although these times are not 
fun for anyone, I’ve found joy in 

spending quality time with 
family.” - 12th grade boy, CO

There’s another silver lining to social

distancing that teens appreciate:

having more time to bond with their

families. Many of the typical triggers

of teen stress and tension with their

parents have been removed during

this time, allowing teens to dive into

family time without worrying about all

of those external pressures.

Teens are grateful for the quality time

with their parents and siblings they ’ve

been afforded that they wouldn’t

have had were it not for stay-at-

home requirements.
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203.847.5766

askSmartyPants.com

If you’re interested in learning more about Smarty Pants' ongoing Navigating a New Normal study,

drop us a line at info@asksmartypants.com. Our panel of consumers ages 2-92 is ready to help keep

your organization connected to your core users during this unprecedented time.

SMARTY PANTS® is an award-winning, Insights

Association-certified, market research

consultancy. The woman-owned firm provides

best-in-class qualitative and quantitative

research and strategic consulting to

corporations, agencies and not-for-profit

organizations around the globe. The Smarty

Pants team of research and strategy experts

excels at gathering lifestage insights and helping

clients translate those insights into smarter

products, programs and communications.

Based in Tennessee, the company has offices in

New York, Boston, San Diego, Tampa, Dallas,

Denver, Myrtle Beach, London, Shanghai and

Mexico City.


