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THE COVID PANDEMIC ANDUTH MENTAL HEALTH

Laved

SourceAfterschool Alliance

INTRODUCTION

Young people have proven to be especially vulnerable to mental health issues related to thelOOVID
pandemic. School closures, having to learn remotely, and isolating from friends due to physical
distancing have been sources of stress and lonelindedle 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.

AAAAA

G¢KS At 20Ff LI YRSYAO: B2&Spycially kKatisdzHcKildraniand FFS O SR

teenagers to be isolated from their peers for prolonged periods of timend especially during
these developmental periods that they showed the most intense need for interactions with
LJS S igBatah D. SparkkjdsAre Feeling Isolated. P.E. May Help Them Bounce Back

In this briefing paper we examine the factskoR 4 G KS LI YyYRSYAO KIF & AYLI OGSR
health, what we can ddn afterschoolthe radicalpower of kindness and jan afterschooprograms,
currentyouth-led efforts to addresghe mental health crisigoromoting the mental health and setfare

of afterschool workerand offer additional resources if readers want to learn more

HOW TO USE THIS BRIEFING PAPER

This paper is designed to raise understanding and awarenéle gbuth mental health crisis and ways
that afterschool programs can address these issliedso 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 respotitetgouth mental health crisis.
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KNOW THEACTS

!‘\

Source: www.pexels.com

2SS |INBP adGgAatt ftSFEFNYyAy3a loz2dzi K2¢ (GKS LI YRSYAO KIFa .
important that youth workers and afterschool leaders are aware of the facts. Below we cite some of
what we know about mentdiealth and the impact of the COVID pandemic.

Obstacles To Learning

Arecentsurvey ofyouttb HHH Sy oT al0dzRSyda +d ynp aokKz22fa I ONRaa
stress, and anxiety are the biggest barriers to their learning. Teachers have also noted that dealing with
student behavioral and mental health issues has beerbibgest barrier to addressing unfinished
learningb-érianna Protherof (1 dzZRSy 14 {1 & 5SILINBaaA2ys I VEASGe | NB
Find Help at School

Students' 5 Most Cited Obstacles to Learning

@ Middle School

Feeling depressed, stressed or
anxious

50%

Distractions at home and family
responsibilities

35%

My health or the health of family
members

34%
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https://www.edweek.org/leadership/what-teachers-say-is-the-biggest-barrier-to-learning-recovery/2022/07
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https://www.edweek.org/leadership/students-say-depression-anxiety-are-holding-them-back-but-they-cant-find-help-at-school/2022/10

@ High School

Feeling depressed, stressed or

anxious 56%

Distractions at home and family

responsibilities 31%

My health or the health of family
members

31%

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 tmow the signs and symptoms to look out for. Below we cite
a list of symptomso look out for, originally published biMental Health America

G{eyvyLiizvya GKI G Klcoodioys: | ONRP&a Ydzt GALX S
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 isleep

Angry outbursts

Not wanting to be around people or take part in activities

=4 =4 =4 4 -4 -8 -8 -4

Other things to look out for:
T I'SENAY3 2N aSSAy3 GKAy3Ia (GKFG 20KSNJ LIS2LX S R;
Extreme panic
Onset of new behaviors or rituals that are repeated
Mood swings or frequent shifte energy
Changes in how they dregs your child is wearing long pants and sleeves in hot weather, or
hats all of a sudden, they could be hiding signs ofsglfe dzZN® f A 1S OdzidAy3a 2NJ

=a =4 =4 =4

Risk Factors

We know that all youth who suffered as asudt of the COVIR9 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. Accordingtothed{ ® { dZNHS2y DSYSNI f Q& ! ROAA2NE 2V
Health, these are the risk factors contributing to youth mental health symptoms during the pandemic:

Havingmental health challengedefore the pandemic

Living in arurban areaor anarea with more severe COVIIO outbreaks

Having parents or caregivers who wérentline workers

Having parents or caregivers at elevated riskuinout (for example, due to parenting
demands)

Beingworried about COVIEL9

Experiencinglisruptions in routing such as not seeing friends or going to school in person
Experiencing moradverse childhood experiences (ACEagh as abuse, neglect, community
violence, andliscrimination

=A =4 =8 =9

= =4 =
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1 Experiencing moré&nancial instability, food shortages, or housing instability
1 Experiencingrauma, such as losing a family member or caregiver to CQ9ID

Note: Not a comprehensive list of risk factors

Who Are Most at Risk?

Recent studis are showing that at highest risk are youth in foster care, youth in pg\arthespecially
LGBTQ+ youth.

