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Introduction
How has the Covid-19 pandemic impacted overall health in 
school aged children?

The Covid-19 pandemic has changed the lives of thousands of individuals 
worldwide. The effect of the pandemic has created financial burden, men-
tal and physical health issues, and numerous other challenges affecting 
daily life for many different populations. One population that has been 
affected resulting in impacts on daily life is the pediatrHow has the CO-
VID-19 pandemic impacted overall health in school aged children?

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the lives of thousands of individu-
als worldwide. The effect of the pandemic has created financial burden, 
mental and physical health issues, and numerous other challenges affect-
ing daily life for many different populations. One population that has 
been affected resulting in impacts on daily life is the pediatric popula-
tion. Children are at higher risk to changes in health due to the pan-
demic as the virus has caused mental, physical, social, and educational 
changes that can impact the cognitive function of children [1]. Mental 
and physical health challenges existed for the pediatric population be-
fore the pandemic. Depression and anxiety are among the most common 
mental health disorders in children and youth, with significant functional 
impairment, and an associated risk of suicide [2]. With increased uncer-
tainties for the future outcomes of the pandemic, depression and anxiety 
could increase in children and youth.

The global COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the routine way of life 
due to governing restrictions placed on gathering places and limitations 
placed on capacity. Due to the restrictions imposed to contain the CO-
VID-19 virus, different population groups have adapted to varying screen 
time levels, which may have a profound implication on children’s physical 
and mental wellbeing [3]. Some data has revealed a substantial decrease 
in physical activity and an increase in screen time during the COVID-19 
pandemic [4], which is one of the many different factors impacting over-
all health of the pediatric population.

Along with the mental and physical challenges that COVID-19 has cre-
ated for children, issues with social health, normal child development, 
home school experiences, eating habits and food insecurity, family stress, 
family instability, and mood and sleep disorders have been seen [1]. With 
restrictions placed on social gatherings, expected changes in health due 
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to decreased socialization can affect the typical development of the pedi-
atric population as well [1]. A child’s development is highly influenced 
by the environment in which they live. In an environment with social 
restrictions, where play and leisure activities are only possible within the 
home environment, where people wear masks, and the learning of facial 
expressions, dialogue, and language is restricted, potential negative out-
comes can be created [5]. With these limitations and restrictions there is a 
tendency toward limitations in the formation of certain areas of the brain, 
including the social brain, with consequent impairment in the acquisition 
of cognitive, behavioral, social, and communication skills [5].

With social changes, the method of education delivery for children has 
also changed worldwide with many school districts changing to online 
learning formats. As of April 18, 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic forced 
closures in 188 countries around the world, severely disrupting the edu-
cation process of over 1.7 billion children and adolescents [6]. Children 
may often have difficulties with online learning or may not be able to 
learn well without face to face interaction. This review focuses on how 
the COVID-19 pandemic has potentially impacted the overall health of 
school children.

Methodology
Participants

The participants of this study include a lot of different health care profes-
sionals and government officials. Some of the health care professionals 
included in this study are occupational therapists, physical therapists, 
physicians, nurses, and social workers. This study also includes children, 
adolescents, and young adults with an age range of 1-19 years old with 
no limitations related to gender, race, or health conditions. Children in-
cluded in this study represent different nationalities and socioeconomic 
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status. Studies of non-human subjects and experimental studies were 
excluded from this study. This study will focus mainly on school aged 
children and their families and how the COVID-19 pandemic has cre-
ated health care concerns for this fragile population.

