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W
ith the onset of the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic in February 2020, the
majority of European countries experienced 2 na-

tional lockdowns, which involved school closing, imposed by
governments to control spread of the virus. In September
2020, on the reopening of the schools after the first lockdown,
serious concerns were raised in Europe by scientific societies
and governments on the possible role of schools in facili-
tating severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2
(SARS-CoV-2) circulation in the population. In response,
European countries produced technical documents and
guidelines on COVID-19, which included guidance for a
safe reopening of schools and children’s educational services.
Different preventive strategies were adopted by European
governments to control suspected and confirmed cases of
infection in the school environment.1,2 In February 2021,
based on available epidemiologic data, public authorities in
Europe considered establishment of a third general lockdown
of the population, as a preventive measure to combat a resur-
gence of the infection, mainly caused by variants of the orig-
inal virus.3 An extended school closing was also considered
bymany European countries as a part of their third lockdown
strategy.

The European Center for Disease Prevention and Control
reported that during 2020 in the European Union countries
and the United Kingdom, <5% of COVID-19 cases involved
subjects under the age of 18 years and concluded that the role
of children in viral transmission and its impact in epidemic
expansion remains unclear.4,5 A systematic review on school
closures for COVID-19 control found no conclusive evidence
for a convincing effect of this measure in reducing viral trans-
mission at population level.6 The evidence available to date
suggests that children are more likely to contract COVID-
19 from infected family members rather than from other chil-
dren in school settings.2,6,7

The aim of this commentary, authored by major French
pediatric societies, in collaboration with the European Paedi-
atric Association and other European pediatric centers, is to
bring awareness to the importance of European children’s
health and well-being and to recommend keeping schools
and other educational facilities open amid the COVID-19
pandemic. Child health is a state of physical, mental, intellec-
COVID-19 Coronavirus disease 2019

SARS-CoV-2 Severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2
tual, social, and emotional well-being and not merely the
absence of disease or infirmity.8,9 Prolonged school closing
exposes children to serious mental and social distress,
possibly leading to serious long-term effects later in life.
These consolidated notions prompted the authors to empha-
size that indiscriminate school closing policies established by
European countries during the COVID-19 pandemic is a
questionable preventive measure not supported by sufficient
evidence.4

Indirect Impact of COVID-19 on Children’s
Mental and Emotional Well-Being

Since February 2020, general pediatricians, child psychia-
trists, and pediatric emergency departments in many Euro-
pean countries have observed a significant increase in
outpatient and inpatient consultations and hospitalizations
related to a variety of mental disorders including anxiety,
depression, dark thoughts, and suicidal acts.10 They also
report a significant increase of violence and abuse against
children,11,12 especially among families that were abusive
prior to the pandemic and in those experiencing stress and
economic instability because of pandemic-related economic
downturns.13,14 The epidemiologic profile of patients
changed, as subjects who typically needed care for infectious
illness were replaced by a large number of abused, depressed,
anxious, and suicidal children.13,15

COVID-19 infection rates in children are lower compared
with adults, and mortality rates are significantly lower.16 In
the US as of March 2021, children were 13.2% of the infected
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population, 0.00%-0.19% of all COVID-19 deaths, and 10
states reported zero child deaths.17 Similar rates are reported
in Europe by the European Center for Disease Prevention
and Control.18 However, 1 year after the onset of the
pandemic, although the infection and mortality rate caused
by COVID-19 in children is contained, a large number of
subjects <18 years old need medical assistance because of
pandemic-related mental disorders and many of them report
serious death wishes.19-21 Based on increasing epidemiologic
data on mental distress caused by COVID-19 early in 2020,
the United Kingdom Royal Society for Public Health raised
concern about the negative effects of the pandemic on the
mental and social health of children. The Royal Society for
Public Health also expressed fear of a correlated parallel
pandemic of domestic maltreatment seriously involving chil-
dren, just as the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic was for
adults.22 The persistence of the COVID-19 pandemic in Eu-
rope suggest an important role for schools, daycare centers,
kindergartens, and socio-educational settings in maintaining
adequate levels of well-being in the younger population.

French Pediatric Societies Call for Closing
Schools as a Measure of Last Resort

Since May 2020, French pediatric societies rallied to keep
schools, daycares, and kindergartens open, despite a persis-
tent general uncertainty and political disagreement on how
to combat the pandemic.5,7 The difficult task for the French
societies was to dispute the general idea, based on the influ-
enza model, that children could play an important role in
SARS-CoV-2 dissemination. However, in support of the
French societies’ position, studies performed worldwide dur-
ing school time reported that children <11 years old showed
low rates of infection and that symptomatic forms were much
less severe and contagious than in adults.5,6,23,24 In France,
during the period between September 2020 and March
2021, the Ministry of Education closed a limited number of
the total 61 500 public schools (range of school closing/
week 0.01%-0.25%) and 528 400 classes (range of class clos-
ing/week 0.001%-0.17%) because of infection episodes. Dur-
ing this period, 1 162 850 teachers and 12 400 000 students
(6-18 years old) who were periodically tested at school
showed lower rates of infection compared with the general
population. COVID-19 mean positivity rate for teachers
and students was 0.05% � 0.06% and 0.10% � 0.09%,
respectively.25

