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ABSTRACT

Background: The Government of India undertook several measures for COVID-19 pandemic, of which school closure was one.
This led to sudden shift of teaching methods from classroom-based to online mode. This study aimed to understand the effects
of school closure on children during lockdown period. Methods: This was a community-based qualitative study conducted in
Faridabad District, Haryana, India, from January 2022 to February 2022. Two focus group discussions (FGDs) with school students
of 8™ standard and above and two FGDs with parents of school students below 8™ standard were conducted. In-depth interviews
were conducted with two school headmasters, two teachers, a Senior Medical Officer (SMO), District Education Officer (DEO), and
District Elementary Education Officer (DEEO). Responses were recorded, transcribed, and reviewed to identify themes, and thematic
analysis was done. Four major themes were framed—academic, physical, behavioral, and psychosocial. Results: Decreased academic
performance, teacher-student interaction, and distraction from the study were found in academic domain. There was reluctance to
go back to school reopening. Low physical exercise, irregular sleep cycles meal skipping, and increased screen time were noticed.
Limited mid-day meal nutrition was available. Increased fear, anxiety, and loneliness were faced along with an increase in household
quarrels and violence. An increase in the number of child marriages was also reported. Few students had positive impacts like
improvement in hygiene practices, learning new hobbies, and skills. Conclusion: School closure had impact on the physical, mental,
socio-behavioral, and academic aspects of school-going children. In case of similar events in the future, these impacts must be kept
in mind by policymakers to achieve a balance between effective pandemic control and fruitful childhoods.
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an important role in nutrition especially in India, under mid-day
meal scheme in government-funded school, while private schools
serve lunch and snacks to their students paid by themselves.”

With the onset of COVID-19 pandemic, several measures
were taken by the Government of India to prevent spread of
virus, one of which was the closure of schools. The schools
were initially closed in March 2020 after which it was opened
in December 2020, followed by shutdown in March 2021. They
were re-opened in a phased manner in July 2021 starting with
classes 6—12 and classes 4-5 in September 2021. Schools were
closed again in January 2022 and reopened for all classes by
February 10™, 2022.54 In district Faridabad of Haryana state,
there were a total of 370 schools out of which 201 provided
mid-day meals as school lunch program.”! When schools were
closed down, teaching shifted to online mode and children lost
access to mid-day meal scheme as well though there was attempt
to send raw materials to home later.

During the closure period, many children lost opportunities for
growth, development, and social contact, especially in lower
socio-economic class.*®l In COVID-19 lockdown, increased
mental health problems like fear, anxiety, boredom, and
loneliness manifesting in the form of somatic symptoms among

children wete reported.'”

I Erratic sleep behavior especially
bedtime among school-going children incurring physiological
and psychological consequences were also evident.!'! The
impact of the COVID-19 crisis was noted not only by children
and young people themselves but also by caregivers, local
authorities, and the staff involved with the agencies serving

children.>"

There was a need to have better understanding of these issues.
Therefore, we aimed to explore the impact of closing schools
on school-going children in different domains including
psychosocial, physical, nutritional, behavioral, economic, and
academic aspects.

Materials and Methods

Study design and setting

This community-based qualitative study was conducted in rural
area of district Faridabad, Haryana. Details of the study area
are published elsewhere.”l There were nine senior secondary
high schools; six high schools; three middle schools; 26 primary
schools in public sector and in private sector, eight senior
secondary; 11 high schools; ten middle schools; and 14 primary
schools." The study was conducted from January 2022 to
February 2022.

Participants

Study participants included students from classes 8% to
12* standards, parents of students below 8 standards, teachers,
and school heads from selected two public schools and two
private schools: the DEO, the DEEO, and SMO. Informed
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written consent was taken from after explaining in local
language, and identities of participants were kept confidential.

