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OBJECTIVES

 Explore COVID-19 challenges to adolescent development

 Briefly review research done so far

 Explore how adolescents describe the pandemic experience and the impact on them

 Identify strategies to support young people

 References and resources



A TIME LIKE NO OTHER

Boredom

Depression

Loss of school community
No prom

No sports Social media and gaming 24/7

Daily routines disturbed

New responsibilities in family

Uncertainty
Loss of 
loved ones

Economic 
hardships

Trauma

Social     
Isolation

No graduation 
celebration



ADOLESCENCE – AN AGE OF OPPORTUNITY AND RISK

- Longer then ever (age 10 - 24)

- A time of growth

- A sensitive period for social 
development

- Heightened sensitivity to mental 
health problems



Adolescent Brain 
Development

- Period of growth
- Brain centers still 

maturing
- Imbalance: Emotional 

brain in the driver’s 
seat



ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENTAL TASKS 

Adjust to maturing 
bodies and feelings

Develop/apply abstract 
thinking skills

Develop/apply more
complex perspective 
taking

Develop/apply new 
coping skills

Identify moral 
standards, values, and beliefs

Understand/express more 
complex emotional experiences

Form friendships that
are close and supportive

Develop identity
(different aspects)

Take on increasingly
mature roles and 
responsibilities

Renegotiate 
relationship with
adults Sense of purpose, agency

& autonomy



WHAT DO WE EXPECT? 
HOW DO YOUNG PEOPLE RESPOND TO THIS?



CHILD & ADOLESCENT MENTAL HEALTH

Mental health in childhood means reaching developmental and emotional milestones, 
and learning healthy social skills and how to cope when there are problems.

Mental disorders among children are described as serious changes in the way children 
typically learn, behave, or handle their emotions, which cause distress and problems 
getting through the day.

https://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth/basics.html

https://www.cdc.gov/childrensmentalhealth/basics.html


INCREASE IN MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES

Under “regular” circumstances

- Roughly 20% of children under 18 experience a mental health disorder in a given year

- Only about 50% of these children with mental health disorders receive specialized mental health care

Prediction: Impact of COVID-19

- Increase of disorders to 25-30% of all young people
Gil Noam, PEAR Institute, Associate Professor of Psychiatry, 
Harvard Medical School
Webinar: Mental Health and Youth Development: Priorities 
for the Summer and Beyond (July 16, 2020)

Impact of Natural Disasters (Hurricane Katrina)
- 50-100% increase in mental health 

symptoms in comparison to pre-Katrina         
Roberts et al. 2010



CDC DATA JUNE 2020

Mental Health, Substance Use, and 
Suicidal Ideation During the COVID-
19 Pandemic — United States, June 
24–30, 2020 | MMWR (cdc.gov)

Higher rates for young adults, 
racial/ethnic minorities, essential 
workers and unpaid adult 
caregivers

3 – 4 times higher than 
comparable data from 
2019

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6932a1.htm


RECENT STUDIES: CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS

Impact of COVID-19: 
- Increased stress
- Increase in anxiety
- Increase in depression

Karen Dineen Wagner. 2020
Racine, N. et al.2020.

- Increase in mental health  
related ED visits
CDC. MMWR. 11.13.20



IMPACT OF SOCIAL DISTANCING/SOCIAL ISOLATION

 Limited studies on social isolation (adolescents in solitary confinement → increase in depression, 
anxiety, self-harm)

 Animal studies (adolescent mice/rats in social isolation → anxiety, hyperactivity, aggression, impaired 
learning

 Digital technology allows for social contact; may mitigate effects of social distancing

 Research on screen time causing mental health issues remains inconclusive

 Focus needs to shift to how social media is being used: actively or passively

Orben et al. 2020



WHAT DO ADOLESCENTS SAY?

 Teen Mental Health, Harris Poll (National 4-H) June 2020
 Online survey, 1,516 participants (ages 13-19), across US

 Are the Kids Alright? California Partners Project, Child Mind Institute & Material+, 
November 2020
 In depth interviews and week-long diary entries (of youth and parents) documenting daily 

behaviors (sleep, exercise, internet use, and corresponding mood), 46 participants, living in 
California



HARRIS POLL (4-H STUDY)

PowerPoint Presentation (4-h.org)

https://4-h.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/4-H-Mental-Health-Report-6.1.20-FINAL.pdf












CALIFORNIA PARTNERS PROJECT

Includes toolkit for teens and parents

Are the Kids Alright? | calpartnersproject

https://www.calpartnersproject.org/arethekidsalright


KEY FINDINGS

1. Teens are experiencing a tremendous loss due to school closure and social 
isolation

2. There is limited opportunity to do the “work of adolescence” and form their 
identities

3. Social media and gaming have become the main way to meet their social needs

4. The extent of tech use and its impact aren’t obvious, even to those closest to 
teens



EXPERIENCING LOSS - STAGES OF GRIEF

“At first, it was this cool thing. We
aren’t going to school. I remember
the first few days I was still seeing people. I’m
not going to get the virus from these people. It
was such a far-off thing in my community.”
~Age 17, Sonoma County

