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THE COVID PANDEMIC AND YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH 
 

 
Source: Afterschool Alliance 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Young people have proven to be especially vulnerable to mental health issues related to the COVID-19 
pandemic. School closures, having to learn remotely, and isolating from friends due to physical 
distancing have been sources of stress and loneliness. While COVID learning loss in math and reading are 
of high concern, research about how students are doing mentally and emotionally since the coronavirus 
pandemic began indicates they are not doing well.  

 
ά¢ƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ us, especially caused children and 
teenagers to be isolated from their peers for prolonged periods of timeτand especially during 
these developmental periods that they showed the most intense need for interactions with 
ǇŜŜǊǎΦέ ς Sarah D. Sparks, Kids Are Feeling Isolated. P.E. May Help Them Bounce Back 

 
In this briefing paper we examine the facts of Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎ Ƙŀǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
health, what we can do in afterschool, the radical power of kindness and joy in afterschool programs, 
current youth-led efforts to address the mental health crisis, promoting the mental health and self-care 
of afterschool workers and offer additional resources if readers want to learn more. 
 

HOW TO USE THIS BRIEFING PAPER 
This paper is designed to raise understanding and awareness of the youth mental health crisis and ways 
that afterschool programs can address these issues. It also provides resources for afterschool and 
organizational leaders. We recommend that program leaders share this paper with organizational 
leaders and program staff and consider the best ways to respond to the youth mental health crisis.  

 
  

http://afterschoolalliance.org/
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/kids-are-feeling-isolated-phys-ed-may-help-them-bounce-back/2021/11?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Issue:%202021-11-03%20Curriculum%20Weekly%20%5Bissue:37789%5D&utm_term=K-12%20Dive:%20Curriculum
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KNOW THE FACTS 
 

 
Source: www.pexels.com 

²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎ Ƙŀǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 
important that youth workers and afterschool leaders are aware of the facts. Below we cite some of 
what we know about mental health and the impact of the COVID pandemic. 
 
Obstacles To Learning 
A recent survey of youth όнннΣуот ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǘ упр ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ нл ǎǘŀǘŜǎύ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άΧŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ 
stress, and anxiety are the biggest barriers to their learning. Teachers have also noted that dealing with 
student behavioral and mental health issues has been the biggest barrier to addressing unfinished 
learningΦέ- Arianna Prothero, {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ {ŀȅ 5ŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ !ƴȄƛŜǘȅ !ǊŜ IƻƭŘƛƴƎ ¢ƘŜƳ .ŀŎƪΦ .ǳǘ ¢ƘŜȅ /ŀƴΩǘ 
Find Help at School 
 

 
 

https://youthtruthsurvey.org/?gclid=CjwKCAiA2fmdBhBpEiwA4CcHzdFdhUgCDql7A5wm4t1RBKZ4qqH9rAA3TXnGWEGuPdtOrlDXGnMU-RoC4KQQAvD_BwE
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/what-teachers-say-is-the-biggest-barrier-to-learning-recovery/2022/07
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/what-teachers-say-is-the-biggest-barrier-to-learning-recovery/2022/07
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/students-say-depression-anxiety-are-holding-them-back-but-they-cant-find-help-at-school/2022/10
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/students-say-depression-anxiety-are-holding-them-back-but-they-cant-find-help-at-school/2022/10
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Know The Signs to Look For 
Youth workers are not trained mental health experts. They do not have the training to diagnose mental 
health problems, however it is important to know the signs and symptoms to look out for. Below we cite 
a list of symptoms to look out for, originally published by Mental Health America. 
 
