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Abstract

Children with pre-existing conditions, such as ADHD and anxiety, are particularly vulnerable to the mental
health consequences of the pandemic. Disruptions to routine and social interactions have exacerbated their
symptoms, leading to increased stress and depression. This article examines the role of mental health education
in schools as a critical tool for mitigating these challenges. Mental health education equips children with essential
stress-management skills through evidence-based interventions such as coping skills training, emotional
regulation practices, and resilience-building. The article features case studies that detail the effectiveness of
programs like the Los Angeles Unified School District's teletherapy initiative, which provided virtual mental
health support to over a million students, significantly reducing stress and anxiety levels during the pandemic.
Programs such as the Comprehensive School Mental Health Systems (CSMHS) employ a multitiered approach,
addressing prevention, early intervention, and support for severe mental health concerns in collaboration with
community health professionals. The Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) framework also
highlights successful integration into U.S. school systems, ensuring a supportive environment through behavioral
reinforcement and targeted mental health education.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, Children’s Mental Health, Mental Health Education, Psychological Distress,
ADHD, Anxiety, Resilience, School-Based Interventions, Teletherapy, Comprehensive School Mental Health
Systems (CSMHS), Positive Behavioral Interventions And Supports (PBIS), Policy Recommendations

Date of Submission:; 02-11-2024 Date of Acceptance: 12-11-2024

. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic introduced a unique set of challenges that affected the mental well-being of
children globally, manifesting heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and stress. This psychological toll resulted
from sudden disruptions to daily routines, loss of in-person schooling, social isolation, and, in some cases, the
trauma of losing family members or friends to the virus. According to the PennState Social Science Research
Institute, over nine million individuals in the United States lost a close relative due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
This staggering figure underscores the profound impact of the pandemic on children's mental health, as many
young individuals have faced significant emotional and psychological challenges following these personal losses.
Research also indicates that pandemic-related psychological distress among children was widespread. In a survey
of 1,000 parents in the United States, 71% reported a noticeable toll on their children's mental health, while 69%
considered the pandemic the most challenging experience their child had ever faced (Abramson, 2022). Beginning
in April 2020, there was a significant rise in the proportion of emergency department (ED) visits related to mental
health issues among children, reflecting the pandemic’s growing impact on young individuals' mental well-being.
This surge persisted through October, with mental health-related visits for children aged 5-11 increasing by
approximately 24% compared to 2019, and visits for adolescents aged 12—-17 showing an even more pronounced
rise of around 31% (Leeb et al. 2020). This highlights the critical need for comprehensive mental health education
among parents, caregivers, and school teachers. By equipping these key individuals with accurate information
and effective strategies, we can empower them to recognize and address mental health challenges early, fostering
a supportive environment that helps mitigate the impact of mental health issues on children and adolescents.

Integrating mental health education into core curricula can enhance mental health literacy among both
educators and students, providing a foundation for early awareness and intervention. Improved mental health
literacy empowers children and adolescents with essential coping skills, encourages emotional intelligence, and
bolsters overall well-being, laying the groundwork for healthier, more resilient, and successful futures
(Wiedermann, 2023). A study by Atkins et al. (2010) highlights the critical role of mental health education in
schools as a means to lessen the psychological impact of crises, such as the pandemic, on children’s well-being.
Implementing structured mental health awareness programs in schools can equip students with vital coping skills
and help break down stigma, creating a supportive environment that addresses their anxiety and stress.
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This article will explore the role of mental health education in alleviating pandemic-related
psychological distress in children. By examining existing research, case studies, and practical recommendations,
we aim to illustrate how integrating mental health education within schools and community programs can ensure
emotional resilience. This integration can address the immediate mental health impacts of the pandemic and equip
children with the skills needed to cope with future crises. Through this exploration, we aim to provide
policymakers, educators, and mental health professionals with insights into effective strategies for supporting the
mental health needs of young populations.

