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Introduction 

T h e  o u t b r e a k  o f  C O V I D - 1 9  c r e a t e d  a  ‘ n e w  n o r m a l ’  o f  s o c i a l  d i s t a n c i n g  a n d  q u a r a n t i n e  f o r  f a m i l i e s  
a c r o s s  t h e  c o u n t r y . 1 S c h o o l  c l o s u r e s ,  t o o ,  a r e  n o w  s t a n d a r d ,  w i t h  a t  l e a s t  1 2 4 , 0 0 0  U . S .  p u b l i c  a n d  
p r i v a t e  s c h o o l  c l o s u r e s  a f f e c t i n g  5 5 . 1  m i l l i o n  s t u d e n t s . 2 A s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e s e  m e a s u r e s ,  s t u d e n t s  a r e  
e x p e r i e n c i n g  a n  e x t e n d e d  p e r i o d  o f  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  t h a t  m a y  h a v e  p r o f o u n d  l o n g - t e r m  i m p a c t s .  
S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h e  m e n t a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  t o l l  o f  p r o l o n g e d  p e r i o d s  w i t h o u t  s a t i s f y i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o r  
h u m a n  c o n t a c t  i s  l i n k e d  t o  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  c a r d i o v a s c u l a r  p r o b l e m s ,  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  p r o b l e m s ,  
a n d  o t h e r  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  h a r m s  i n  p e o p l e  o f  a l l  a g e s . 3, 4 U n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  e f f e c t s  a n d  s y m p t o m s  o f  
s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  i n  s c h o o l - a g e  c h i l d r e n  c a n  p r o v i d e  d i s t r i c t s  w i t h  t h e  t o o l s  t o  i d e n t i f y  s t u d e n t s  a t  
g r e a t e s t  r i s k  a n d  i m p l e m e n t  a p p r o p r i a t e  s u p p o r t s  t o  m i t i g a t e  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t  c r i s i s ,  b o t h  
n o w  a n d  u p o n  t h e  r e t u r n  t o  s c h o o l .  
 

Immediate and Long-Term Impacts 

S o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  i n  y o u n g  p e o p l e  c a n  l e a d  t o  i m m e d i a t e  n e g a t i v e  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  o u t c o m e s  w i t h  
p o t e n t i a l l y  s e v e r e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  l a t e r  i n  l i f e .  

    

Quarantines and Student Health 

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  b r o a d e r  e f f e c t s  o f  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n ,  s e v e r a l  l o n g - t e r m  i s s u e s  h a v e  b e e n  s p e c i f i c a l l y  
a t t r i b u t e d  t o  a  q u a r a n t i n e  s e t t i n g  d u r i n g  p r e v i o u s  o u t b r e a k s ,  i n c l u d i n g  S A R S  a n d  H 1 N 1 .  O n e  
r e s e a r c h  s t u d y  s h o w s  t h a t  p o s t - t r a u m a t i c  s t r e s s  s c o r e s  c a n  b e  f o u r  t i m e s  h i g h e r  i n  q u a r a n t i n e d  
c h i l d r e n  t h a n  i n  t h e i r  n o n - q u a r a n t i n e d  p e e r s ,  a n d  t h e  s a m e  s t u d y  d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h a t  3 0  p e r c e n t  o f  
q u a r a n t i n e d  c h i l d r e n  m e t  t h e  c r i t e r i a  f o r  p o s t - t r a u m a t i c  s t r e s s  d i s o r d e r  ( P T S D )  b a s e d  o n  p a r e n t a l  
r e p o r t s . 13  
 