“I was angry that sports and my
whole life stopped with the pandemic…
It’s our junior year in high school and that’s
one of the most important, especially
for sports. We haven’t been able to go to
tournaments. College coaches are not
traveling.” ~Age 16, Sonoma County

“When it first started, when I
heard we were not going back, it
was pure shock. We were not able to see friends
and go certain places and travel. It ruined my
summer. With anger comes sadness.”
~Age 16, Sonoma County

“But once this started to happen,
I kind of accepted that it’s kind of
just another year of school and it’s going to be
different and more difficult in some ways and
easier in others.” ~Age 15, San Francisco County



SOCIAL MEDIA AND GAMING MAIN WAY TO MEET SOCIAL NEEDS

“TikTok is a good pass time, but it
definitely doesn’t make quarantining
better, I’d rather be with my friends.”
~Age 17, Alameda County

“TikTok is the one I spend the
most time on because it has stuff
I actually want to watch. If I don’t have 
anything to do, TikTok’s the obvious place to 
go.”
~Age 14, San Mateo County





RECOGNIZING DANGERS OF OVERUSE

 “Addicted” to technology and apps

 “I could quit, but I don’t want to…”

 “I know it’s bad, but everybody is doing it”





SUPPORTING TEENS

 Acknowledge what has been taken away

 Don’t blame teens for their coping 
mechanisms

 Know the signs of depression and anxiety

 Be aware of the behavior you are 
modelling

What to look for
- Feeling very sad or withdrawn for two or three 

weeks
- Intense worries or fears that get in the way of daily 

activities
- Severe mood swings that cause problems in 

relationships
- Drastic changes in behavior or personality
- Severe, out-of-control behavior
- Repeated use of drugs or alcohol



ANY 
TAKEAWAYS?



EMERGING SCIENCE OF LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT (SOLD)

Context
Experience 
dependent 

growth
Malleability

Brain Development

Cortisol and oxytocin are hormones that the body produces in response to 
context – cortisol in response to stress, oxytocin in response to love and trust.

Pamela Cantor et al. 2018



HOW DO WE SUPPORT YOUNG PEOPLE?

New Three R’s

o Relationships: The science tells us that relationships are the active ingredient in the learning 
environment, and the antidote to toxic stress. 

o Routines: The brain is a predictive machine, and is calm when things are orderly, making routines and 
consistency vital pieces of environments that encourage brain development. 

o Resilience: The key to building resilience is recognizing that we all – adults and youth alike – have 
strengths to build upon. Asset-based approaches allow us to help them understand and manage their 
emotions.



Resources For The New Three Rs: Relationships, Routines and 
Resilience | Turnaround for Children (turnaroundusa.org)

https://turnaroundusa.org/resources-three-rs/


ALIGNS WITH A CO-REGULATION MODEL

Build 
supportive, 
responsive 

relationships

Coach self-
regulation skills

Structure 
the 

environment

ACF. Office of Planning, Research & 
Evaluation (OPRE) 2013



• Goal setting, problem-solving, stress 
management, time management

• Organization, planning

Skills we need 
to coach

• Support and empathy, responsive to needs, 
positive regard, model skills

• Validation of emotional experiences, persistent 
reliable presence

Supportive, 
responsive 

relationships

• Limit risk opportunities; clear expectations and 
consequences

• Time and space to relax and calm down

Structure the 
environment



THANK YOU!

Contact:

Jutta Dotterweich
ACT for Youth
JD81@cornell.edu
www.actforyouth

mailto:JD81@cornell.edu
http://www.actforyouth/


RESOURCES

Turnaround for Children -

Coronavirus (COVID-19) Pandemic Resources | Turnaround for Children (turnaroundusa.org)

Stress and the Brain | Turnaround for Children (turnaroundusa.org)

CDC. Daily Life Coping/Stress and Coping - https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/stress-
coping/index.html

The Five Steps (suicide prevention) How The 5 Steps Can Help Someone Who is Suicidal - #BeThe1To

Child Mind Institute - Child Mind Institute | Transforming Children's Lives.

CASEL - Covid- 19 SEL Resources (casel.org)

ACT for Youth: SEL Toolkit - http://www.actforyouth.net/youth_development/professionals/sel/

https://turnaroundusa.org/coronavirus/
https://turnaroundusa.org/stress-and-the-brain/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/stress-coping/index.html
https://www.bethe1to.com/bethe1to-steps-evidence/
https://childmind.org/
https://casel.org/resources-covid/
http://www.actforyouth.net/youth_development/professionals/sel/
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