Data collection

Focus group discussions (FGDs) and in-depth interviews (IDIs)
were conducted with audio recording. Each FGD consisted
of 10-12 participants. Two FGDs were conducted among
school-going children of class 8 and above each from public
schools and private schools, whereas two FGDs among parents
of children below class 8 each from public schools and private
schools, respectively. In-depth interviews were conducted with
two school heads and two teachers of a public school and private
school each: the Senior Medical officer (from Community Health
Center, Kurali, Faridabad, Haryana), the District Education
Officer (DEO), and the District Elementary Education
Officer (DEEO). A structured guide was developed consisting
of questions about identified domains and subdomains based on
the thematic framework. The recorded audio files of interviews
were transcribed into Hindi and then translated into English and
cross-checked with audio files

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Institute Ethics Committee
of the investigating institute (Letter no. IEC -65/14.01.2022,
dated: January 19, 2022).

Grounded theory approach was used for qualitative data analysis.
Narrative was reviewed, and free listing was done to identify
themes. Common themes were grouped and reported as thematic
framework [Figure 1]. The responses were analyzed under various
domains by thematic analysis using the six steps prescribed by
Brann and Clarke."™ Through analysis of transctipts, we identified
the following subdomains, as listed in Table 1.

Table 1: Subdomains for thematic analysis

Serial Number Themes
1 Physical

Sedentary lifestyle and reduced playtime

a

b Increased screen time

c Inadequate meals due to economic constraints
and reduced availability of midday meals
Impact on healthcare services

Behavior

SN o

Change in daily routine

New skills/hobbies acquired
Psychosocial

Loneliness and boredom

Interpersonal relationships

Harly marriage during school closure

Household violence

Mental health issues
Academic

Reluctance to return to school

Dectrease in study hours

Shift to online learning

Effects after school reopening

o A0 T MO Ao T LD

Effects of economic constraints on education

Volume 13 : Issue 10 : October 2024



Mandal, et al.: Impact of school closure on students during COVID-19 pandemic

Access to smartphone and
internet connection

Sedentary lifestyle
and reduced playtime Reluctance to
return to school

Reduced access to

mid day meals

Inadequate meals due to
economical constraints

Loneliness and
boredome

Fear

Depression
Anxiety

Digital distraction and
increased screen time

Sudden shift to
online platform

Decrease in
study hours

Disturbed sleep
and daily routine

Clinginess
Irritability
Inattention

Early marriage
during school
closure

Interpersonal
relationship

Child abuse
incidences

Increased fights
among siblings

Figure 1: Thematic Framework (Color indicates: green for positive effect, red for negative effect, blue, pink, yellow, turquoise, and purple are to

indicate different domains)

Result

Total 24 students from 8* to 12 class were included, 12 each
from public and private schools respectively. Among them, 15
students were male. Total 11 parents participated in FGDs. Study
findings were described as per preidentified domains.

Domain—physical

Subdomain: Physical activity

Apart from the cessation of academics, lockdown restricted
outdoor playing and indirect impact on physical health of
children. Seeing daily rising toll of deaths and fear of infection
prevented them from stepping out of houses. Lack of physical
activity led to weight gain among some children.

“BEarlier our kids used to go to school and play, now they keep sitting
at home dne fo which they are gaining weight. They couldn’t play any
outdoor games or do physical activity as they conldn’t go ontside and there
Just wasn't enough space inside the house. Because of the lockdown, they
couldn’t leave the house or touch anything from outside. There was a sense
of terror in the air.”

-Parent (30 years old)
In areas with lesser restrictions and houses close to open ground,
children got more time to play during school closure period. The

decline in children’s physical health was perceived more by the
parents.
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Subdomain: Increased screen time

Children were using mobile phones, laptops, and tablets
continuously, even during meal times. This usage among students
turned into habit during lockdown leading it as inseparable parts
of students’ life which continued even after school opening,

" My child used to wake up late in the morning and the first thing he did
was check his mobile. He even started missing bis meals becanse of being
on the phone all the time.”

-38-year-old parent

Increase in screen time had negative impact on the lifestyle and
health of children. With lesser social gatherings and outdoor
activities, social media was the only place they could interact
with their peers.

Subdomain: Impact on nutrition

School closure disrupted mid-day meal program. Many parents
could not afford adequate nutritious food as they lost their jobs
during lockdown. However, later, schools decided to distribute
dry rations to the homes of children of 1% to 8" standatds.

“The teachers have been instrumental in our efforts to provide mid-day
meals to children while they were at home. Although we conld not distribute
cooked food due to logistic reasons, we did our best to provide dry ration
to as many children from classes 1°-8 as possible” -Headmaster of
Government School
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But parents were not satisfied with this service. They felt that
providing dry ration instead of cooked food was not regular.