ά{ȅƳǇǘƻƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ conditions: 
¶ Problems with concentration, memory, or ability to think clearly 
¶ Changes in appetite 
¶ Feeling sad, empty, hopeless, or worthless 
¶ Loss of interest in things that they used to enjoy 
¶ Excessive worry 
¶ Irritability or restlessness 
¶ Changes in sleep 
¶ Angry outbursts 
¶ Not wanting to be around people or take part in activities 

Other things to look out for: 
¶ IŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
¶ Extreme panic 
¶ Onset of new behaviors or rituals that are repeated 
¶ Mood swings or frequent shifts in energy 
¶ Changes in how they dress ςif your child is wearing long pants and sleeves in hot weather, or 

hats all of a sudden, they could be hiding signs of self-ƛƴƧǳǊȅ ƭƛƪŜ ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƘŀƛǊ ǇǳƭƭƛƴƎΦέ 

Risk Factors 
We know that all youth who suffered as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic are at risk for mental health 
issues. However, not all youth are at the same level of risk. We cite some risk factors that youth workers 
should be aware of. According to the ¦Φ{Φ {ǳǊƎŜƻƴ DŜƴŜǊŀƭΩǎ !ŘǾƛǎƻǊȅ ƻƴ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ¸ƻǳǘƘ aŜƴǘŀƭ 
Health, these are the risk factors contributing to youth mental health symptoms during the pandemic: 

 

¶ Having mental health challenges before the pandemic  

¶ Living in an urban area or an area with more severe COVID-19 outbreaks 

¶ Having parents or caregivers who were frontline workers 

¶ Having parents or caregivers at elevated risk of burnout (for example, due to parenting 
demands)  

¶ Being worried about COVID-19 

¶ Experiencing disruptions in routine, such as not seeing friends or going to school in person 

¶ Experiencing more adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) such as abuse, neglect, community 
violence, and discrimination 

https://mhanational.org/know-signs-recognizing-mental-health-concerns-kids-and-teens
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK575985/box/ch1.box1/?report=objectonly
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK575985/box/ch1.box1/?report=objectonly
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¶ Experiencing more financial instability, food shortages, or housing instability  

¶ Experiencing trauma, such as losing a family member or caregiver to COVID-19 
 
Note: Not a comprehensive list of risk factors 

 
Who Are Most at Risk? 
Recent studies are showing that at highest risk are youth in foster care, youth in poverty, and especially 
LGBTQ+ youth.  
 
Foster Care:  
ά¸ƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ ŎŀǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
young people. Placement in foster care can be disruptive and traumatizing, requiring enormous 
adjustments. Adding the upheaval caused by the pandemic can increase the feelings of instability for 
ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ ŎŀǊŜΦέ ς National Library of Medicine 
 
Urban Poverty:  
ά¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǳǊōŀƴ 
poverty. After school programs, whose mission includes children's socialization, peer relations, and 
adaptive functioning, are uniquely positioned to support and promote children's healthy 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦέ ς National Library of Medicine 
 

 
Source: www.pexels.com 

 
LGBTQ+ Youth: 
LGBTQ+ youth are at higher risk for experiences leading to learning obstacles, bullying, and higher rates 
of depression, stress, anxiety, and suicidal thinking and behavior. To raise awareness, we cite some 
findings from Youth Truth: Emotional and Mental Health. 

 
On Obstacles to Learning:  
άSexual orientation matters when considering obstacles to learning, particularly for middle 
school students. At the middle-school level, gay or lesbian students (79 percent) and bisexual 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17340183/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17340183/
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/YouthTruth_EMH_102622.pdf
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students (79 percent) report at more than double the percentage of their heterosexual 
ŎƭŀǎǎƳŀǘŜǎ όоф ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘύ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǎǘǊŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ƛƳǇŜŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦέ 
 

 
Source: Youth Truth: Emotional and Mental Health 

On Bullying:  
άhǾŜǊ ŀ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǎǘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ōǳƭƭȅƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƻǇ ŦƛǾŜ obstacle to 
ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΧ CƻǊ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƴƻƴ-binary and LGBTQ+ youth, bullying is a formidable weight that adds 
to their overall obstacle- to-learning load. 
 