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  a  r e c e n t  r e p o r t  h i g h l i g h t i n g  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  c o r o n a v i r u s  i n  E u r o p e a n  a n d  C h i n e s e  s c h o o l s  
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  o f  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  p r e - e x i s t i n g  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  o r  s p e c i a l  e d u c a t i o n  n e e d s  
d u r i n g  q u a r a n t i n e :  8 3  p e r c e n t  o f  s u r v e y e d  B r i t i s h  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  n e e d s  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  
t h e  p a n d e m i c  w o r s e n e d  t h e i r  c o n d i t i o n s ,  m o s t  l i k e l y  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  a  d e c r e a s e  i n  s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  
a n d  d i s c o n t i n u a t i o n  o f  p e e r  s u p p o r t  g r o u p s  a n d  i n - p e r s o n  s e r v i c e s .  S c h o o l  r o u t i n e s  a n d  r e s o u r c e s  
a l s o  p r o v i d e  c o p i n g  m e c h a n i s m s  a n d  l i f e  a n c h o r s  f o r  s o m e  s t u d e n t s ,  a n d  t h e  s u s p e n s i o n  o f  b o t h  

Long-term Physical Health Risks 

Inflammation 
and high CRP 

 
 Cognitive, social, and physical 

development overlap in many ways, 

so isolation among school-age 

children has also been linked to both 

immediate and long-term physical 

health issues.5 For instance, one 

study establishes an association 

between social isolation during late 

childhood and higher levels of 

inflammation and C-reactive protein 

(CRP) in adults, indicating long-term 

health risk.6 Socially isolated 

adolescents are also found to have a 

higher risk of poor cardiovascular 

health and, in females, obesity 

during adulthood.7,8 

High blood 
pressure 

High cholesterol 

Adult obesity 

Long-term Mental Health Risks 

Anxiety 
disorders 

 
 A growing body of research indicates 

that isolation as an adolescent can 

result in an increased likelihood of 

developing comorbid anxiety 

disorders and alcoholism as an 

adult.9 One study assessing children 

aged 8-11 also identified loneliness 

in middle childhood as being strongly 

associated with depressive 

symptoms by adolescence.10 Most 

ominously, childhood isolation is 

linked to suicidal behavior by age 15, 

a particularly concerning trajectory 

in light of suicide’s place as a leading 

cause of death for ages 10-24 in 

recent years.11,12 
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d u r i n g  q u a r a n t i n e  a s  w e l l  a s  d u r i n g  r e a d j u s t m e n t  u p o n  s c h o o l  r e o p e n i n g  c a n  r e s u l t  i n  n e g a t i v e  
s t u d e n t  o u t c o m e s .  F o l l o w i n g  t h e  p e a k  o f  t h e  C O V I D - 1 9  o u t b r e a k ,  C h i n e s e  e x p e r t s  n o t e d  t h a t  
s t u d e n t s  w i t h  d i s a b i l i t i e s ,  s u c h  a s  a u t i s m ,  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e l i a n t  o n  r o u t i n e s ,  a n d  t h e  l o s s  o f  
s o c i a l i z a t i o n  a n d  t h e r a p y  r e s o u r c e s  c a n  s t a l l  p r o g r e s s  i n  t h e i r  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  e s s e n t i a l  s k i l l s . 14 
 
C r i t i c a l l y ,  t h e  q u a r a n t i n e  e x p e r i e n c e  v a r i e s  f r o m  s t u d e n t  t o  s t u d e n t ,  a n d  i t s  e f f e c t s  w i l l  o f t e n  b e  
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a l .  O n e  r e c e n t  s t u d y  a s s e s s e s  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  u n p l a n n e d  s c h o o l  c l o s u r e  o n  c h i l d r e n ’ s  
s o c i a l  c o n t a c t ,  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  a c t i v i t i e s  a n d  s o c i a l  c o n t a c t  d e c r e a s e  b u t  o f t e n  w i t h o u t  c e a s i n g  
a l t o g e t h e r . 15 F o r  s t u d e n t s  w h o  i d e n t i f y  w a y s  t o  c o n t i n u e  m e a n i n g f u l  i n t e r a c t i o n s  w i t h  t h e i r  p e e r s ,  
t h e  i m p a c t  o f  t h e  q u a r a n t i n e  m a y  b e  m i n i m a l .  
 