Il.  Literature Review
Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Children's Mental Health

The COVID-19 pandemic affected children's mental health with increased levels of anxiety, depression,
and feelings of isolation observed among young populations. Studies indicate that the drastic shift to virtual
learning, social distancing, and restricted access to recreational spaces has affected children's mental health (CSM
& SSL, 2022). A 2020 report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) highlighted that
emergency department visits for mental health issues among children increased by approximately 24% for those
aged 5-11 and 31% for adolescents aged 12—-17 compared to the previous year (Leeb et al. 2022). In a survey of
432 community-based parents aged 27 to 46 and their children, Moulin El-Aarbaoui et al. (2021) reported that
7.1% of the children exhibited emotional difficulties, while 24.8% displayed symptoms of hyperactivity or
inattention. Research also indicates that the increase in psychological distress has been particularly pronounced
among children with pre-existing mental health conditions, such as ADHD and anxiety. These children face
unique challenges in adapting to disrupted routines and heightened stress environments, which exacerbate their
symptoms and further impact their mental well-being. (Fegert, 2020).

Mental health education is a major component in supporting emotional and psychological well-being,
particularly in the context of the pandemic. Evidence suggests that teaching young people about healthy habits,
including nutritious eating, regular physical activity, mindfulness, and sufficient sleep, alongside skills like
resilience, problem-solving, adapting to change, and ensuring connections, empowers them with the essential
knowledge to care for their mental health and support the well-being of others (Luke Bell, 2024). According to
the World Health Organization (WHO), educational approaches that promote mental health literacy can reduce
stigma, encourage help-seeking behavior, and improve students’ self-management of psychological issues. Such
programs can also help to identify early signs of mental health concerns, allowing for timely interventions and
support (Shim et al. 2022).

Integrating mental health education within school curricula has shown promising results. Frameworks
such as Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) and Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) have been
widely implemented in the U.S. to support children’s mental well-being and academic success (Cook et al. 2015).
Sharon Hoover (2024) describes the Comprehensive School Mental Health Systems (CSMHS) as implementing
a multi-tiered approach that includes mental health promotion, prevention, and intervention. This framework is
supported by partnerships between schools and community health providers to ensure that students receive
comprehensive behavioral health support. Fazel et al., (2014) described universal strategy as an approach that
assists students who face particular risks and is followed up by treatment, which allows both students, teachers,
and the school at large to create a learning-supported environment. Margaretha et al., 2023 study on inclusion
policies document of the UN, opined that the framework for the inclusion of mental health should be
comprehensive and inclusive of strategy like scope, focus, and approach. These programs provide structured
approaches to developing emotional intelligence and resilience in students. Research by Suldo et al.(2014)
suggests that schools incorporating mental health education into learning ensure a supportive environment that
enhances student well-being and contributes to better academic outcomes and social functioning.

I11.  Pandemic-Related Psychological Distress In Children
Effects of Isolation, Remote Learning, and Disruptions on Mental Health

Social isolation, the abrupt shift to remote learning, and changes to routine, heightened levels of stress,
anxiety, and depression among young populations. Studies reveal that children face increased loneliness and
emotional distress due to reduced interaction with peers and limited access to support networks in schools (Kwan
et al., 2020). The absence of physical social interactions significantly affected younger children, whose
developmental needs included structured, face-to-face engagement with peers and teachers (Almeida et al.,2021).
Extended periods of isolation have been shown to increase risk factors for anxiety and depression, as people
struggle with feelings of disconnection and loneliness (Catherine et al., 2020).

Remote learning brought additional challenges, as children had to adapt to virtual classrooms which
many lacked the motivation to do, and also deal with the technical and motivational hurdles that accompanied
them (Sakarneh, 2021). Research shows that students reported difficulty concentrating, decreased motivation, and
higher stress levels, which ultimately affected their academic performance and social skills development

DOI: 10.9790/7388-1406017481 www.iosrjournals.org 75 | Page



The Role Of Mental Health Education In Mitigating Pandemic-Related Psychological.........

(McCurdy, 2022). A study by CSM & SSL, 2022 found that school closures and remote learning significantly
impacted emotional well-being, with reports of increased behavioral issues, irritability, and sleep disturbances
among children and adolescents.

Children with pre-existing conditions such as ADHD and anxiety faced unique and compounded
challenges during the pandemic. For children with ADHD, the transition to remote learning environments
disrupted the structure and routine they rely on, often leading to increased restlessness, frustration, and inattention
(Winfield, 2023). Studies by He et al, 2021 indicate that children with ADHD require special attention and
medication to fully participate in online learning with no poorer focus and heightened behavioral difficulties.
Although children with ADHD often struggle to maintain the organization and self-discipline needed for remote
learning, the availability of lecture recordings has enabled these students to take greater control of their learning.
This flexibility allows them to adjust the pace, setting, timing, and overall convenience to better suit their
individual needs (Levenberg et al., 2023).