The only high school group to report at a significantly larger percentage than the overall (8 
percent) that bullying is an obstacle to learning are non- binary students (17 percent). And at 
the middle-school level the only two groups to report that bullying is an obstacle to learning at 
a significantly higher rate than the overall (19 percent) are LGBTQ+ students (27 percent) and 
non-ōƛƴŀǊȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ όоп ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘύΦέ  
 
On Suicidality: 
άWhile there is no significant difference in reporting rates by grade level or by race, there are 
alarming differences by gender identity and LGBTQ+ status. A full 32 percent of LGBTQ+ 
middle school students report that they have considered suicide, four and half times higher 
than their non-LGBTQ+ peers (7 percent). And this pattern holds in high school where again 32 
percent of LGBTQ+ students report that they have seriously considered suicide compared to 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜŜǊǎ όу ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘύΦέ  
 

 
Source: Youth Truth: Emotional and Mental Health 
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YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH: WHAT CAN WE DO IN 
AFTERSCHOOL? 

 

 
Source: WINGS for Kids 

Since the return of young people to school and afterschool programs after the COVID shutdowns, there 
have been major concerns raised by educators and youth workers regarding youth mental health, the 
increase of challenging behavior and a decrease in acts of kindness shown to peers. 
 

άBroadly speaking, after school is mental health, as both promote enriching opportunities for 
growth and healthy development, thus preventing problems and promoting possibilities for 
children living in urban poverty.έ - Stacy Frazier, et al. Linking Mental Health and After School 
Systems for Children in Urban Poverty: Preventing Problems, Promoting Possibilities 

 

Afterschool programs are not equipped to solve the youth mental health crisis. However, afterschool 
programs are well positioned to promote positive mental health. To do this we should lean into our 
strengths. Below we offer some ideas on how afterschool programs can lean into their strengths to 
improve youth mental health and COVID recovery. (Note: learning loss indicated by lower reading and 
math scores should not be the focus of afterschool.) 
 
The Importance of Positive Relationships in Afterschool 
We know in afterschool programs that relationships are key. By working to build positive relationships 
ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ άǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻΦέ  
 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17340183/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17340183/
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ά¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƭk to 
at school when they are upset drops steadily from third grade (61 percent) to fourth grade (55 
percent) to fifth grade (50 percent). Fewer than half of secondary students, regardless of 
grade level, gender, race, or LGBTQ+ status, report that they have an adult at school they can 
ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŜƭ ǳǇǎŜǘΣ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘΣ ƻǊ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦέ - Youth Truth: Emotional and 
Mental Health 

 
It would be useful to review the Youth Development Guide 2.0, which speaks to 
the importance of building positive relationships and other important topics. 

 
 

Provide Opportunities for Youth to Express Themselves  
Quality afterschool programs place an emphasis on opportunities for youth to 
express themselves. These include things like: 

¶ Check-in Circles- ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ 
both young people and program staff. In small groups (20 or fewer), begin the day by sitting quietly 
in a circle and letting each person speak briefly. Sometimes it helps to have a special item to pass 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǎǘƛŎƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǊŀǇǘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
group. You can learn more by reviewing our LIAS Blogs on this. 

 
Source: Ever Forward Club 

 
ά[ƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǘƘ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳǘƘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ 
ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ŀƭŀǊƳǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦέ  - Youth Truth Survey 

¶ Journals- Journal writing is a good way for youth to freely express 
themselves. Afterschool leaders can use journal writing prompts 
and/or just offer free writing. You can learn more by reviewing our 
LIAS Blogs on this topic. 

 

https://youthtruthsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/YouthTruth_EMH_102622.pdf
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/YouthTruth_EMH_102622.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/s/2n0suaofc4nsp7r/YD%20GUIDE%202.0%20Final.pdf?dl=0
http://blog.learninginafterschool.org/search?q=circles
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/insights-from-the-student-experience-part-i-emotional-and-mental-health/
http://blog.learninginafterschool.org/search?q=writing
http://blog.learninginafterschool.org/search?q=writing
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¶ Art- Art is a good way that youth can express themselves without words. These can be art projects 
or opportunities to do free art. 

