
COVID-19, In-Person
Schooling, and Children’s
Mental Health

Executive Summary

Childhood depression, anxiety and behavioral/conduct problems have been prevalent
since before the COVID-19 pandemic.1 However, children’s mental health challenges
have increased over the last year and a half due to difficulty coping with the changes
and uncertainty surrounding COVID-19.2,3 Many families report increased behavioral
problems for their children, including irritability, disruptive behavior, clinginess, and
substance abuse.2-4 As most students return to in-person learning this fall, children are
dealing with challenges related to both COVID-19 and adapting to new school
environments. The children who are most likely to experience negative mental health
consequences during this time include children of color, homeless youths, and children
living in low-income communities.

Highlights

● New school environments and COVID-19-related restrictions can exacerbate
pre-existing mental health problems during the back to school transition.

● Students living in underserved communities (e.g., racial minorities, low-income
students) are more likely to experience mental health problems during the back to
school transition.

● Universal screening in schools can be used to identify and support at-risk children.
Schools may also collaborate with community partners to deliver mental health care
to students.

● In addition to staffing mental health professionals, school communication strategies
can give families the tools to effectively support their children.

Limitations

● The most recent data on children’s mental health problems were collected before
school started this fall. Additional monitoring is required to understand how the
return to in-person learning this year will impact student mental health.

● Data reported in this science note were collected from national samples rather than
specifically from Missouri.

This Community Science Note was prepared by the Missouri Local Science Engagement Network (LSEN), a partnership between
MOST Policy Initiative and the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) aimed to elevate science in policy
conversations in Missouri. For more information, contact Nanxi Xu - nxdw5@umsystem.edu or MOST Policy Initiative -
info@mostpolicyinitiative.org. This was prepared on September 8, 2021.

https://mostpolicyinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Covid-Mental-Health-and-Substance-Abuse-Science-Note.pdf


Student Mental Health During the Back to School Transition

If an environment appears unsafe, children may be wary of strangers and want to stay
close to their parents, or other familiar and trusted caregivers. Until they are old enough
to explain their feelings, it can be difficult to convince them that a new caregiver is
going to protect them. This means it may take longer for some children to acclimatize to
the school environment, especially if they attend a new school. School-aged children
who are sensitive or easily worried, or those who have developmental delays, may need
extra time to adjust.5,6

Impact of COVID-19: As students return to in-person learning during the COVID-19
pandemic, changes to space and routines have made normal settings appear and feel
different. During the pandemic, schools have to limit visitors, change drop-off and
pick-up procedures and establish physical distancing procedures to reduce physical
contact. Many educators, children, and parents are wearing face masks, which may
cause discomfort. Furthermore, the pandemic has also impacted adults, whose
increased stress levels can also increase a child's anxiety, fear, and helplessness.7

Figure 1. Survey results from Fall 2020 survey of child and parent well-being during COVID-19.4

Within the last year, youths also reported more depression and anxiety as a result of
isolation (Figure 1). In October 2020, 22.1% of parents reported deteriorating mental
health for their children, aged between 5 to 12.4 Additionally, COVID-related
restrictions, such as stay home orders and public closures, might have increased
suicidal thoughts and attempts within this group. The consequences of isolation are



more likely to affect minority youths, such as LGBTQ youths. Prior to the pandemic,
LGBTQ youths were already at higher risk for depression, suicidal ideation, and
substance use.8 Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, a national survey found more
than half LGBTQ youths reported symptoms of anxiety or depression that impact sleep,
appetite, and temper.9 These mental health concerns are likely to continue as youths
transition back to school, which might prevent them from fully engaged in school
activities and benefitting from in-person learning.

Policy Options and Effectiveness

Universal screening to identify at-risk students: Universal screening can identify
students who are at-risk for social-emotional problems.10,11 For elementary school
children, screening involves teachers and parents completing brief questionnaires
regarding a child’s emotions and behaviors. For middle and high school students,
screening relies on a youth’s self-report about their frequency and severity of
social-emotional problems. School mental health professionals (e.g., school
psychologists) can use scores on the questionnaires to identify at-risk students and
create a plan of action to connect students to effective mental health services in school
(e.g., working with a school counselor individually) or outside of school.12 Although
school principals often support universal screening in theory, they may have limited
knowledge about how to implement these programs and insufficient funding for
screening.13

School and/or community-based treatment options: Increased mental health care
staffing (e.g., school psychologists, social workers, and counselors) can support children
as they return to in-person learning, especially those who are anxious about the return
to in-person activities. Telehealth services can also provide care to families who face
barriers related to transportation, time, and cost. Some schools may also establish
contracts with community agencies to provide mental health support in the school
setting (e.g., Show-Me School-Based Health Alliance). This kind of school-community
mental health care partnership can provide convenient, accessible, and wide-ranging
health care services to students at school.

Communication: Social media and school programming may also be leveraged to
communicate information to families. In collaboration with state mental health
departments, schools may choose to offer webinars, Q&A sessions, and town halls for
educators, parents, and other constituents, as well as links to related resources (e.g.,
WIC clinics, SNAP program) for families. Schools and families can also work on
effectively communicating the uncertainty surrounding in-person learning and
potential changes due to the prevalence of SARS-CoV-2 variants (e.g., Delta).14,15

https://moschoolhealth.org/
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