Subdomain: Hygiene practices

Good hygiene practices percolated into children’s behavior. This
included handwashing pre- and post-meals, regularly sanitization,
maintaining social distance, and wearing face masks while going
out.

Domain-behavioral

Subdomain—changes in daily routine

Due to the irregular schedule of online classes, students no longer
had to wake up early every day. The mismatch between routines
of the parents and students also led to some friction in the
household. Such practices hampered the optimal development
of young minds during the prolonged duration of school closure,
setting them behind on their timeline.

New hobbies/skills acquired

Some of the students put free time to productive use and learned
new hobbies and skills or honed existing ones. Commonly
reported hobbies/skills included sewing, cooking, dancing, and
painting.

Domain—psychosocial

Subdomain: Interpersonal relationships

Deterioration of interpersonal relationships with parents was
reported by few students whereas some felt improvement.
Relationships between siblings became weary and having to stay
with them all day long led to an increased frequency of quarrels
among them. These changes in interpersonal dynamics were
noted not only in parent-child relationships but also among
other family members.

My family mentbers had developed a quarrelsome bebavior. There was
always a toxic and tense up atmosphere even when they were not fighting.
I had to go outside and get my mind off it” — 15 years old boy student

Contrary to this, some parents who had permanent jobs were
able to spend more quality time with their children. Farlier, they
could never find time, but being together with their children
during the lockdown strengthened their bond. Shift to online
learning led to a lack of communication between teachers
and children. The respect and attention given by a student to
teacher during online classes were much less than that seen in
offline classes.

There was a sense that they had become bad-tempered and
touchier. Behavioral changes were less prominent in students with
a rural background because social interaction among children
was not affected to that extent in rural areas.

Loneliness and boredom
Feeling of loneliness and boredom was another effect among

the children. This led them to use social media, online gaming,
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and television for escape. Children could not meet their friends
leading to a strain on their friendships.

Early marriage during school closure

There was an increase frequency of childhood marriages.
It was perceived that marriage during lockdown posed less
financial burden on the family. This perception was attributed
to COVID-19 guidelines of social distancing leading to lesser
participation in marriage reception and a relatively lesser dowry
amount. Some students had dropped school as they were forced
to get married. Many students also expressed their frustration
and rage against the early marriage of their friends. In some
instances, parents used this threat of early marriage as leverage
for the students to be productive in their studies.

“Tve heard there have been a lot of marriages during lockdown. 14,
and 15-year-old girls have been married off, and for what? People saw
an opportunity that the marriage functions could be conducted at a very
low-cost during lockdown, and many of them went abead and married off
their children.”

— 15 years old gir! student

Household violence

There was no choice but to interact heavily with the family
resulting in marked instances of altercations between siblings
and parents. Many parents felt that physical punishment was the
only way to control them.

“The children used to quarrel so much that we felt that the only way to
control them was through physical punishment. Before lockdown, the children
would seldom get the chance to sit and spend time with their father, since
he used to come home late. Now that he was with then all day, there were
many instances where he bit them!”

— 39 years old parent

Mental health

Many children were stressed out since they could not meet
their friends. Uncertainty about exams and excessive worrying
about the health of their family members added to the problem.
Restricted in their homes, away from the familiar comfort of
their friends and habits, children were suddenly thrown into the
deep end, amid escalating feelings of loneliness, anxiety, fear,
and interpersonal conflict.

Domain—academic

The following subdomains were identified from our analysis -

Subdomain: Decrease in study hours

One drawback of online learning using digital gadgets had a
wide array of distractions for student. The students often got
habituated to online gaming and entertainment media instead
of focusing on online classes. The cyclical imposition and lifting
of lockdowns served to add uncertainty to academics of the
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students. Moreover, the State Board examination for classes 10
and 12 was delayed. The parents observed their children getting
careless and out of pace with school curriculum, which induced
anxiety about the children’s future.