ά.ǊƛƴƎ ƘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƨƻȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀǊǘΧ9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘǎτsimply for the 
experience and pleasure of itτis therapeutic. Yet many schools, especially in under resourced 
communities, have extinguished this opportunity. Make art a reƎǳƭŀǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦέ - Daniel Coles, et al. Mental Health Crises Are Bombarding Our Schools. 

IŜǊŜΩǎ ²Ƙŀǘ ²Ŝ /ŀƴ 5ƻ  

 
Artist: Angie, 17, describes her artwork- "I feel trapped inside figurative and  

literal borders. These borders include attending and graduating college, getting a job,  
and not being able to visit my family back in Mexico" 

 
ά¢ƘŜǎŜ ώŀŦǘŜǊǎŎƘƻƻƭϐ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŀǊŜ ǳƴƛǉǳŜƭȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
healthy development, inclusive of mental health needs instigated by trauma. Children are not 
the only recipients; parents and the OST workforce can benefit from mental health supports 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΦέ ς Child Care Technical Assistance 
Network   

 
Predictability and Rituals 
 

άtredictability, or being able to know what to expect, is an important ingredient for healthy 
development. Predictable routines and consistent relationships provide a foundation of trust 
and security for children. When children know what to expect and who they can rely on, they 
ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ƴŜǿ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΦέ - Future Learn, 
Predictability and Development 

Predictability reduces stress because children want to know what is going to happen next and what to 
expect. Familiar patterns are calming. This is especially true for young people who have experienced 
trauma. 
 

άtǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘΣ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΦ Make sure the child knows the pattern. 
When the day includes new or different activities, tell the child beforehand and explain why this 
ŘŀȅΩǎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛt is for children to know that their 

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/opinion-mental-health-crises-are-bombarding-our-schools-heres-what-we-can-do/2022/03
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/opinion-mental-health-crises-are-bombarding-our-schools-heres-what-we-can-do/2022/03
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/supporting-and-promoting-mental-health-out-school-time
https://childcareta.acf.hhs.gov/ncase-resource-library/supporting-and-promoting-mental-health-out-school-time
https://www.futurelearn.com/info/courses/coping-with-changes/0/steps/158840
https://www.futurelearn.com/info/courses/coping-with-changes/0/steps/158840
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ŎŀǊŜǘŀƪŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ άƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦέ It is frightening for traumatized children (who are sensitive to 
control) to sense that the people caring for them are, themselves, disorganized, confused and 
anxious. There is no expectation of perfection, however, when caretakers are overwhelmed, 
irritable or anxious; simply help the child understand why, and that these reactions are normal and 
ǿƛƭƭ ǇŀǎǎΦέ -  Dr. Bruce Perry, Importance of Predictability 

 
When we repeat important activities on a regular basis, they become rituals that young participants can 
depend on. These activities include talking or check-in circles, particular ways that you always open or 
close the program, activities that acknowledge youth or staff that are departing the program, birthdays, 
etc.  

άtǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛȊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘŜŜƴǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎΦέ - Teen 
Mental Health: A Vulnerable Stage of Life 

Promote Peer Interaction and Support 
To address COVID-19 isolation, afterschool programs can help by emphasizing activities that promote 
peer interaction. Activities include check-in circles, group play and games and group projects. 