Pediatric societies in many European countries have
called for schools to stay open based on local national
data. In Sweden, where daycare centers and schools re-
mained open without children wearing masks, teachers
and children aged 7-16 years showed one-half the risk of se-
vere COVID-19 compared with adults in other occupa-
tions26 (0.43; 95% CI 0.28-0.68). A comparative study
performed between March and May 2020 in Finland, where
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schools were closed, and Sweden, where schools remained
open, showed no difference in incidence of infection and
hospitalizations or deaths in <20 years old subjects.27 In
Italy, reports indicate that schools do not act as an amplifier
for transmission of SARS-CoV-2 and other settings where
young people typically congregate were identified as a
greater carrier of transmission.2,28

Security fails without usability.29 A study performed by the
Italian society of pediatrics in schools, which involved a large
number of students, teachers, and school employees, showed
that in presence of clear and consistent preventive measures,
including physical distancing, frequent hand hygiene,
adequate ventilation, cleaning and disinfection, the infection
rate was as low as 0.09% in the month of September, 1.11% in
October, and 0.23% in November. In Israel, where schools
closed between March and April 2020 and reopened gradu-
ally in May, analysis of national data showed that school re-
opening had a limited effect on viral infection rates in
children and adults and that it was not a major contributor
to the SARS-CoV-2-related mortality.29,30 The incidence of
SARS-CoV-2 infections gradually increased in Israel
following school reopening in all age groups, with a signifi-
cant increase in incidence of infection in the population,
particularly in adults testing positive for COVID-19
compared with children.29,30 Following summer vacation,
in September 2020 the spread of SARS-CoV-2 escalated
and the incidence rate of infection grew significantly causing
a new countrywide lockdown including school closing.
Schools reopened in Israel in November 2020 and current
data show that as of March 2021, children age 0-9 years
had the lowest increase in mean incidence rates and positivity
rates of tests during school attendance periods. Particularly,
subjects age 10-19 years showed no increase in incidence rates
during September through November compared with
adults.31 Reports also suggest that German children contract
COVID-19 infections mainly outside school32 and similar
data are reported in the US by the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention in the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly
Report series.33 The United Kingdom Scientific Advisory
Group for Emergencies, which in July 2020 reported that
few clusters of disease had been linked to school and that pre-
ventive measures needed to vary between primary and high
school settings,34 stated that schools have a moderate impact
on transmission, with primary age children being at lower
risk of infection than older children. The Scientific Advisory
Group for Emergencies also reported that differences in
school settings and structures and the type of mitigations
adopted influenced the potential for transmission.35 The
debate about whether and how the virus spreads in schools
and what conditions may allow for schools to safely and suc-
cessfully reopen for in-person learning remains open in Eu-
rope and in the US. The views and rules established by the
50 European governments and their expert committees dur-
ing the pandemic are different and uncoordinated.
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Uncommon Sense: to Enable Schools to
Open Safely and Remain Open by Adopting
Consistent COVID-19 Prevention andControl
Measures

Common sense is often uncommon.36 To properly pursue
their present and future life achievements, children must
have full access to the benefits of in-person learning and
key support school services. To keep schools open as safely
and as soon as possible, and ensure that they stay open, is
an important social challenge posed by COVID-19. Govern-
ments worldwide are engaged to safeguard the health and
well-being of their future generations and avoid further social
differences and disadvantages children from low-resourced
communities may experience in the absence of in-person
educational options. The emergence of more contagious
SARS-CoV-2 variants is a matter of concern. However, chil-
dren were found no more susceptible to these lineages than
are adults,23 thus, closing schools on the basis of incomplete
information could have serious repercussions.23 The French
experience, similarly to that reported by the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention in the US, shows that schools
that have consistently implemented preventive and mitiga-
tion strategies have been able to safely open for in-person
education and remain open.23,37,38
Conclusions

On March 19, 2021, the French government declared a new
lockdown in large areas of the country until late April.
However, based on available data and a careful cost-
benefits analysis, schools were excluded from the measure
and remained opened. The European Paediatric Associa-
tion39 supported the call of French pediatric societies for
schools to stay open amid the COVID-19 pandemic by
careful development, planning, and adopting of adequate
safety measures to be observed by teachers and students
during school time.38,40 However, despite careful planning
and vigilant implementation of essential elements of safe
in-person procedures, under particular epidemiologic cir-
cumstances, school officials in consultation with the local
public health departments may consider temporarily clos-
ing schools or parts of a school and limit in-person instruc-
tion. In such circumstances, schools should provide
continuity of education through remote learning or at-
home activities.
To follow stringent safety guidelines, based on careful con-

siderations of a variety of factors and established with an
emphasis on ensuring the health and wellness of students,
their families, teachers, and staff, may be complicated. How-
ever, it is possible to have convenience if insecurity is toler-
ated, but if security is considered a relevant objective to
pursue, a community must be prepared for inconvenience.41
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