Foster Care:

G, 2dzy3 LIS2LX S LI I OSR Ay F2aGSNJ OFNB IINB | f NSIRe
young peoplePlacement 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
GK2asS Ay §Nationablibiary of M&idine

Urban Poverty:

G¢KS OdzNNByid YSydarf KSFfGK aeadsSy Aa FrLAfAy3a (2
poverty. After school programs, whose mission includésidren’s socialization, peer relations, and

adaptive functioning, are uniquely positioned to support and promote children's healthy

RSOSt 2 LdNatighal thilsrary of Medicine

Source: www.pexels.com

LGBTQ+ Youth

LGBTQ+ youthra athigher risk for experiences leading to learning obstacles, bullying, and higher rates
of depression, stress, anxiegndsuicidal thinking and behavior. To raise awareness, we cite some
findings fromYouth Truth: Emotional and Mental Health

On Obstacles to Learning
oSexual orientation matters when considering obstacles to learning, particularly for middle
school students. At the middischool level, gay or lesbian students (79 percent) and bisexual
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students (79 percent) report at more than double the percentage ofittieeterosexual
OfFaavYl iSa ood LISNOSyidv (0KFG RSLINBaaAirzys aidNBa

Depression, Stress, and Anxiety as an
Obstacle to Learning by Sexual Orientation

BISEXUAL 79%

GAY/LESBIAN 79%

ALLSTUDENTS

HETEROSEXUAL 39%

‘outline indicates statistical significance
Source: Youth Truth: Emotional and Mental Health

On Bullying:

Gh@SNI I ljdzr NISNJ 2F 2dzNJ 282dzy3Sad &SabatackRtoNE & G dzR
f SFNYAyYy3IX Chinddyans yGBEQNIyohtR, Yullying 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) tha bullying is an obstacle to learning are nebhinary 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+ sitglé27 percent) and
nond Ayl NE aiddzRSyidia oon LISNOSyGoL ¢

On Suicidality:

OWhile 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 ofQEBT

middle school students report that they have considered suicide, four and half times higher
than their nonLGBTQ+ peers (7 percent). And this pattern holds in high school where again 32
percent of LGBTQ+ students report that they have seriously consitleuicide compared to
OKSANI LISSNB 6y LISNOSy (UL dé

Secondary LGBTQ+ Students Considering Suicide

HiGH  /
MmiopLe ~ ScHooL
SCHOOL
14%
n
L 1 1 J L L 1
NON-LGBTQ+  ALLSTUDENTS LGBTQ+ NOM-LGETQ+ ALL STUDENTS LGBTO+

“eutline indicates statistical significance

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 progeftes 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.

oBroadly speaking, after school mental health, as both promote enriching opportunities for
growth and healthy development, thus preventing problems and promoting possibilities for
children living in urban poverty. - Stacy Fraziegt 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. Howéegschool
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 recov@dote: 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
GAOK @2dziK ¢S OFly SyadaNB GKFIG SOSNEB2YS KlFa aaz2yS2:
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G¢KS LISNOSyidFr3asS 2F StSYSyidl Ne aiddzRSylkio 6 K2 NB L.
at school when they are upset drops steadily from third grade (61 percent) to fourth grade (55

percent) to fifth grade (50 percentlewer than half of secondary students, regardless of

grade level, gender, race, or LGBTQ+ status, report that theyehav adult at school they can

Grt] 02 6KSy G(GKSe FSSt dzLJIXduth Fruthi EméfiodabafoR > 2 NJ K| @
Mental Health

It would be useful to review th¥outh Development Guide 210hich speaks to
the importance obuilding positive relationships and other important topics.

YOUTH
DEVELOPMENT
GUIDE 2.0

Provide Opportunities for Youth to Express Themselves
Quiality afterschool programs place an emphasis on opportunities for youth tc &
express themselves. Theselude things like:

Engaging yourg
people in
atter-school
programming

) LU A
 CheckinCirclest KAa R2SayQi ySSR (2 (G118 wone t1zy3d FYR C
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. Sommes it helps to have a special item to pass
F NRPdzyR GKS 3INRdzZLd tA1S F GFf1Ay3 adA0] GKFEG ARSY(
group. You can learn more by reviewingr LUAS Blog®n this.

. Eve

G2 STFTSOUGAOSE

QX

yAy3d (G2 e2dzik A& S$aasyd
3 2FF | f | NYouh TluthSUveya | Y

< o

a
1A

D¢ Q
(D>'_'

91 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
LIAS Blogsen this topic.
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1 Art- Artis a good way that youth can express themselves without words. These can be art projects
or opportunities to doffee art.