Social Isolation Risk Indicators  

T h e  v a r i a b i l i t y  o f  C O V I D - 1 9 ’ s  i m p a c t  o n  s t u d e n t s  m e a n s  t h a t  s c h o o l s  m u s t  b e  a b l e  t o  i d e n t i f y  a n d  
u n d e r s t a n d  s t u d e n t  r i s k  i n d i c a t o r s  i n  o r d e r  t o  p r o v i d e  a p p r o p r i a t e  s u p p o r t s .  T h e  t a b l e  b e l o w  
i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  p h y s i c a l  a n d  e m o t i o n a l  s i g n s  o f  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  a b o u t  w h i c h  s c h o o l  s t a f f  s h o u l d  b e  
a w a r e .  
 

S y m p t o m  D e s c r ip t i o n  

Anxiety and depression 
Just as early loneliness can lead to anxiety in later life, loneliness is also associated with 
present feelings of sadness and anxiety.16 

Low self-esteem 
Just as strong peer relations correlate positively with self-worth, many isolated 
students suffer from low self-esteem.17 

Lack of sleep Experts link loneliness with sleep disturbances and trouble falling asleep.18 

Poor perceived physical health 
Isolation among adolescents increases the risk of fair or poor self-rated health and is 
also associated with an increased number of doctor visits.19 

Somatic symptoms 
Loneliness in children and adolescents is strongly associated with stomachaches and 
headaches.20 

Substance use and abuse 
Adolescent substance use (alcohol, cigarettes, illicit drugs, etc.) positively correlates 
with social isolation, perhaps due to the perceived need to self-medicate or the desire 
for social acceptance.21 

Suicidal tendencies Suicidal ideation can be closely tied to social isolation, especially in adolescence.22 

S o u r c e :  B e y o n d  D i f f e r e n c e s 23 
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Supports During School Closures  

S o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  r e s u l t i n g  f r o m  q u a r a n t i n e s  n e c e s s i t a t e s  t h e  u s e  o f  d i g i t a l  r e s o u r c e s  a n d  o t h e r  
a v e n u e s  o f  r e m o t e  a s s i s t a n c e .  T h e  f o l l o w i n g  a r e  p o s s i b l e  s u p p o r t s  s c h o o l s  a n d  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  c a n  
o f f e r  t o  s t u d e n t s  a n d  f a m i l i e s  t o  m i t i g a t e  t h e  a d v e r s e  e f f e c t s  o f  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  d u r i n g  q u a r a n t i n e :  
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mental Health Supports Upon Reopening 

O v e r  t h e  p a s t  d e c a d e ,  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  h a v e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  r e c o g n i z e d  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  a d d r e s s i n g  
p o s t - d i s a s t e r  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  i n  c r i s i s  r e c o v e r y  p l a n s . 29 A h e a d  o f  r e o p e n i n g ,  d i s t r i c t s  s h o u l d  c o n s i d e r  
h o w  t h e s e  p l a n s  m i g h t  b e  a d a p t e d  a n d  i m p l e m e n t e d  i n  t h e  c u r r e n t ,  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  c o n t e x t ,  a s  w e l l  
a s  d e t e r m i n e  w h a t  r e s o u r c e s  c a n  b e  p r o v i d e d .  S c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  s h o u l d  c o n s i d e r  o f f e r i n g  t h e  s u p p o r t s  
b e l o w  t o  t e a c h e r s ,  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s ,  a n d  s t u d e n t s  p r i o r  t o ,  d u r i n g ,  a n d  a f t e r  r e o p e n i n g :  
 

M e n t a l  H e a l t h  T r a i n i n g   C e n t r a l i z e d  P r o g r am s   R e s o u rc e  M ob i l i z a t i o n  

E n s u r e  t h a t  t e a c h e r s  a r e  
t r a i n e d  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  t o  
t a l k  t o  s t u d e n t s  a f f e c t e d  b y  
s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  b e f o r e  t h e  d a t e  
o f  r e t u r n .  R e c e n t  s t u d i e s  
s u g g e s t  t h a t  A m e r i c a n  
e d u c a t o r s  h a v e  r a r e l y  r e c e i v e d  
m e n t a l  h e a l t h  t r a i n i n g  u p  t o  t h i s  
p o i n t . 30 A  s t u d y  e x p l o r i n g  
t e a c h e r  p e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  m e n t a l  
h e a l t h  p r e p a r e d n e s s  s u g g e s t e d  
t h a t  m o r e  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  
s u p p o r t  s y s t e m s  a r e  n e e d e d  f o r  
f a c u l t y  t o  d e v e l o p  
c o m p e t e n c i e s . 31 