“T did not take my academics seriously even during my 10™ grade,
becanse 1 felt that the corona holidays would come back and the papers
wonld be canceled. Anything I study will be of no use.” — 13 years
old girl student

Subdomain: Effects after school reopening

The relaxed nature of home environment made children negligent
towards their studies along with disrupting daily routines. This
resulted in piling up of school work and increased burden on
teachers and students after school reopening, Teachers had to
work more to be able to complete the syllabus on time leading
to a fall in quality. There was uncertainty regarding dates and
syllabus of exams and concern if exams would even be held or
not. Many students used to neglect or skip online classes. The
studious children relatively had fewer issues compared to others
during online classes.

Reluctance to return to schools

Being home for so long, children eventually settled into “their
new normal” and were reluctant to return to pre-pandemic
routine. Repeated delays and cancellations of exams during
pandemic had made children complacent and a lot of them
had started expecting more cancellations and stopped studying
completely. Also, catching up on lost syllabi after reopening was
very difficult as they had an increased backlog due to lockdown.

Subdomain: Effects of economic constraints on education
Due to the economic constraints of some families during
lockdown period, there was difficulty in arranging electronic
devices and internet connections for many students. This led
to reduced accessibility to online classes and widening in the
hitherto gap between students of different socio-economic strata.

“Many of the homes in villages have three, sometimes even four children but
they can only afford one smaritphone. Becanse parents niight also require
i1, the chances of edncation being neglected for some of these children go
up. Many of them couldn't attend their classes on time, and some couldn’t
even attend at all. There were also a lot of problems with adequate internet
strength.” - Headmaster of Government school

The Government announced schemes, like giving free tablets and
mobile phones to children below poverty line, but the effect on
ground was ambiguous. With people losing their livelihoods due
to closure of businesses everywhere and COVID-19 increasing
financial burden due to exorbitant healthcare costs, they were
squeezed from both sides.

“T have observed that post lockdown, many families cannot afford private
school education and there has been an exodus of sorts, from private to

government schools.” — District Education Officer
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Discussion

Through our analysis, a thematic framework was prepared
outlining the relationships between different subdomains and
how each of them was affected during school closure.

There was a significant impact on children across many domains
including academic skills, social well-being, mental health, and
physical health. A study conducted in the Jammu and Kashmir

region by Pandita et al."®

! based on stimulus-organism-response
model highlighted the academic anxiety, mysophobia, and
behavioral changes (Panic buying, e-learning) caused among
university students due to the pandemic. Forced isolation in
an abusive home, increased instances of child abuse had been
reported in Jianli County in Hubei Province, China, where
lockdown led to tripling of domestic violence rates within one
year.' Study done in Malaysia reported reduced skill among the
pre-school children affected due to school closure compared to
the children of pre-pandemic petiod."™ Evidence from Ebola
outbreaks situations suggested rise in number of dropouts, child
labor, violence against children, and persisting socio-economic
inequality. Widening of pre-existing social disparity had been
observed due to differential access to technology and more
dependence of marginalized children on school nurses, subsidized
meal programs, and vaccination drives.'”! Peer connection
and lack of it have been known to have more far-reaching
consequences on brain functioning and social-cognitive
development in adolescent age group.? Cotrelation between
worsening economic conditions and detetioration in children’s
mental health has been reported.?! UK’s Influenza Pandemic
Preparedness society already acknowledged that the impact of
school closure on clinical outcomes must be balanced against
these vast adverse effects.
both sides and take the voices of children, their parents, and
other stakeholders into consideration while making policies for

There seems to be a need to weigh

school closure in the future. Less stringent methods like small
classrooms, mixed online and offline classes, and prioritization
of school reopening on fall in the number of cases.

Most of the students in rural areas did not have access to a
smartphone and internet connection. This was compounded
by the fact that many parents lost their source of livelihood and
could not afford said facilities as has been observed by Mukuka
et al? reported in their study that lack of resources and other
infrastructure significantly affected remote learning which was
the main mode of education during COVID-19 pandemic. This
situation led to the learning inequalities among the students of
rural area compared to resource-rich area which was also reported
in a working papet by Svaleryd and Vlachos.*!

Upon reopening, reluctance to go back to school, and problems
in re-adjusting to school life due to the persistent disruption were

evident which was also been noted by Marchant et al.|

Vlachos ¢# al reported no significant increase in the spread of
COVID-19 infections in society, resulting from keeping the lower
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secondary schools open in Sweden. In a report published from
Norway evaluating the impact of infection control measures in
schools reached a similar conclusion.?!

