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The rights and needs of children and adolescents have
been ignored in the global pandemic crisis. This is a
global disaster in the making, and frankly, we should
be collectively ashamed of our neglect of young people
during this time. Our children are the very people who
will bear the brunt of the economic fall out of the pan-
demic lockdown and are also the ones being most
damaged by it.

More and more the evidence shows that children are
not significant in the spread of the virus and they do not
(with very rare exceptions) suffer from the virus. What
they have done is given up five months of their young
lives, had hopes and dreams dashed, and been given
shoddy examination results in return for their sacrifice.
Enough is enough. Let kids be kids and let them get back
to living normal lives, including going to school and tak-
ing part in after school activities such as drama, music,
singing and sport. As my nine-year-old daughter put it
to me recently, ‘We need to be able to learn and play with
our friends – do all the normal things we do at school’.
Normal means face-to-face playing and socialising,
which is crucial for healthy development, for tots to
teens.

Evidence increasingly shows that the lockdown has
had a profound influence on the education, well-being
and mental health of many of our youngsters – and this
impact will be long term, lasting many, many years. As
world-leading developmental psychologist and neurosci-
entist Professor Uta Frith put it recently, writing for
reachwell.org (leading scientists providing evidence
briefings on the impact of lockdown) ‘Education changes
the way we perceive the world and behave in relation to
others, and this affects our brain directly’. (Frith, 2020).
The consequences for child development in the years to
come could be vast, with impacts likely on self-control,
social competence and logical deduction amongst other
cognitive abilities.

The impact of missing out on formal learning and the
already embarrassing attainment gap in our education
system is likely to worsen even with the measures pro-
posed by the government to counter learning loss.
Remember that so-called ‘summer learning loss’ (experi-
enced over the summer holidays) is an issue that used to
be a major concern for teachers. (Indeed, all parents des-
perate for a cheaper summer family holiday outside of
peak season have been strictly warned in the past of the
dangers of even one day missed from school.) Most of our
young people missed out on at least four months of for-
mal education in 2020.

From the start of the lockdown, researchers working
in mental health, self-harm and suicide were worried

about the effects of social isolation (Gunnell, 2020).
Loneliness is as damaging as smoking and obesity in
terms of long-term health effects and is a significant risk
factor for suicidal behaviour (McClelland et al., 2020).
Research from the University of Oxford shows that
young people have been feeling lonely in lockdown, and
lonelier than their parents (ARC, 2020). University of
Bath research indicates that loneliness is linked to men-
tal health problems such as depression and anxiety up
to nine years later (Loades, et al., 2020). An important
new study from Cambridge indicates that ‘increases in
stress across the entire population due to the coron-
avirus lockdown could cause far more young people to
be at risk of suicide than can be detected through evi-
dence of psychiatric disorders’. (Polek et al., 2020).

Even before lockdown, mental health problems and
self-harm were on the increase in young people. The risk
of both self-harm and suicide dramatically increases in
the teenage years (the steepest increase in risk for any
age group). During lockdown, we have asked young peo-
ple to live in conditions that have exacerbated key risk
factors for self-harm and suicide ideation, including
social isolation, loneliness, family problems and feeling
trapped, defeated and hopeless.

We are already seeing increases in loneliness, beha-
vioural and mental health problems in children and ado-
lescents, and we know that economic downturns increase
poormental health and suicide rates (Reeves et al., 2012).
Suicide is the leading cause of death in England in 5–
19 year olds and it isworth remembering thatmore young
people will die fromsuicide and road traffic accidents than
COVID-19 this year. Such bigger picture thinking has
been curiously absent in policy-making throughout this
crisis, which has infuriated many academics who under-
stand and work with risk. Take yourself out of the path-
way of one harm andmay put yourself directly in the path
of another which could be much more dangerous. A clas-
sic example of this was when people switched to driving
fromflying around theUnitedStates after the 9/11 terror-
ist attacks, believing driving to be safer than flying (it
wasn’t). The result was increased road traffic deaths.

Teachers worried about their health on returning to
school can be reassured by data from the Office for
National Statistics indicating that their profession is no
more dangerous than others in terms of dying from
COVID-19. More evidence has emerged recently that
schools do not pose a significant risk in transmission of the
virus and the risk of children dying from COVID-19 com-
pared to other risks is very small (Bhopal et al., 2020).

