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INTRODUCTION

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted
millions of lives across the world, impacting health,
affecting relationships within families and communities,
and drastically altering social systems like education and
economies. These cross-cutting effects were particularly
strong for adolescents and young people because of
the time in their lifespan that the pandemic impacted.
Adolescence is a key time for social and cognitive
development: forming social bonds, constructing
identities and visions of one’s future trajectory, cementing
academic skills as a foundation for higher education,
and more (Arnett, 2015; Dahl et al., 2018; Mills et al.,
2014; Steinberg, 2005). It is also a period of heightened
emotional and stress reactivity (Dahl & Gunnar, 2009),
posing unique challenges for adolescents’ mental health
(Gruber et al., 2021). Lockdowns and stay-at-home
orders disrupted schools, which are central contexts
for adolescent development that provide space for
socialization, skill-building, and psychosocial support
(Eccles & Roeser, 2011).

Though the pandemic has faded from public
discourse, the reverberations continue for young people as

they move on to college and become adults. A plethora of

research and theory indicates that major socio-ecological
perturbations have lasting impacts on young people’s
understandings of the world and themselves (Elder, 1974;
Hammack, 2008; McAdams & Mclean, 2013). With
those who were adolescents during the most intense
moments of the pandemic now in college, it is critical and
urgent that policymakers, educators, and psychologists on
college campuses are responsive to the unique needs and
challenges of this COVID generation. The intersection
of psychology and education is critical for effectively
achieving this goal: through disrupted schooling the
pandemic deeply impacted psychosocial development,
and now as these young people enter college, their school
institutions can offer important supports.

This brief presents a summary of research-based
developmental impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on
young people, with a particular focus on the needs and
experiences of those currently in college. We draw on
over 20 review articles from a special issue of Current
Opinion in Psychology we co-edited and offer policy
recommendations for universities, psychologists, and
policymakers about how to promote the academic,

personal, and psychosocial well-being of college students.

“This is an official statement of Division 15 of the American Psychological Association, and does not represent the position of the
American Psychological Association or any of its other Divisions or subunits.”




RESEARCH ON COVID-19°S IMPACTS ON YOUTH

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, accumulating research documents how the pandemic has
affected young people. These studies are based in a range of disciplinary perspectives—e.g., neuroscience, clinical,
developmental—and many can inform strategies for effectively supporting young people’s psychosocial well-being in
educational settings. Below, we survey social, academic, identity, and mental health impacts from this literature. These
areas offer distinct ways the pandemic influenced young peoples’ lives, but also demonstrated the core work of educational

psychology as systems, individual experiences, schooling, and psychosocial well-being are interwoven (Wang et al., 2022).

Social Impacts
1. For many young people, feelings of loneliness and disconnection were widespread and elevated compared to
pre-pandemic levels (Farrell et al., 2013).
2. Greater isolation and loneliness were linked to longer duration of remote schooling and with worse mental health
(Breaux et al., 2023; McMahon et al., 2023).
3. Impacts on parent-adolescent relationships were variable, with some families experiencing greater closeness and
others an increase in harshness and maltreatment (Harms & Record, 2023).
4. LGBTQ+ youth and those from historically marginalized populations found important peer support through social
media (Breaux et al., 2023).
Academic Impacts
1. Remote schooling led to poor academic experiences in general. Although some students reported positive effects
such as the ability to de-stress and focus on work, for many remote schooling came with lowered expectations, less
motivation, and less learning (Velez et al., 2022; Velez, 2023).
2. Greater exposure to virtual schooling and poorer access to digital technologies were associated with worse
academic outcomes (Golden et al., 2023).
3. Outcomes were worse for historically marginalized communities. School closures were more common and longer
within K-12 public schools with higher proportions of racial/ethnic minority students, resulting in greater exposure

to online/distance and hybrid learning (Coulter & Benner, 2023).
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4. There were immediate changes in sleep with the onset of the pandemic, as young people went to sleep later
and woke up later. Though originally sleep duration was not impacted, when schools returned to in-person
learning, many young people struggled to return to prepandemic schedules, which may have also played into
psychological and logistical obstacles to learning (e.g., loss of motivation; Rocha & Fuligni, 2023).

Identity Impacts

1. The pandemic, along with the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 and greater attention to racism, brought
questions of identity, race, and equity to the forefront of many young people’s minds (Mathews, 2023).

2. Some young people described that having more down time and being removed from the everyday routines
created space to reflect on themselves and their lives.

3. In facing many challenges—including in academics, socializing, and mental health—some young people
reported feeling like they learned more about themselves and effective coping strategies (Velez et al., 2022;

Velez et al., 2023).
Mental Health Impacts

1. The effects of the pandemic on mental health were variable, with worse outcomes for those with pre-existing

conditions and fewer resources, and better outcomes for those with positive coping responses and behaviors
(McMahon et al., 2023).

2. Young people spent more time online and on social media, which further exacerbated frustrations with
learning, loss of motivation, and isolation for some, but was protective for others (Doom et al., 2023).

3. Psychosocial well-being was promoted by social support and connectedness to schools, as well as close
relationships with adults (Doom et al., 2023).




POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

pandemic impacted them (e.g., what were the ways

From this research base, we suggest recommendations
for university administrators and staff, psychologists, and
policymakers to promote and support young people’s
psychosocial health and well-being.

Universities

1. Institutions should provide additional mental health
resources and supports (e.g., increased counseling
resources; Velez, 2023).