Interventions

Tele health: The COVID-19 pandemic has created a situation that many 
political and community officials are trying to navigate through. Many 
health care officials have attempted to establish a means of treatment 
during social distancing mandates. The physical distancing measures 
have mandated a rapid uptake of telehealth, and the use of other inter-
net based interventions delivered to children and youth not traditionally 
considered hard to reach [2]. Clinicians and organizations previously 
hesitant to use these modalities are quickly adopting them [2]. Due to 
the increase in mental health concerns for children during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, the new telehealth intervention provides children and 
families with a means of obtaining mental health treatment. From the 
supportive evidence, children, and adolescents are more likely to have 
high rates of depression and most likely anxiety during and after en-
forced isolation ends [7]. The impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have 
affected children of all ages, sociocultural groups, and socioeconomic 
status, but children with intellectual disabilities have been presented 
with additional challenges. Children with intellectual disabilities are es-
pecially vulnerable to the physical, mental, and social effects of the pan-
demic. Physical isolation from support systems and peers can exacerbate 
underlying behavioral health issues, particularly in children with devel-
opmental disabilities for whom the community supports are critical and 
for children with mood disorder [8] (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Children have missed or delayed preventive appointments 
and utilized telehealth during the pandemic

Physical activity in children

When determining physical activity changes during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, one study analyzed data from 2426 children and adolescents with 
valid data on physical activity and sedentary behavior. Moderate and vig-
orous intensity, physical activity was measured based on a Global Physi-
cal Activity Questionnaire (GPAQ) which was developed by the world 
health organization [4]. The Global Physical Activity Questionnaire is 
used as a survey and requires participates to self-report amounts of phys-
ical activity. The study highlights that time spent performing physical 
activity decreased drastically during the pandemic [4]. It is well-known 
that reduced physical activity and prolonged sedentary behavior are 
linked to both negative physical and mental health outcomes, such as a 
loss of muscular and cardiorespiratory fitness, weight gain, psychosocial 
problems, and poor academic achievements. [4]. The pandemic experi-
ence may become an adverse childhood experience and generate toxic 
stress, with consequent potential loss for brain development, individual 
and collective health, and the long term impairment of cognitions, men-
tal physical health, and working capacity for future adults [5]. Xiang et 
al., revealed a substantial decrease in physical activity and increase in 

screen time during the COVID-19 pandemic and concludes that inter-
ventions for physical activity need to be established by governments, 
schools, professionals for health and exercise, and parents (2020) [4].

Social isolation

Life during the pandemic has created mental health and physical health 
concerns but another important consideration that is in high correlation 
with overall health is social health. The government has attempted to 
intervene and contain the virus, but mandates are creating health issues 
within various populations. Children and adolescents are experiencing a 
prolonged state of physical isolation from their peers, teachers, extended 
families, and community networks [7]. Due to the restrictions placed 
and home schooling, screen time has been an intervention tool that has 
increased significantly since the start of the pandemic. Preliminary evi-
dence reports significant decreases in physical activity, increases in sed-
entary behaviors, and disrupted sleep schedules/sleep quality in children 
and adolescents during the COVID-19 pandemic [3].

Outcome measures

The studies included in this review provide a focus on how the CO-
VID-19 pandemic has affected overall health in school aged children. 
The outcome measures focused on mental health including qualitative 
(emotional reactions, somatic/cognitive reactions, and worry reactions). 
These measures were used to assess children’s reactions to the new ev-
eryday life with home schooling and social isolation [9]. Home school 
experience was assessed with four statements about how children have 
managed home schooling, their concentration level, and home school 
support or lack of support [9]. Other measures included in the Larsen et 
al study included daily screen time use, missing friends and worry about 
virus infections [9]. The Quílez-Robres et al, review included instru-
ments such as demographic and socio-educational questionnaires and 
Beck’s anxiety inventory [10]. The demographic and social-educational 
questionnaire includes questions that were related to the type of family 
structure, number of children, type of home, profession, employment 
situation during the crisis, family conflicts, household chores, and school 
homework [10]. Beck’s anxiety inventory is designed for a collection of 
information in a self-reported format that allows measuring the degree 
of anxiety and the aspects or symptoms less related to depression [10].