G NAy3a KSIfEAYy3 FyR 228& GKNRdzZAK I Nlskpyfar &y OS
experience and pleasure oftitis therapeutic. Yet many schools, especially in under resourced

aKz

communities, have extinguished this opportunity. Make art aedzf | NJ LJ NI 2 F SOSNE

A0K22f S EDapielEdes, ét @uental Health Crises Are Bombarding Our Schools.
| SNEQ&a 2KIFG 28 /1y 52

/éd T Y L1 §1 b "'? 101 W4 A
Artist: Angie, 17, describes her artwe'tkfeel 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"

GCKHAESISNEOK22(6 LINPINI Y& | NB dzyAljdzSte LIRaiida?

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 healffports

LINE DA RSR RANBOUGT & 2NJ A ygiChiltlEateTéchnical Assisface 4 S Sy OA N

Network
Predictability and Rituals
a tedictability, or being able to know what to expect, is an important ingredient for healthy

development.Predictable routines and consistent relationshipsovide a foundation of trust
and security forchildren. When children know what to expect and who they can rely on, they

K @S GKS O2yFARSYOS (G2 SELX 2NB {KSFutar@ledmR | N2 dzy

Predictability and Development

Predictabilityreduces 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 avieogxperienced
trauma.

Gt NEGARS | O2yaraidSyids MaeBRet®cHildkho®s thelpattarns Ny F2 NJ

When the day includes new or different activities, tell the child beforehand and explain why this

RFeQa LI GGSNY Aa RATTFSNBY (i ois orzhidpei todnsiRtBaNtBesr G A Y I G S
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OF NBill { SNA d&NSSrigliteniyig far 2ratnatiBe children (who are sensitive to

control) to sense that the people caring for them are, themselves, disorganized, confused and
anxious.There is no expectatio of perfection, however, when caretakers are overwhelmed,
irritable or anxious; simply help the child understand why, and that these reactions are normal and
g At f -LDfk Brdce@Pernimportance 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 chiecgircles, particular ways that you always open or
close the program, activities that acknowledgmuth or staff that are departing the program, birthdays,

etc.

Gt NBRAOGIoATAGE A& F &adGFLoAtAT Ay3d FT2NXORentT2N) GSS
Mental Health: A Vulnerable Stage of Life

Promote Peer Interaction and Support
To address COD isolation, afterschool pragms can help by emphasizing activities that promote
peer interaction. Activities include chegkcircles, group play and games and group projects.

Source: www.pexels.com

G¢KS 3Ft2o0rf LI YRSYAOS S@Sy (cHuBedzehkdrenand | FF SO0 SR
teenagers to be isolated from their peers for prolonged periods of timend especially during

these developmental periods that they showed the most intense need for interactions with

LJS S idBatah D. Sparkkjds Are Feelingdiited. P.E. May Help Them Bounce Back

9RdzOF GS , 2dziK YR b2NXYIfATS GKS LaadzS 2F aaSyidlt
LG A& AYLR2NIFYd GKFG &2ddiK dzyRSNBGFYR GKFG aYSydl
understand that the impacts of COVID and isolation are real. These conversations can happen in group
meetings and individual conversations.

Create Opportunitiedor Youth to Contribute to Youth Mental Health
G, 2dzi K SELINEB & & ¢they éverf dent@ijitat@@ultsinGoivd thel in creating a

Y2NE NBaLRyaAiA@dS SRdzOF A2y &aedadSy az2 GKFG GKSe
to loving learningQ € Youth Truth Survey
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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/

L 2dzy3 LIS2LX S gyl (2 0SS A Cadide@eiRgsiidgnts ko spatlpeers (i K I (G Q&
with mental health struggles and guide them to helplearn moreabout developing a pearounseling
program, check ouHOPE Squad

GL ¢ AaK didiknére té taik ar@ educate its students on how to identify ... warning
signs of deteriorating mental health, abuse, sdiirm, and violence within their peersand
NBaLl2ZyR | LILINE LINR I (0 S fc#thlgrede studénty LI a aA 2y | 0Sf & d¢

GTeens are more likely to communicate with their peers than with their parents or teachers.
Peerled counsdahg programs show promise in helping to detect mental health concerns in
younger studentst - Tonya Russell, Peer Counseling May Reach Teens in Ways That Adults Ca

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 C@\Mxolation can benefit from physical

exercise.
at!ad  GAYS 6KSyYy NBOS bogranis pidy feklK sgaekz® froim sc®ddldzO (G A 2 v
aSS1TAy3 Y2NB (GAYS T2NJ NBIFIRAYy3a 2N YIFIGKX addzRASa
time also has an important role. It may help students rebound from the social isolation many
have experienced during the p&hS Y A¢Sabah D. Sparkkijds Are Feeling Isolated. P.E. May
Help Them Bounce Back

.