 

  
Source: www.pexels.com 

 
ά¢ƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ caused children and 
teenagers to be isolated from their peers for prolonged periods of timeτand especially during 
these developmental periods that they showed the most intense need for interactions with 
ǇŜŜǊǎΦέ ς Sarah D. Sparks, Kids Are Feeling Isolated. P.E. May Help Them Bounce Back 
 

9ŘǳŎŀǘŜ ¸ƻǳǘƘ ŀƴŘ bƻǊƳŀƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ LǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ άaŜƴǘŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘέ 
Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘέ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀƴ άŎǊŀȊȅέΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 
understand that the impacts of COVID and isolation are real. These conversations can happen in group 
meetings and individual conversations.  
 
Create Opportunities for Youth to Contribute to Youth Mental Health 
 

ά¸ƻǳǘƘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ς they even demand ς that adults involve them in creating a 
ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΣ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ ΨŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǊ ǿŀȅ ōŀŎƪ 
to loving learning.Ωέ ς Youth Truth Survey 

https://lakesidelink.com/blog/importance-of-predictability/#:~:text=Predictability%20reduces%20stress%20because%20familiar,or%20around%20him%20or%20her
https://www.sosillinois.org/teen-mental-health-a-vulnerable-stage-of-life/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAyracBhDoARIsACGFcS6f7ngq0E2XztibVK-cdIOzfUOhaY3A5SqVz7V2RYeHcL8AMMTtyB4aAvSjEALw_wcB
https://www.sosillinois.org/teen-mental-health-a-vulnerable-stage-of-life/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAyracBhDoARIsACGFcS6f7ngq0E2XztibVK-cdIOzfUOhaY3A5SqVz7V2RYeHcL8AMMTtyB4aAvSjEALw_wcB
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/kids-are-feeling-isolated-phys-ed-may-help-them-bounce-back/2021/11?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Issue:%202021-11-03%20Curriculum%20Weekly%20%5Bissue:37789%5D&utm_term=K-12%20Dive:%20Curriculum
https://youthtruthsurvey.org/insights-from-the-student-experience-part-i-emotional-and-mental-health/
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¸ƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭΦ Consider training students to spot peers 
with mental health struggles and guide them to help. To learn more about developing a peer counseling 
program, check out HOPE Squad. 
 

άL ǿƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ did more to train and educate its students on how to identify ... warning 
signs of deteriorating mental health, abuse, self-harm, and violence within their peers - and 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜƭȅΦέ ς 12th grade student 

άTeens are more likely to communicate with their peers than with their parents or teachers. 
Peer-led counseling programs show promise in helping to detect mental health concerns in 
younger students.έ - Tonya Russell, Peer Counseling May Reach Teens in Ways That Adults Can't 

Provide Daily Exercise Activities 
 
During the COVID shutdowns young people had few opportunities for exercise and playing with friends. 
It has been suggested that youth who suffered from COVID-19 isolation can benefit from physical 
exercise.  

 
ά!ǘ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ Ǉrograms may feel a squeeze from schools 
ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƳŀǘƘΣ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ōƻƻǎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ 
time also has an important role. It may help students rebound from the social isolation many 
have experienced during the panŘŜƳƛŎΦέ ς Sarah D. Sparks, Kids Are Feeling Isolated. P.E. May 
Help Them Bounce Back 

 
Source: pexels.com 

 
We also know from research that free play and activities that introduce young people to the natural 
world are also healing. To learn more, check out our LIAS Blogs on Play and Nature. 
 

ά!ǘ [ŀǿǊŜƴŎŜ CŀƳƛƭȅ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊ {ŎƘƻƻƭΣ !ǊǘΣ aǳǎƛŎ ŀƴŘ tƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ όDȅƳύ 
are important to helping students interact with friends while participating in activities that 
take them away from desks and screens. These classes teach critical thinking, decision making 
and use a separate set of skills to interact with others. Gym in particular has an important role 
to play in helping children reduce anxiety and streǎǎΦέ - Susan Dion Earabino, Ed.D, Principal at 
Lawrence Family Development Charter School  