Physical activity since the start of the pandemic has decreased and sed-
entary behaviors have increased due to isolation protocols and other 
mandates. In the Xiang study, outcome measures were based on surveys 
given to children in schools in China [4]. The outcome measure that 
was used in this study was based on Global Physical Activity Question-
naire (GPAQ) developed by the World health organization and measured 
moderate and vigorous intensity of physical activity during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic [4].

Headey et al, reported that school closures affect both physical activity 
and nutrition. Along with the decreases in physical activity, children are 
at higher risk for starvation due to school closures [11]. Schools provide 
children with two daily meals that they are guaranteed to receive. School 
closures have increased the stress placed on families due to financial 
outcomes and decreased employment. The unprecedented global, social, 
and economic crisis triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic poses a great 
risk to the nutritional status and survival of young children in low in-
come and middle income countries [11]. The nutrition that a child needs 
and the nutrition that a child receives daily can heavily impact the devel-
opment of that child. The economic, food, and health system disruptions 
from the COVID-19 pandemic are expected to continue to exacerbate all 
forms of malnutrition [11].
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Social health is affected directed by the COVID-19 due to the many man-
dates that have been created in attempts to flatten the curve. Loades ei al. 
is a study that used the impact of loneliness on mental health as its out-
come measures [7]. Seven studies stated that they measured the impact 
of social isolation on mental health, at the social isolation measures used 
were withering subscales or questions from loneliness scales, or strongly 
overlapped with the construct of loneliness [7]. These studies included 
school aged children and university students. While social isolation has 
proven useful to stop spreading the virus, social epidemiology research 
shows that comorbidity of physical illness and mental disorders is higher, 
especially in the absence of positive social relations [12]. One-third of 
parents whose children had been subjected to disease containment mea-
sures said that their child had needed mental health service views be-
cause of their pandemic related experiences. [7]. One instrument used to 
obtain this information included a PTSD Checklist Civilian Version. The 
PTSD Checklist is used to score symptoms related to disease contain-
ment measures to determine a score on the UCLA PTSD Reaction Index 
[7]. Social distancing and school closure may therefore increase mental 
health problems in children and adolescents, already at high risk of de-
veloping mental health problems compared to adults at a time when they 
are also experiencing anxiety over health problems compared to family 
employment/income. [7].

Search strategies

A collection of keywords was applied to Google Scholar with the use 
of preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses 
(PRISMA). The collection of key phrases included the effects of COV-
ID-19 on education, COVID-19 effects on children’s health, child devel-
opment issues COVID-19 school closures COVID-19 and COVID-19 
impact on overall health in children. Roughly, 137 total articles were 
yielded from the Google Scholar search. Inclusion criteria included 
studies of children and adolescents with no limitations related to gender, 
race or socioeconomic status. Exclusion criteria excluded studies of non-
human subjects and experimental studies. Of the total articles found, 18 
articles were included for this study based on inclusion and exclusion 
criteria. The articles that were included were published from January 
2020-December 2020 and included numerous population groups with 
a primary focus on children and their families. Research articles were 
excluded if they did not discuss health impacts on children during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Data collection and analysis

Data was collected and analyzed through researching articles that were 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic and how this virus has impacted the 
overall health of school aged children. Most articles included in this liter-
ature are primary research articles and meta-analyses. All the articles in-
cluded interviews and focus groups which are the most common meth-
ods of data collection used in performing qualitative healthcare research. 
The purpose behind performing interviews for this qualitative research 
is to explore the views, experiences, and beliefs of the COVID-19 pan-
demic to determine the effects of the virus.

Results
The research presented from the numerous articles included in this re-
view concluded that the COVID-19 pandemic has created a negative ef-
fect on the overall health of school aged children and their families. The 
research determined that areas such as mental health, physical health 
and social health have diminished during this unprecedented time. Oth-
er areas of focus for this review includes child development, home school 
experiences, eating habits and food insecurity, family stress and instabil-

ity, mood and sleep disorder, and the health of children with intellec-
tual disabilities. The articles included in this study is evidence presented 
from systematic reviews or meta-analysis, which classifies these articles 
as level one on the scale of levels of evidence.