Sourcepexels.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 Bldesigemd Nature.

a!'ad [FeNByOS ClYAfe 5S@St2LIWSyid / KFENISN { OK22f
are important to helpng 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 ingpdntole

to play in helping children reduce anxiety and sé&rei-8dsan Dion Earabino, Ed.D, Principal at

Lawrence Family Development Charter School
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Know How and When t&ollaborate 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 IER®T€am 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 calborate 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. Hewehere are certain times when you

will not be able to keep confidentialitysuch 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 refing 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
GKSNBE INBE fAYAGA NBIFINRAYI Syad2NAy3d GKSAN al FSG &
are beyond the scope of your program practice. It is ingpdthat 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!

Soure: 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 p@IGet kids moving!

During the COVID shutdowns young people had few opportunities for exercise and playing with friends.
Research suggests that physical activity can help ypaogle recover from isolation experienced due

to the COVID pandemiResearch also suggests that physical activity in nature can help young people
recover from the isolation and fear experienced doghlie COVID pandemic.

Source: Girls Inc.
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GhdzNJ NBadzZ & adAaA3sSad F2N) 6K2aS addzRSyda GKIFG

Aaz2t SR SézCargohahajpad8ssdr, and the chairman of the education department
at the University of Puertdrico said¥he school has to be prepared and define a good physical
education program, so those children can try to release those negative effects of isol&ign.
Sarah D. SparkKjds Are Feeling Isolated. P.E. May Help Them Bounce Back

Sourcewww.pexels.com

a'!'ad I GAYS gKSy NBOS&aa FyR LIKeaAOlt SRdzOF GA
A4SSTAY3 Y2NB GAYS FT2NI NBIFIRAYy3I 2N YIFGKZ &0GdzR

time also has an important role. It may help studentsbound from the social isolation many
KIS SELISNRASYOSR gSatal D, Sparkiids Are Beelirig $olated. ® £. May
Help Tlem Bounce Back

Voices From the Field

To learn more, we interviewed three youth development experts: Ed CenterTramVillage Welnd
Brad Lupien and Bob Lund from tARC Experience

Q: Research suggests that physical activity can help youegple recover from isolatiorexperienced
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 beconews/ken we are unable to
complete stress cycles, meaning that our fiflight 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 moveisk 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.
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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/

/‘

Soure:‘ NHP Foundation

Every teacher and afterschool leader reports that we've seen a delay in social skills over the last three
years. Outdoor playsupported 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 BobAbsolutely. We are seeing that, in addition toreiag loss and socialization issues caused
by the COVID pandemic, many of our students have seen downgrades in their physical fithess. 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 belthigeis true?

Brad and BobOutdoor 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 obenefits, including building community and trust with peers, reducing feelings of isolation
as well as providing opportunities for setintrol and to demonstrate grit.

Q: There is pressure for afterschool programs to divert their resources away from thiliige
physicalactivities and outdoor edicationto 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 healttervices 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 ainy private school. Are they freaking out about learning loss? No. dileeyiving

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 beproved and start creating rich learning experiences to prepare
them for life. These experiences include connection, wonder, play, and movement.
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BradandBob2 SQ@S ff KSIFINR GKS alreAiAy3d aéKFG 3SGa YSI adz
in K12 education. Unfortunately, this has meant a shift towards standardized testing and numerical

evaluation of our students and those humberg/hich get measured very preciselypecome the focus

rather than on building whole, well rounded individuals.

Phya A OF £ I OGAGAGE yYyR SESNDA&AS FNB AYLRNIFyYyd LI NILa
guantifiable as a math test. Programs that encourage students to move and play provide a wealth of
L2aAGAGS NBadzZ Gaz Ay Of teRithyaml can rauN@addvrog multigligrdfe&,y G Qa Y
AYONBI aAy3 (KS aGdzRSyiQa LISNF2NXIyOS Ay (KS 20GKSN

Source: A World Fit for Kids

! R2f Sa0Syida O2YAy3a 2F |3S RdNAy3a G§KS LI yRSYAO
gAfft YySSR NBYSRAIFf &dzLILIR NI Ay az20AFfxX y2i 2dzai
recess and physical education programs may feel a squeeze from sclesltgg more time
F2NINBFRAY3I 2N YIF(GKSE a0dzRAS& adzZ33asSad o22adAy3
important role. It may help students rebound from the social isolation many have experienced
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