 

https://hopesquad.com/
https://www.the74million.org/article/survey-mental-health-top-learning-obstacle/
https://www.verywellfamily.com/peer-support-programs-for-mental-health-5096446
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/kids-are-feeling-isolated-phys-ed-may-help-them-bounce-back/2021/11
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/kids-are-feeling-isolated-phys-ed-may-help-them-bounce-back/2021/11
http://blog.learninginafterschool.org/search?q=play
http://blog.learninginafterschool.org/search?q=nature
https://www.lfdcs.org/documents/parents/89-kids-are-feeling-isolated-p-e-may-help-them-bounce-back/file
https://www.lfdcs.org/documents/parents/89-kids-are-feeling-isolated-p-e-may-help-them-bounce-back/file
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Know How and When to Collaborate with the School and Parents and When to Refer to a Professional 
It is recommended that program leaders check with their schools or provider organizations to see if 
there are policies that lay out protocols for this. Many schools have IEP or Care Team meetings that 
identify strategies for particular youth who are experiencing problems. Afterschool leaders should 
attend these meetings as they have a unique perspective to bring. Afterschool staff shall also receive 
training on when and how to collaborate with parents, the school and/or mental health professionals.  

 
A Word About Confidentiality and Referrals  
As you get to know young people in the program and they develop trust with you, many may share 
personal information, assuming it will be kept confidential. Older youth may feel safer knowing that 
you can and will keep their conversations confidential. However, there are certain times when you 
will not be able to keep confidentialityτsuch as when a young person lets you know that someone is 
hurting them, or that they are going to hurt someone else.  
 
It is important that adult staff understand the legal reporting responsibilities regarding child abuse 
and endangerment. If your program is addressing personal, sensitive issues with young people, it is 
important to have a clear policy on confidentiality that you can share openly with participants. It is 
particularly important with adolescents that they understand you will respect their privacy, and that 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ 
are beyond the scope of your program practice. It is important that staff members receive guidance 
on how to handle these situations and have access to their program supervisors to discuss situations 
where referrals to other professionals may be in order. 
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ADDRESSING COVID ISOLATION: GET KIDS MOVING! 
  

 
Source: A World Fit for Kids 

Many youth who returned to school this year were socially isolated due to the pandemic. While schools 
are concerned with academic learning loss, schools need to understand that young people may be 
fearful and anxious. How can we help? Get kids moving! 
 
During the COVID shutdowns young people had few opportunities for exercise and playing with friends.  
Research suggests that physical activity can help young people recover from isolation experienced due 
to the COVID pandemic. Research also suggests that physical activity in nature can help young people 
recover from the isolation and fear experienced due to the COVID pandemic.  

 
Source: Girls Inc. 
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άhǳǊ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ 
ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘΣέ 9ƴǊƛǉǳŜ tŞrez-Cardona, a professor, and the chairman of the education department 
at the University of Puerto Rico said. ΨThe school has to be prepared and define a good physical 
education program, so those children can try to release those negative effects of isolation.Ωέ ς  
Sarah D. Sparks, Kids Are Feeling Isolated. P.E. May Help Them Bounce Back  
 

 
Source: www.pexels.com 

ά!ǘ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ Ƴŀȅ ŦŜŜƭ ŀ ǎǉǳŜŜȊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ 
ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƳŀǘƘΣ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ōƻƻǎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ 
time also has an important role. It may help students rebound from the social isolation many 
ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎΦέ ς Sarah D. Sparks, Kids Are Feeling Isolated. P.E. May 
Help Them Bounce Back 

 

Voices From the Field 
 
To learn more, we interviewed three youth development experts: Ed Center from The Village Well and 
Brad Lupien and Bob Lund from the ARC Experience.  

Q: Research suggests that physical activity can help young people recover from isolation experienced 
due to the COVID pandemic. Do you believe this is true? 

Ed- This is key in a biological and a sociological way. Stress itself is not a bad thing. Stressful events are 
part of life and can help us build assets and resiliency. Stress becomes toxic when we are unable to 
complete stress cycles, meaning that our fight-flight systems kick in with adrenaline and cortisol, but we 
don't move through them into safety, resolution, and calmness.  
 