 

S o m e  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  h a v e  
r e c e n t l y  o p t e d  t o  r o l l  o u t  f o r m a l  
m e n t a l  h e a l t h  p r o g r a m s  t h a t  
f e a t u r e  s c r e e n i n g  t o o l s ,  s u r v e y s ,  
a n d  n e e d s  a s s e s s m e n t s .  S u c h  
p r o g r a m s  c a n  a i d  i n  i d e n t i f y i n g  
s t u d e n t s  w h o  m a y  r e q u i r e  
s e r v i c e s  i n  t h e  w a k e  o f  s o c i a l  
i s o l a t i o n  a n d  c o r o n a v i r u s . 32 
O t h e r  d i s t r i c t s  h a v e  f o r m e d  
p a r t n e r s h i p s  w i t h  t h i r d - p a r t y  o r  
c o m m u n i t y  m e n t a l  h e a l t h  
p r o v i d e r s  t o  s e r v e  a s  f r e e  
r e s o u r c e s  t o  s t u d e n t s  a n d  
f a m i l i e s . 33, 34 

 

R e v i s i t i n g  c r i s i s  r e s p o n s e  
p o l i c i e s  r e g a r d i n g  t o p i c s  s u c h  
a s  s u i c i d a l  i d e a t i o n  a n d  
i n t e r v e n t i o n  w i l l  b e  i m p o r t a n t  
a t  a  j u n c t u r e  a s  c r i t i c a l  a s  p o s t -
C O V I D  r e o p e n i n g .  S c h o o l  
c o u n s e l o r s ,  a l o n g  w i t h  t r i a g e  
a n d  l e a d e r s h i p  t e a m s ,  a r e  
i d e a l l y  p l a c e d  t o  t a k e  t h e  f o r e  
o n  s u c h  i s s u e s . 35, 36 P r o v i d i n g  
t e a c h e r s  w i t h  a  s t a n d a r d i z e d  
t o o l k i t  o f  r e f e r e n c e  m a t e r i a l s  
a n d  r e s o u r c e s  c a n  f u r t h e r  
b o o s t  p r e p a r e d n e s s .  

C o n s i s t e n c y  p r o v i d e s  c o m f o r t  d u r i n g  c r i s i s .  A  
m a r k e d  e m p h a s i s  o n  r o u t i n e  a n d  r e g u l a t i o n  

i n  o n l i n e  c u r r i c u l a  c a n  b e g i n  t o  m i t i g a t e  t h e  
i m p a c t  o f  d i s r u p t i o n . 24 

C a n c e l l i n g  e x a m s  a n d  e a s i n g  c o m p l i a n c e  
s t a n d a r d s  c a n  b e  c r i t i c a l  t o  e n s u r i n g  t h a t  
m e n t a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  h e a l t h  d o e s  n o t  c o m e  a t  
t h e  e x p e n s e  o f  a c a d e m i c  o u t c o m e s . 25 

 
I t  i s  c r i t i c a l  t o  p r o v i d e  p a r e n t s  n o t  o n l y  w i t h  a n  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  a c a d e m i c  p l a n s  d u r i n g  s c h o o l  
c l o s u r e s  b u t  a l s o  w i t h  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  t h e y  n e e d  
t o  r e c o g n i z e  i s o l a t i o n  r i s k  i n d i c a t o r s  i n  t h e i r  
c h i l d r e n .  