Many informants reported an increased level of physical activity
and got time to develop new hobbies. Since there was no access
to junk food, most of them consumed home-cooked food
solely. The limitation of the junk food consumption and increase
home-cooked food in our study was supported by a cross-sectional
study done in Northern India by Thakur and Mathur”

Koumi Dutta et al.? also reported etratic sleep behaviot, especially
about bedtime in children in a web-based cross-sectional
comparative analysis similar to this study.

Initially, some students felt “anxious,” which gradually ebbed
away. Shengyi Lin et all" reported similar incidence of anxiety
associated with concern about the threat to life and health
posed by the virus. One systematic review by Hume S ¢# a/
documented anxiety, obesity, and reduced learning during the
pandemic petiod.

We had included students both from public and private schools.
The absence of teacher or guardian during the interview gave
more robust response of students. The data was collected from
all possible stakeholders. We could not include participants from
the city area. We assessed the short- and medium-term impacts
in our study only.

Conclusion

This study explored diverse impacts of school closure on
children’s development during lockdowns, ranging from
education and physical health challenges to worsening household
relationships, violence, and increased child marriages. Further
research is required to understand long-term impacts in similar
contexts.

Financial support and sponsorship
Nil

Conflicts of interest

There are no conflicts of interest.

References

1. Committee on the Science of Children Birth to Age 8:
Deepening and Broadening the Foundation for Success,
Board on Children, Youth, and Families, Institute of
Medicine, National Research Council, Allen LR, Kelly BB.
Transforming the Workforce for Children Birth Through
Age 8. National Academies Press (US); 2015. Available from:
https://www.ncb i.nlm.nih.gov/b ooks/NBK 310532/. [Last
accessed on 2022 Mar 19].

2. Chakrabarti S, Scott SP, Alderman H, Menon P, Gilligan DO.
Intergenerational nutrition benefits of India’s national
school feeding program. Nat Commun 2021;12:4248.

Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care

3.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Singh JK. Haryana schools and colleges to remain closed
till January 26: Haryana Education Minister. Times of India
2022. Available from: https://times ofindia.indiatim es.com/
home/ed ucation/news/haryan a-schools-colleges-to-
remain-closed-till-january -26-haryana-education- minister/
articlesh ow/88815623.cms.

Adam NJ. Haryana Schools to reopen for class I to
IX from February 10-Times of India. Techilive 2022.
Available from: https://time sofindia.indiat imes.com/
education /news/haryana-schoo ls-to-reopen-for-class-i
-to-ix-from-february-10/a rticleshow/89444064.cms. [Last
accessed on 2022 Mar 20].

Adverse consequences of school closures. UNESCO.
2020 Available from: https://en.u nesco.org/covid 19/
educationresp onse/consequences. [Last accessed on 2022
Mar 20].

Marchant E, Todd C, James M, Crick T, Dwyer R, Brophy S.
Primary school staff perspectives of school closures
due to COVID-19, experiences of schools reopening and
recommendations for the future: A qualitative survey in
Wales. PLoS One 2021;16:e0260396.

O’Sullivan K, Clark S, McGrane A, Rock N, Burke L, Boyle N,
et al. A qualitative study of child and adolescent mental
health during the COVID-19 pandemic in Ireland. Int J
Environ Res Public Health 2021;18:1062.

Bishnoi RK. Evaluation Study of Mid-Day Meal. Department
of Economic and Statistical Analysis, Haryana, Panchkula.
Evaluation study no. 143. Publication new. 1009: 2011.
Available from: https://esaha ryana.gov.in/do cument/
evalua tion-study-of-m id-day-meal/.

Tang S, Xiang M, Cheung T, Xiang Y-T. Mental health and
its correlates among children and adolescents during
COVID-19 school closure: The importance of parent-child
discussion. J Affect Disord 2021;279:353-60.

Liu S, Liu Y, Liu Y. Somatic symptoms and concern
regarding COVID-19 among Chinese college and primary
school students: A cross-sectional survey. Psychiatry Res
2020;289:113070. doi: 10.1016/j.psychres. 2020.113070.