Similarly, children with anxiety disorders experienced intensified symptoms due to the uncertainty and
changes in daily routines greater than pre-covid era (Walsh et al., 2021). The pandemic-induced disruptions led
to increased worry, fear, and avoidance behaviors, with many children experiencing difficulty managing stress
without familiar school-based support systems. A 2023 report by the American Psychological Association shows
that children with anxiety were particularly vulnerable to developing heightened symptoms of distress during this
period, as they faced prolonged exposure to stressors without adequate social support or intervention (APA, 2023).

IV.  The Role Of Mental Health Education
Teaching coping Mechanisms and Emotional Regulation

Mental health education is important in equipping children with coping skills, emotional regulation
strategies, and essential tools for managing the heightened stress and anxiety linked to the pandemic
(Wiedermann, 2023). Programs focused on these skills can significantly aid children in identifying and managing
their emotions, helping them develop resilience in response to adversity. Menefee et al., (2022) identified coping
mechanisms and emotional regulation as basic keys to combat mental health. The research also suggests self-
regulatory processes encompass executive functions such as goal setting and monitoring, cognitive elements like
self-appraisal and self-efficacy, and emotional regulation in response to internal and external stressors, requiring
metacognitive awareness and the application of problem-solving or coping strategies to manage behavior and
emotion cohesively.

Strategic approaches might include specialized tools for focusing attention, structured routines, or
anxiety-reducing techniques that are sensitive to the specific challenges these children face. Children with ADHD
benefit from programs that integrate physical activities with learning to maintain engagement, while children with
anxiety might require gradual exposure to social situations and supportive environments that reduce triggers
(Taylor et al. 2019; de Mooij, 2023). Several mental health education programs implemented during the pandemic
have demonstrated effectiveness in addressing the psychological needs of children. The School Mental Health
Ontario program in Canada launched a province-wide initiative providing digital resources, training for educators,
and strategic support for children dealing with pandemic-related stress (2020). These programs provided
structured mental health lessons and created virtual “safe spaces” where students could engage in mental health
discussions with trained professionals.

The School Mental Health and Addictions Strategy, illustrated in the wheel graphic below, adopts a
multi-tiered system of support. In this model, tier-one supports are represented in green, tier-two supports in blue,
and tier-three supports in purple. Designed to comprehensively address student needs, these mental health
supports and services are positioned to encircle every student, as indicated at the center of the figure. Notably, at
the core of the wheel, the strategy emphasizes the critical intersection of equity, identity, and student mental
health, underscoring the importance of these foundational elements in fostering a supportive and inclusive
environment for all students.
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Fig 1: School Mental Health Strategy 2022-2025
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Another example is the Headspace program in Australia, which delivered online counseling and coping
resources, helping young people develop resilience and manage anxiety through evidence-based practices
(Rickwood, 2019). Headspace is an integral part of Australia’s mental health landscape, particularly focused on
supporting the mental well-being of young people through various programs, including mental health education.
One of the key initiatives is the Mental Health Education Program (MHEP), which provides free workshops
for secondary schools across Australia. This program, funded by the Australian Government, is a vital component
of Headspace’s commitment to promoting mental health literacy among students, helping educators recognize
and address mental health challenges early.

The Be You initiative, another significant aspect of Headspace’s efforts, works alongside educators to
integrate mental health education into the school curriculum. This national framework supports schools in
fostering a mentally healthy learning environment by offering tools, professional development, and support. Be
You aims to build the capacity of educators to identify mental health issues early, engage in conversations about
mental well-being, and provide timely support. It also focuses on suicide prevention, acknowledging the alarming
statistics around youth suicide and self-harm in Australia