The simplest way to complete a stress cycle is to move. A brisk walk is great, dancing is phenomenal, 
soccer is transformative. Physiologically, this metabolizes the stress hormones and brings us back to 
equilibrium. The social components of physical activity are equally important. Young people connect 
through physical play, whether through organized sports, dance, or skipping stones across an urban 
lake.  

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/kids-are-feeling-isolated-phys-ed-may-help-them-bounce-back/2021/11
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/kids-are-feeling-isolated-phys-ed-may-help-them-bounce-back/2021/11
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/kids-are-feeling-isolated-phys-ed-may-help-them-bounce-back/2021/11
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/kids-are-feeling-isolated-phys-ed-may-help-them-bounce-back/2021/11
https://www.villagewellparenting.com/
https://arc-experience.com/
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Source: NHP Foundation 

Every teacher and afterschool leader reports that we've seen a delay in social skills over the last three 
years. Outdoor play, supported by nurturing adults, offers a perfect environment for kids to build these 
skills and form the connections with peers and adults that are the hallmark of positive youth 
development. 
 
Brad and Bob- Absolutely. We are seeing that, in addition to learning loss and socialization issues caused 
by the COVID pandemic, many of our students have seen downgrades in their physical fitness. Getting 
outside and moving around, especially with a group of friends, allows many of our students to not only 
improve their physical health, but also their mental health and feelings of connectedness as well. 
 
Q: Research also suggests that physical activity in nature can help young people recover from isolation 
and fear experienced due to the COVID pandemic. Do you believe this is true?  
  
Brad and Bob: Outdoor education is a great way to experience the world around them while affording 
opportunities to socialize in a safe manner. When properly done, guided physical activity in the outdoors 
has a litany of benefits, including building community and trust with peers, reducing feelings of isolation 
as well as providing opportunities for self-control and to demonstrate grit. 

Q: There is pressure for afterschool programs to divert their resources away from things like 
physical activities and outdoor education to address academic learning loss. What are your thoughts 
on this? 

Ed- Yes, we have a learning loss crisis and need to address that. What perpetuates that crisis? In large 
part, we have a mental health services gap, a connection gap, and a lingering malaise for black and 
brown youth whose families bore the brunt of pandemic sickness, death, and economic difficulty. My 
son goes to a tiny private school. Are they freaking out about learning loss? No. They are giving 
themselves years to help their students catch up, in the meantime they continue to emphasize field 
trips, experiential learning, service learning, sports, dances, and social activities. Let's stop quantifying 
poor kids as numbers that need to be improved and start creating rich learning experiences to prepare 
them for life. These experiences include connection, wonder, play, and movement. 
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Brad and Bob- ²ŜΩǾŜ ŀƭƭ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ άǿƘŀǘ ƎŜǘǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ƎŜǘǎ ŘƻƴŜέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀƭƭ ǘƻƻ ǘǊǳŜ 
in K-12 education. Unfortunately, this has meant a shift towards standardized testing and numerical 
evaluation of our students and those numbersτwhich get measured very preciselyτbecome the focus 
rather than on building whole, well rounded individuals.  

 

 
 
PhyǎƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀǎ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ 
quantifiable as a math test. Programs that encourage students to move and play provide a wealth of 
ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ health, and can provide a force multiplier effect, 
ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘŀȅΦ 
 

 
Source: A World Fit for Kids 

ά!ŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ άƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƭƻǎǎΣέ ŀƴŘ 
ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǊŜƳŜŘƛŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎΣ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ΧΦ !ƴŘ ŀǘ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ 
recess and physical education programs may feel a squeeze from schools seeking more time 
ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƳŀǘƘΣ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ōƻƻǎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƭǎƻ Ƙŀǎ ŀƴ 
important role. It may help students rebound from the social isolation many have experienced 