Four studies were included to determine the effects of COVID-19 on 
mental health in school age children, [2,9,10,13]. Courtney et al deter-
mined that depression and anxiety is among the most common mental 
disorders in children and youth, with significant functional impairment, 
and an associated risk of suicide [2]. The associated restrictions that were 
made to decrease the spread of the COVID-19 virus can be correlated to 
an increase in depression and anxiety in school age children. Quilez-Ro-
bres, et al., found that these associated restrictions due to the COVID-19 
pandemic have had a negative impact on people’s social, family, and edu-
cational lives [10]. This study discusses more on how exact restrictions 
affect health based on mental health and physical health changes. Imran 
et al. discussed that children were not immune to the many psychologi-
cal impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and that children experienced 
fears, uncertainties, large changes to their routines, physical and social 
isolation alongside high levels of parental stress [13]. Children are es-
pecially susceptible to the stresses caused by the pandemic due to their 
limited understanding of the event. They are unable to escape the harms 
of the situation both physical and mentally as they have limited coping 
strategies and they may not be able to successfully communicate how 
they feel Imran et al, and Larsen, et al. determined that some COVID-19 
related variables such as home schooling experiences, child perceived 
family stress and instability, screen times use missing friends and worry 
about virus infection are associated with children’s emotional, somatic/
cognitive and worry reactions [9,13].

Four studies were included to determine how the COVID-19 pandem-
ic has affected physical health in school aged children [3-5,14]. Xiang 
et al. determined that some data has revealed a substantial decrease in 
physical activity and an increase in screen time has increased during the 
COVID-19 pandemic [4]. This increase in screen time is contributed by 
homeschooling online and an increase in social media participation due 
to children missing their friends and family. Araujo et al., discussed how 
the COVID-19 pandemic has created restrictions to the maintenance of 
outside activities and weight loss programs, encouraged a sedentary life-
style due to social distancing and a ban on attending gyms, parks, and 
leisure areas, alongside an increase in the consumption of canned food 
and industrialized foods containing fever essential nutrients for the de-
veloping brain, resulting in a negative impact on the growth of children 
and adolescents [5]. Bates et al. further discusses how the restrictions 
imposed to contain the COVID-19 virus, different population groups 
have adapted to varying screen time levels, which may have profound 
implication on children’s physical and mental wellbeing [14]. Bates et 
al. revealed that some preliminary evidence since the onset of the COV-
ID-19 pandemic related quarantine measures have demonstrated sizable 
increases in screen time consumption Physical activity is associated with 
numerous health benefits for children and adolescents, including cardio 
metabolic health, motor skills development, bone density, and emotional 
regulations/psychological health [14].

To determine the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on social health in 
school aged children. Three studies were included to address this issue 
[7,11,12]. Children and adolescents are experiencing a prolonged state 
of physical isolation from their peers, teachers, extended families, and 
community networks [7]. The duration of quarantine, fear of infection, 
boredom, frustration, lack of vital supplies, lack of information, financial 
loss, and stigma seem to increase the risk of negative psychological out-
comes [7]. While social isolation has proven useful to stop spreading the 
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virus, social epidemiology research shows that comorbidity of physical 
illness and mental disorder is higher, especially in the absence of positive 
social relationships [12]. From the supportive evidence, children, and 
adolescents are probably more likely to experienced high rates of depres-
sion and most likely anxiety during and after enforced isolation ends [7].

Discussion
The COVID-19 pandemic has created significant effects worldwide ef-
fecting every age population. The global pandemic has changed the 
‘normal’ routine of everyday life. The restrictions imposed by the gov-
ernment and other health care professionals has been proven effective 
in decreasing the spread of the virus, but these mandates have created 
health concerns worldwide. Some specific factors that will be addressed 
in this literature that has led to negative impacts on school aged children 
include home school experiences, eating habits and food insecurity, fam-
ily stress and instability, and mood and sleep disorders. All these fac-
tors correlate with overall negative health changes within the pediatric 
population.