V. Impact Of School-Based Mental Health Interventions

Analysis of the Effectiveness of These Interventions

School-based mental health interventions have shown considerable effectiveness in enhancing students’
emotional resilience, academic engagement, and overall mental well-being. Kern (2017) highlights that structured
mental health programs integrated within the school environment help reduce symptoms of anxiety, depression,
and behavioral issues by providing accessible, early support. Kashinath (2018) studied a year of school-based
Yoga programs to determine the impact of the program on the cognitive and psychological health of children.
Results showed that there was a significant reduction in the level of anxiety and stress compared to the non-yoga
school children, indicating a positive impact of the program. A study by Golberstein et al. (2024) found that
schools with embedded mental health services observed improvements in both student behavior and academic
performance, as these programs often reduce absenteeism and improve students' ability to cope with stressors.
Kliziene et al. (2021) highlight that schools that adopt physical education of up to two hours with strategic
activities can contribute to the well-being of the mental health of children. The results of the eight-month physical
education program studied by Kliziene et al. (2021) show the effectiveness of the program in the behavioral
activity of the children. Evidence from studies such as Karen et al. (2022) on school-based interventions to
improve mental health literacy and reduce mental health stigma suggests that mental health initiatives in schools
can reduce mental health-related stigma among students, promoting open discussions, mental health literacy, and
positive attitudes toward seeking help.
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Role of Educators and Mental Health Professionals in Supporting Children

Teachers, who frequently observe the day-to-day emotional and behavioral shifts in students, are often
the first to recognize early signs of mental distress (Gunawardena et al., 2024). Proper training equips them to
respond effectively to these signs and make timely referrals to school-based mental health professionals. Mental
health providers within the school setting collaborate with educators to design targeted interventions, monitor
students’ progress, and offer specialized support, ensuring a comprehensive approach to student well-being.
According to Heatly et al. (2023), interdisciplinary collaboration between teachers and mental health
professionals is fundamental to creating a supportive environment for mental health promotion within schools.

Examples of Successful Integration into the U.S. School System

School-based mental health interventions have become essential for addressing the complex mental
health challenges children face today, providing relief from immediate psychological distress and laying a
foundation for lifelong well-being. Several U.S.-based school mental health programs illustrate successful
integration and positive outcomes within schools, ensuring resilience, reducing barriers to mental health care, and
promoting a culture of mental wellness. The Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) framework incorporates
mental health support as a foundational component and strategic interventions based on students’ levels of need
(Marsh et al. 2020). Additionally, the Los Angeles Unified School District’s School Mental Health program offers
extensive resources, such as counseling, workshops, and crisis intervention services, which have significantly
benefited students facing pandemic-related stressors (Fazl, 2023).

VI.  Coping Mechanisms For Children

Stress Management Strategies

To help children manage stress effectively during the pandemic, strategies such as structured daily
routines, mindfulness exercises, and positive coping skills are essential. Research by Girija & Syamaladevi,
(2021) indicates that these methods reduce anxiety and promote resilience by equipping children with tools to
handle emotional challenges, ultimately ensuring a sense of stability and control (Girija & Syamaladevi, 2021).
Regular physical activity has a profound impact on mental health for children and adolescents, notably by
elevating mood, reducing stress hormones, and enhancing overall mental well-being (Mahindru et al., 2023).
Studies by Ren et al., (2023) have shown that incorporating exercise into daily routines can significantly mitigate
feelings of stress and anxiety by ensuring a sense of emotional balance and resilience.

Building Resilience Through Mindfulness, Cognitive-Behavioral Techniques, and Emotional Regulation

Building resilience involves equipping children with tools for emotional regulation, which allows them
to manage their responses to stress which involves techniques that can strengthen children's emotional resilience,
helping them adapt to various stressors with greater ease. Mindfulness exercises, such as breathing techniques,
encourage children to focus on the present, helping to reduce anxiety by grounding them in the moment (Sonali,
2023). Cognitive-behavioral techniques (CBT), which help children reframe negative thoughts, are particularly
effective for managing anxiety and depressive symptoms. CBT programs have significantly reduced anxiety
levels in school-aged children, as these techniques teach them to identify and challenge irrational fears and
stressors, ensuring a sense of agency over their emotions (Curtiss et al., 2021).

Customizing Coping Strategies for Children with ADHD and Anxiety

Children with ADHD and anxiety encounter distinct challenges that can hinder their ability to effectively
manage stress. Therefore, it is essential to implement coping strategies tailored to address their specific needs
(Hartman et al., 2019). Children with ADHD may benefit from strategies that integrate movement into their daily
routine, such as short activity breaks, to help them release pent-up energy and improve focus (Orhan et al., 2023).
Cognitive-behavioral approaches for children with anxiety may include gradual exposure to stress-inducing
situations, helping them build tolerance and resilience over time. According to a 2020 study in Child Psychiatry
& Human Development, these customized interventions have shown to be effective, as children with ADHD and
anxiety who engaged in tailored coping strategies experienced improved emotional regulation and reduced
anxiety symptoms over time (Coghill et al., 2023). Integrating these coping mechanisms within educational and
home settings can ensure mental resilience and adaptability in children, equipping them with the skills needed to
manage stress both during and beyond pandemic-related disruptions.