Datta K, Tripathi M. Sleep and Covid-19. Neurol India.
2021;69:26-31.

Sultana F, Bari R, Munir S. Impact of school closures due
to COVID-19 on education in low- and middle-income
countries. J Glob Health Rep 2022;6:e2022034.

Kant S, Misra P, Gupta S, Goswami K, Krishnan A,
Nongkynrih B, et al. The Ballabgarh health and demographic
surveillance system (CRHSP-AIIMS). Int J Epidemiol
2013;42:758-68.

List Of Schools | Department of secondary education,
Government of Haryana | | India. Available from: https://
school educationharyana.gov .in/list-of-schools/. [Last
accessed on 2022 Aug 19].

Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology.
Qual Res Psychol 2006;3:77-101.

Pandita S, Mishra HG, Chib S. Psychological impact
of covid-19 crises on students through the lens of
Stimulus-Organism-Response (SOR) model. Child Youth
Serv Rev 2021;120:105783. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.
2020.105783.

Hairol MI, Ahmad M, Muhammad Zihni MA, Saidon NFS,
Nordin N, Kadar M. The impact of school closures during
COVID-19 lockdown on visual-motor integration and
block design performance: A comparison of two cohorts
of preschool children. Children 2023;10:930.

Volume 13 : Issue 10 : October 2024


https://www.ncb
https://times
https://time
https://en.u
https://esaha
https://school
https://school

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Mandal, et al.: Impact of school closure on students during COVID-19 pandemic

Lee J. Mental health effects of school closures during
COVID-19. Lancet Child Adolesc Health 2020;4:421.

Armitage R, Nellums LB. Considering inequalities in the
school closure response to COVID-19. Lancet Glob Health
2020;8:e644.

Orben A, Tomova L, Blakemore S-J. The effects of social
deprivation on adolescent development and mental health.
Lancet Child Adolesc Health 2020;4:634-40.

Golberstein E, Gonzales G, Meara E. How do economic
downturns affect the mental health of children? Evidence
from the National Health Interview Survey. Health Econ
2019;28:955-70.

Health DO, Mangtani P. Impact of School Closures on an
Influenza Pandemic: Scientific Evidence Base Review. Public
Health England; May 2014:151; Available from: https://
research online.lshtm.ac.uk/ id/eprint/4647891/. [Last
accessed on 2022 Mar 19].

Mukuka A, Shumba O, Mulenga HM. Students’ experiences
with remote learning during the COVID-19 school
closure: Implications for mathematics education. Heliyon
2021;7:e07523. doi: 10.1016/j.heliyon. 2021.e07523.

Svaleryd H, Vlachos J. COVID-19 and school closures. GLO
Discussion Paper; 2022. Report No.: 1008. Available from:
https://www.ec onstor.eu/handle/10 19/248472. [Last

Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care

4492

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

accessed on 2024 Apr 25].

Vlachos J, Hertegard E, Svaleryd HB. The effects of school
closures on SARS-CoV-2 among parents and teachers. Proc
Natl Acad Sci 2021;118e2020834118. doi: 10.1073/pnas.
2020834118.

Astrup E, Elstrem P, Greve-Isdahl M, Johansen TB,
Rotevatn TA, Surén P. Evaluation of the effect of
infection control measures in schools February-April
2021. Report 2021. Oslo: Folkehelseinstituttet; 2021.
Available from: https://www.fhi .no/globalassets/dokum
enterfiler/rapporter/202 1/evaluering-av-effekt-av-
smitteverntiltak-i-skoler-febr uar-april-2021-rapport-2021.
pdf.

Thakur S, Mathur P. Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on the
eating habits and lifestyle of children and their families
in North India. J Public Health (Berl) 2023. doi: 10.1007/
$10389-023-01993-3.

Dutta K, Mukherjee R, Sen D, Sahu S. Effect of COVID-19
lockdown on sleep behavior and screen exposure time: An

observational study among Indian school children. Biol
Rhythm Res 2022;53:628-39.

Hume S, Brown SR, Mahtani KR. School closures during
COVID-19: An overview of systematic reviews. BMJ Evid
Based Med 2023;28:164-74.

Volume 13 : Issue 10 : October 2024


https://research
https://research
https://www.ec
https://www.fhi