When COVID-19 began to take attention of government and communi-
ty officials, school closures were one of the first actions taken to prevent 
the spread of the virus to school aged children and to prevent contact 
tracing. Many children may relate forced school closures to an extended 
version of a school holiday. The gap in mathematical and literacy skills 
between children from lower and higher socioeconomic backgrounds 
often widens during closed school periods [15]. The pandemic is not 
considered a holiday but some of the adverse education effects may still 
apply to our current education situation.

A child’s development is also considered to be highly influenced by the 
environment in which they live. Due to the forced isolation, the learning 
environment and the nature of educational interactions changed drasti-
cally. The learning environment and the nature of educational interac-
tions play an important role in the cognition process, not only due to 
discovering new knowledge and the construction of certain intellectual 
structures, but also due to the socialization aspect [6]. Efficient learning 
occurs in a social context through the exchange of views, joint problem 
solving, negotiating meanings, and group discussion [6]. Disrupting the 
education process directly affects the health of children due to prevent-
ing typical childhood development and by possibly creating additional 
challenges for these individuals as they enter adulthood.

School closures have presented numerous problems for typical child-
hood development. Another important consideration that directly im-
pacts overall health in school aged children is eating habits and food in-
security. The education of children worldwide is of extreme importance, 
but school closures also affect other aspects of a child’s life such as food 
insecurity. Food insecurity is always defined as the persistent worry or 
concern about access to adequate amounts of affordable and nutritious 
foods [16]. For many students living in poverty, schools are not only a 
place for learning but also for eating healthily [15].

Since the beginning of the pandemic, unemployment rates have in-
creased and obtaining the necessary needs has become challenging for 
many families. Among children and adolescents, exposure to food inse-
curity is associated with dietary inadequacies, impaired growth and de-
velopment, low educational achievement, cognitive deficits, and chronic 
physical and mental health problems [16]. Along with the creation of 
food insecurity, daily eating habits for the pediatric population has been 
interrupted as well. Stress, bouts of starvation and food cravings during 
times of financial hardships are thought to promote binge eating epi-
sodes [16]. These factors such as food insecurity are directly related to 

restrictions to education and could potentially exacerbate anxiety and 
depression of children that have recently been made to continue school 
from home.

The home schooling experience and decreased ability to obtain the nec-
essary needs for families has increased family stress and instability. Par-
ents play an essential role in helping their children buffer stress by help-
ing them manage their feelings and understand their own experiences. 
However, this buffering requires a parent who is sufficiently emotion-
ally and physically capable to do so [2]. Many parents result to negative 
outcomes for dealing with increased stress such as increased substance 
abuse and in severe cases child abuse. The pandemic experience of CO-
VID-19 aggravates the rates of substance abuse, domestic violence, and 
untreated and pre-existing mental health problems [5].

The increase in family stress and instability creates a negative impact on 
overall health in school aged children. The lack of social care and moni-
toring during a lockdown means that domestic violence and child abuse 
may go unreported [17]. Researchers have found that all types of child 
abuse become more frequent during school holidays, summer breaks, 
and natural disasters [17]. Sadly, some isolated cases of child abuse dur-
ing the lockdown with probably not be detected because the family was 
not officially “at risk” and/or because the abused children have not re-
turned to school [17].

The daily routines of many children have been affected in many ways. 
Moods and sleep disorders, in different types and varieties, make up one 
of the most diagnosed psychological problems in children and adoles-
cents worldwide [18]. Anxiety and depressive disorders have complex 
and bidirectional relationship with sleep disorders [18]. The mood and 
sleep disorders created by the COVID-19 pandemic can become even 
greater if not treated and children may experience these mood and sleep 
disorders in later stages of life and may worsen in adulthood.