VIl.  Challenges And Barriers To Implementation
Resource Limitations, Policy, and Trained Mental Health Professionals in Schools
Resource constraints are a major challenge in implementing comprehensive mental health services in
schools, particularly affecting districts with limited budgets and staffing. There is a severe shortage of mental
health professionals trained to work with children and adolescents, particularly in educational settings
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(Binagwaho & Senga, 2021). Many schools struggle to hire qualified mental health professionals and provide
adequate training for existing staff, resulting in high student-to-counselor ratios and limited access to consistent
mental health support (Hemangi Modi, 2022). According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, only 55% of U.S.
public schools offer mental health assessments, and less than half provide treatment services, revealing a gap in
access to essential mental health resources (Panchal et al., 2022). The disparity in resources is especially evident
in underserved communities, where funding and access to mental health services are even more restricted,
describing the need for equitable policy reforms to improve support for students across all school systems.
Another challenge in implementing school-based mental health programs is the inconsistency in policy regulation
and execution across districts.

Policies around staff training can vary widely. In some districts, there may be mandatory mental health
training for all teachers to help them recognize signs of anxiety or ADHD. In others, training may be optional or
not offered at all, leading to a lack of preparedness in identifying and supporting students who need help. A district
may have policies supporting mental health programs, but if there is no clear plan for implementation, it could
result in different schools within the same district offering different levels of support. For instance, one school
may have regular group therapy sessions, while another may only provide sporadic counseling due to resource or
staff limitations.

To address this, some successful programs like The Good Behavior Game (Maryland and Texas) have
incorporated insights from international mental health models, adopted frameworks like Positive Behavior
Interventions and Supports (PBIS), and integrated mental health education into school-wide mandates, which
create a more unified and effective approach to supporting student well-being (Rumpf-Snavely, 2020). The Good
Behavior Game (GBG) was designed to assist teachers in maintaining classroom order by reducing the need for
individual interventions each time a student exhibits disruptive behavior (Kellam et. al 2011). To overcome the
earlier mentioned limitation, an intervention must be flexible, creative, and problem-solving with communication
that aligns well with the healthcare providers, professionals, teachers as well as parents (Girio-Herrera et al.,
2019).

Cultural Stigmas Surrounding Mental Health

The cultural stigma surrounding mental health is a pervasive barrier that can prevent the adoption and
effectiveness of school-based mental health programs (Ahad, 2023). In many communities, mental health issues
are still viewed as weaknesses, which can lead to resistance from parents, students, and even educators. This
stigma can be more pronounced in certain cultural or socio-economic groups where mental health topics are rarely
discussed openly. Studies show that stigma often leads to a reluctance to seek help, with over 58% of children
from stigmatized communities avoiding school counseling services out of fear of judgment or misunderstanding
(Doan et al., 2020). These stigmas discourage individuals, particularly children and adolescents, from seeking
help, as they fear being labeled as "weak™ or "abnormal." Such attitudes can be especially prevalent in school
environments, where misconceptions about mental health can result in bullying or isolation. Reducing these
stigmas requires both education and awareness programs that normalize mental health challenges and encourage
supportive, inclusive environments within communities and schools (American Psychiatric Association, 2021).

VIIl.  Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has intensified psychological distress in children, exposing the crucial role of
mental health education in managing its effects. Integrating mental health topics, such as coping mechanisms,
emotional regulation, and resilience, into school curricula can empower children with the skills they need to
manage stress and ensure their well-being. School-based mental health interventions have proven effective in
providing accessible support and creating a supportive environment, especially for vulnerable children, including
those with pre-existing mental health conditions like ADHD and anxiety.

To enhance the efficacy and reach of mental health programs, several policy recommendations emerge.
Schools would benefit from increased funding for mental health resources and training programs for educators
and staff, as well as the establishment of partnerships with mental health professionals and community
organizations. Future research should further investigate the long-term impacts of mental health education and
explore strategies to overcome barriers, such as resource limitations and cultural stigmas, to ensure comprehensive
mental health support for children nationwide.
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