 

 
C y b e r b u l l y i n g  i s  e x p e c t e d  t o  i n c r e a s e  d u r i n g  
C O V I D - r e l a t e d  q u a r a n t i n e s . 26 W i t h  t h e  s h i f t  
t o  d i s t a n c e  l e a r n i n g ,  d i s t r i c t s  s h o u l d  c o n s i d e r  
a w a r e n e s s  i n i t i a t i v e s  a d d r e s s i n g  t i m e l y  s o c i a l  
r i s k s .  E m p h a s i z i n g  i n c l u s i v e n e s s  c a n  b e  
a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  p r o m i n e n t  p l a c e m e n t  o f  
r e s o u r c e s  s u c h  a s  s u p p o r t  l i n e s .  

O p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  i n t e r a c t  w i t h  t e a c h e r s  s e m i -
r e g u l a r l y  a n d  t o  o b t a i n  t r a i n e d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  
c o u n s e l i n g  d u r i n g  a  t i m e  o f  s o c i a l  d i s t a n c i n g  a r e  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  h e l p f u l  f o r  s t u d e n t s  d u r i n g  
q u a r a n t i n e . 27 P r o a c t i v e  s c h o o l  t o  s t u d e n t  
c o n t a c t  c a n  b e  a  v e r y  v a l u a b l e  t o o l . 28 

A c a d e m i c  A c c o m m o d a t i o n s  

 
C o n s i s t e n t  C l a s s r o o m  R o u t i n e s  

P a r e n t  R e s o u r c e s  D i s t r i c t - W i d e  I n i t i a t i v e s  

C o n n e c t i n g  a n d  O u t r e a c h  
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Social-Emotional Supports Upon Reopening 

T h e  i m p a c t  o f  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  w i l l  a l s o  d e m a n d  a  r e n e w e d  e m p h a s i s  o n  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  a n d  c l i m a t e  o n  
t h e  s c h o o l  a n d  c l a s s r o o m  l e v e l s .  C o n n e c t e d n e s s  a n d  b e l o n g i n g ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n ,  a r e  
e s s e n t i a l  f o r  a c a d e m i c  s u c c e s s  a n d  m e n t a l  h e a l t h .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  c o m m u n i t y - b u i l d i n g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  
a n d  s o c i a l - e m o t i o n a l  l e a r n i n g  m u s t  b e  r e p r i o r i t i z e d  a n d  r e c o n t e x t u a l i z e d  f o r  a  p o s t - q u a r a n t i n e  
r e a l i t y . 37 C o u n s e l o r s  s h o u l d  a l s o  b e  l e v e r a g e d  t o  p r o v i d e  i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  a t t e n t i o n ,  s u p p o r t  l i n e s ,  a n d  
c o n t e x t - s p e c i f i c  s t r a t e g i e s . 38  
 
T h e  l i t e r a t u r e  p r o v i d e s  a n  e x t e n s i v e  a r r a y  o f  t o o l s  t o  s t i m u l a t e  s o c i a l - e m o t i o n a l  l e a r n i n g  a n d  s c h o o l  
c o n n e c t e d n e s s .  S o m e  s t r a t e g i e s  t o  m i t i g a t e  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  o n  t h e  s o c i a l - e m o t i o n a l  
w e l l - b e i n g  o f  s t u d e n t s  i n c l u d e :  

Smal l  Groups  

Small group settings have long been observed to aid in learning and social well-being, 
making them a valuable tool when dealing with students of all ages.39,40 One example 
of this is often called ‘lunch bunch’, where small groups of often differently-abled 
students are assembled to eat with teachers or counselors.41 

Ref lec t ion  

Targeted social practices have been demonstrated to facilitate mutual respect, peer 
collaboration, and positive relationships. One common example of this is ‘Class 
Meetings’, which are usually weekly meetings during which students and teachers 
discuss classroom and playground issues in a supportive context.42 

Soc ia l  Enga gement  
Some experts suggest that organizing (potentially student-driven) initiatives such as 
lunchtime mix-ups, where students are encouraged to make new friends during lunch 
periods, are beneficial due to their alleviation of major stress points.43 

Peer  In i t i a t i ves  and 

Intervent ions  

Peer-mediated intervention has been established as a useful tool for increasing social 
interaction and academic performance in students with autism and other needs.44 
Properly implemented, it could play a wider role in addressing social isolation. 
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