Clinical Implications

Implications for occupational therapy practice: Occupational therapy 
plays a major role in recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic and has 
changed the way occupational therapists deliver occupational therapy 
services in many different locations such as hospitals. COVID-19 has 
created additional challenges for occupational therapist in high risk 
settings. It is important to consider the health effects on occupational 
therapy practitioners as they navigate through this unprecedented time. 
These health effects can include mental and physical health issues. Some 
occupational therapists have been forced to change their method of de-
livering services from in person meetings to online telehealth services. 
The change in service delivery might present additional challenges for 
current and new occupational therapy practitioners who are inexperi-
enced this idea can create additional stress for the practitioner. Along 
with changes in the process of delivery therapeutic services, mental 
health issues could be expected to rise due to the extended hours and 
other factors pertaining to emotional regulation techniques.

Implications for education: The COVID-19 pandemic has created 
many challenges for people worldwide requiring constant modification 
to ensure the safety of local communities and countries. The education 
process has changed significantly. The delivery method of education 
can now all be performed digitally. They can have positive effects and 
negative effects as some children may find it hard to learn digitally. It is 
important to continue to conduct research to determine to the effective-
ness of online learning. Along with adjustments made to the education 
processes, health providers have now determined alternative methods 
for treatment delivery. Online telehealth and other services have gained 
vast popularity and offer many individuals the means of obtaining the 
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treatment they so desperately need.

Implications for education:  The COVID-19 pandemic has changed 
the lives of numerous individuals worldwide. There have been negative 
health impacts in school aged children related to physical, mental, and 
social health. Currently, we can determine short term effects of the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, but it is important to consider the long term health 
effects that could potentially arise from the pandemic. Research should 
be directed to monitoring health effects related to the virus. It is neces-
sary that the potential long term consequences of COVID-19 mitigation 
measures are considered by decision makers and public health stake-
holders to design and implement timely strategies that could diminish 
the impact that lockdown may have on children’s lifestyle [19].

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has created many challenges for children and 
families across the world. The pandemic has created negative impacts for 
overall health in school aged children. These negative impacts include 
effects on mental, physical, and social health. Anxiety and depression 
are among the highest mental health disorders reported in the pediatric 
population. The restrictions that were made to decrease the spread of 
the coronavirus could be a potential cause of increases in mental health 
issues within children.

Due to children’s decreased ability to understand the pandemic fully can 
create additional emotional stress and other mental health disorders. 
Along with mental health, children’s physical health has been impacted 
by the COVID-19 pandemic as well. Children have been forced to com-
plete schoolwork from home which has increased the average amount of 
screen time in children. Screen time encourages sedentary behavior and 
decreases the amount of physical activity performed daily. Perhaps one 
of the biggest disruptions in health for children during the pandemic is 
the change from in person classes to at home online courses, which has a 
direct negative impact of childhood development.

The home schooling experience also possesses concern for healthy eat-
ing habits and food insecurity, family stress and instability, and mood 
and sleep disorders. Children attend school for educational purposes, 
but nutrition is a big factor that is included in the schooling process. For 
most children, schools provide two meals a day and without access to 
schools many children may not be receiving the proper nutrition they 
need. Along with the burden of food insecurity, family stress and insta-
bility greatly impact the overall health in school aged children during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Due to increased rates of unemployment, many families worldwide are 
experiencing difficulties with obtaining funding for essential supplies 
and household materials. This daily uncertainty has created additional 
family stress and many parents have difficulties with coping with the 
challenges presented by the pandemic. The rates of substance abuse and 
domestic violence have increase during the pandemic with many cases 
being left unreported. Finally, another important consideration to con-
sider when discussing the overall health impacts related to COVID-19 
is mood and sleep disorders. The changes in everyday routine and sleep 
scheduling are directly related to the development of mood disorders. 
The impacts to mental, physical, and social health in school aged chil-
dren need to continue to be researched to determine long term health 
effects and other disorders that may potentially develop due to the CO-
VID-19 pandemic.
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