So, the virus poses little risk to children, they don’t
spread it to any great degree, and teaching is as safe as
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other professions in terms of risk from the virus. It is
good news, then, that that children are back to school,
but they must stay there. This is imperative to protect
their development, mental health, well-being and
futures. Unfortunately, whole year groups are already
being asked to quarantine for two weeks because one
child has tested positive for COVID-19. Their sacrifice
has been enormous during this crisis and we should not
ask them to give up any more. Lockdowns are a damag-
ing luxury of which, Professor Sunetra Gupta (Professor
of Theoretical Epidemiology at Oxford) said ‘I personally
think that only thinking along the lines of eliminating
coronavirus, without giving heed to the consequences on
the disadvantaged young and globally, is a dereliction of
our duties as global citizens’.

The UNConvention on the Rights of the Child (article 3)
states: ‘In all actions concerning children, whether under-
taken by public or private social welfare institutions,
courts of law, administrative authorities or legislative bod-
ies, the best interests of the child shall be a primary con-
sideration’. The utterly shocking neglect of our young
people in this crisismust now be put right. We need to put
them first or be judged as letting down a generation of
youngpeople whenwe should have knownbetter.

Acknowledgements

The author is Chair of Researchers in Education and Adolescent
Child Health andWellbeing (REACHWELL, reachwell.org).

Ethical information

No ethical approval was required for this article.

Correspondence

Ellen Townsend, School of Psychology, University of Not-
tingham, University Park, Nottingham, NG7 2RD, UK;
Email: ellen.townsend@nottingham.ac.uk

References

ARC. (2020). https://oxfordarcstudy.com/ [last accessed 10
September 2020].

Bhopal, S., Bagaria, J., & Bhopal, R. (2020). Children’s mortal-
ity from COVID-19 compared with all-deaths and other rele-
vant causes of death: epidemiological information for
decision-making by parents, teachers, clinicians and policy-
makers. Public Health, 185, 19–20.

Frith, U. (2020). What can science say about the consequences
for society of children missing out on schooling for 6 months?
Available from: https://reachwell.org/2020/07/06/prof-
uta-frith-what-can-science-say-about-the-consequences-
for-society-of-children-missing-out-on-schooling-for-6-
months/ [last accessed 10 September 2020].

Gunnell, D. (2020). Suicide risk and prevention during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The Lancet Psychiatry, 7, 468–471.

Loades, M.E., Chatburn, E., Higson-Sweeney, N., Reynolds,
S., Shafran, R., Brigden, A., Linney, C., McManus, M.N.,
Borwick, C., & Crawley, E. (2020). Rapid Systematic
Review: The impact of social isolation and loneliness on
the mental health of children and adolescents in the con-
text of COVID-19. Journal of the American Academy of
Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.jaac.2020.05.009

McClelland, H., Evans, J., Nowland, R., Ferguson, E., & O’Con-
nor, R.C. (2020). Loneliness as a predictor of suicidal ideation
and behaviour: a systematic review and meta-analysis of
prospective studies. Journal of Affective Disorders, 274, 880–
896.

Polek, E., Neufeld, S.A.S., Wilkinson, P., Goodyer, I., St Clair,
M., Prabhu, G., Dolan, R.J., Bullmore, E.T., Fonagy, P.,
Stochl, J., & Jones, P.B. (2020). How do the prevalence and
relative risk of non-suicidal self-injury and suicidal thoughts
vary across the population distribution of common mental
distress (the p factor)? Observational analyses replicated in
two independent UK cohorts of young people. British Medical
Journal Open, 10, e032494.

Reeves, A., Stuckler, D., McKee, M., Gunell, D., Chang, S.S., &
Basu, S. (2012). Increase in state suicide rates in the USA
during economic recession. The Lancet, 380, 1813–1814.

Accepted for publication: 11 September 2020

(a) (a)

© 2020 The Authors. Child and Adolescent Mental Health published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Association for Child and
Adolescent Mental Health.

2 Ellen Townsend Child Adolesc Ment Health 2020; *(*): **–**

mailto:
https://oxfordarcstudy.com/
https://reachwell.org/2020/07/06/prof-uta-frith-what-can-science-say-about-the-consequences-for-society-of-children-missing-out-on-schooling-for-6-months/
https://reachwell.org/2020/07/06/prof-uta-frith-what-can-science-say-about-the-consequences-for-society-of-children-missing-out-on-schooling-for-6-months/
https://reachwell.org/2020/07/06/prof-uta-frith-what-can-science-say-about-the-consequences-for-society-of-children-missing-out-on-schooling-for-6-months/
https://reachwell.org/2020/07/06/prof-uta-frith-what-can-science-say-about-the-consequences-for-society-of-children-missing-out-on-schooling-for-6-months/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2020.05.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2020.05.009