2. Targeting specific groups with culturally sensitive
supports is key for addressing the increased
exposure to and salience of racism, along with the
disproportionate impacts on communities of color,
during the pandemic. Culture provides frameworks
for young people to experience the world and
also shapes relationships with peers, family, and
communities. It is critical to provide training in
cultural competence and cultural humility to existing
mental health professionals and incorporate it into
the training of future mental health professionals,
akin to cultural humility training programs for
medical professionals (Tervalon & Murray-Garcia,
1998). This will ensure that mental health support is
responsive to cultural differences and avoids bias.

3. Campuses should organize events to create spaces

that allow students to discuss and reflect on how the

they coped, what lessons have they learned).

. Social support and connection were identified as

promoters of resilience, demonstrating the need to
emphasize in-person and group activities to build
stronger social cohesion and a sense of belonging
on campuses. This includes efforts to promote
school connectedness, including through relational
building (including restorative practices), inclusive
practices, and positive youth development programs
like mentorship, service learning, or community

leadership opportunities (see the CDC’s guide to

school connectedness)

Psychologists

1. Psychologists should work to increase options and

opportunities for accessing mental health services,
as many young people faced unique challenges

to their well-being —particularly during the early
stages of the pandemic and for youth with pre-
existing risk factors (e.g., loneliness) —while access

to treatment diminished.

. To expand their work, psychologists can look

to serve young clients via telehealth and digital
interventions. These possibilities have shown

eﬂ%cacy and hold potential for expanding access


https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/protective/school-connectedness/connectedness_schools.htm

to mental health treatment to isolated populations
(Golden et al., 2023; Shidhaye, 2023), especially
greater access for students from key populations
like communities of color, low income or rural
communities, and students with special needs
(Dvorsky et al., 2023; Eboigbe et al., 2023).

. Within schools, an effective approach may be
tapping into whole-school models. Therefore,
instead of needing extra funding to hire more school
social workers, efforts can be made to train all adults
(including staff and parents) in mental health first
aid, implementing restorative practices, and other
practices that support psychosocial wellbeing.
Specific examples include creating a problem
solving team, mapping available resources in school
and community, trauma-informed professional
development. More specific examples can be
found here.

. Psychologists can also advocate for increasing
school counseling programs and strengthening
pathways into these programs. There is a great
need for mental health counselors in schools, with
estimates of a shortage of 100,000 professionals
(George, 2023). Psychologists can also push for
making funding sustainable by demonstrating high
need and also the importance of mental health

for other aspects of educational contexts (e.g.,
academic learning, safe schools), as well as raising
awareness about social emotional development
broadly, beyond psychopathy or mental health

disorders.

Policymakers

1. Learning loss was documented across a variety of

demographics and school types, but there was also
variability and significant catch-up upon return to
in-person learning. Funding and programs should
be catered to these needs while also engaging with
promoting social skill development.

. Because adolescents and young adults were more
vulnerable to mental health problems during the
pandemic, building on pre-pandemic trends, there
is a need to increase the availability and financing
of mental health services and support programs
for these age groups. During the pandemic, many
schools saw increased funding (as well as financial

needs to provide for infrastructure development to

provide healthy environments or offering technology
supports to students), but these Elementary and
Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSR) funds
will be running out in 2024 and many schools

will see gaps and deficits. It is essential that these
supports be extended, as many schools continue to
grapple with the ramifications of the pandemic.

3. The Earned Income Tax Credit and Child tax credits
significantly mitigated financial insecurity among
families (Wheaton et al., 2021) and also resulted in
decreased rates of child maltreatment (Kovski et
al., 2022). Reinstating these policies would have
beneficial effects on families and children, not only
providing greater financial security, but also more
stability and thus fostering psychosocial well-being.

Resources
As universities, psychologists, policymakers, and
educators consider what programs and interventions
to employ, the following suggestions for resources can
provide a starting place for evidence-based pathways:
 School-wide Program:
¢ Cognitive Behavioral Intervention for Trauma in
Schools
» CBT as part of school-based mental health
programs has shown to be effective, particular-
ly for anxiety (Zhang et al., 2023).
» For more information, see the Trauma Aware
Schools CBIT website.

» For an evidence summary, see this resource.

« Wrap-around services for schools
¢ These models include providing financial,
nutritional, health and other resources for
students and their families by linking with
community partners. These strategies have been
shown to be effective in bolstering academics and
psychosocial well-being. Examples include the
Seattle Public Schools “Whole Child, Whole Day”
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine, 2021).
* Integrating SEL into curriculum
O Social and emotional skills are vital for overall well-
being and an array of research demonstrates their
value. They are most effective when integrated
across areas of curriculum (National Academies

of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2021).


https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/four-ways-schools-can-expand-mental-health-supports-students-and-staff-post
https://traumaawareschools.org/index.php/learn-more-cbits/
https://dm0gz550769cd.cloudfront.net/cbitsdelp/21/21a42b1fa17f9f74f6b09ca2886f3402.pdf

» Best Practices for Addressing Sleep Concerns Directly
O Lack of sleep and sleep issues have been identified
as one prominent area of concern and is linked
to various domains of young people’s lives.
Interventions have shown promise, including ones
using motivational interviewing, reconsidering
start times to be later, and teaching mindfulness
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine, 2021).
+ Tofind other programs
¢ The California Clearinghouse website

» A searchable database of programs that are
evidence-based, including school-based social-

emotional learning (SED) programs.
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TARGET AUDIENCE

 Administrators in higher education

» Counselors and others working with young people in higher education

» Politicians considering funding and other supports for public institutions
of higher education

The focus on this brief is the intersection of young people, education, and the
pandemic’s effects on their psychosocial wellbeing. Given that this cohort was in high
school and just starting college when the pandemic began, many of them are now
navigating higher education. Therefore, this review of research and the connected
policy implications matter to administrators and counselors in colleges and universities,
as well as politicians making decisions about resource allocation for these institutions.

Policy recommendations are organized to target these speciﬁc groups.




