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Social Isolation In Children At Home Or At School: What
You Can Do To Help

by Venée M. Hummel, LCSW
COMMUNITY: COVID-19

CHILDREN'S MENTAL ILLNESS: WARNING SIGNS

Humans are wired to be communal and connected with others. So when we become socially
isolated from others, it can affect our mental health. This is why it’s extremely important to take
notice when a child withdraws from friends and family. It could signal that something significant is

taking place in the child’s internal and/or external world.

The urge to pull away and isolate is a common reaction to difficult emotions, including sadness,
depression, shame, guilt, fear, anxiety, and even anger. Here are a few examples of challenging

experiences children may have that sometimes lead to social isolation.

e Event: Being bullied about their appearance:
o Child’s thought: “I'm not as pretty as the other girls. I'm not good enough.”
o Child’s feelings: Shame and self-consciousness.
o Child’s action: Isolating from other children and avoiding the children who bullied.
e Event: Recent loss of a loved one or relationship (for example: a death, a parent’s divorce, a
breakup, a close friend moving):
o Child’s thought: “This hurts so much and isn't getting better.”
o Child’s feelings: Sadness and grief.
o Child’s action: Avoiding activities and social connection.
e Event: Reminders of past traumatic events where they were in danger or witnessed danger:
o Child’s thought: “I'm not safe. People aren’t safe.”
o Child’s feelings: Fear and anxiety.

o Child’s action: Avoiding people or situations related to the specific fears.

In all of these examples, intense emotions lead to an urge to protect oneself and pull away. And
when a child is in “protection mode,” it becomes more difficult to be in “connection mode” and
continue engaging with other people. (Note that if a child is experiencing actual danger, emotionally

and/or physically, the drive to protect is very appropriate and adaptive. In those situations, it is
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imperative that adults help reestablish safety for the child.)

Over time, social isolation continues to feed into increased unhelpful and negative thoughts about
self, others, and the world. It can lead to worsening feelings of depression, shame, anger, guilt, fear,

and anxiety — and the possible onset or worsening of mental health concerns.

Take Action When You Notice a Child Socially
Isolating

As a parent, teacher, or other important adult in a child’s life, once you notice patterns of protection

and withdrawing, it’s time to engage and support the child. Here are a few ways you can help:

e Open a line of communication to give the child an opportunity to share with you what may be
going on and leading to the isolation. With more information, you can help validate and

support the root of the isolation and then move on to helping problem-solve.

e Encourage reengagement with others in the classroom, on the playground, in clubs and
groups, or through family activities. Help create opportunities for engagement that are
comfortable for the child. For example, a child who has been bullied and is experiencing low
self-esteem is not likely ready for a huge party where they are the center of attention, but
they may be ready to socialize with a close friend.

e Consider finding additional support, including reaching out to a school counselor, school social
worker, or mental health professional. Even if counseling or therapy is not yet necessary, these
individuals may be able to help connect the child with helpful peer groups, mentors, or

activities that are designed for emotional and social well-being.

The Effects of Social Isolation During the COVID-19
Pandemic

Social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic can be extremely difficult for children to deal with.
Having to “go to school” from home and not being able to interact in person with friends and even
other family members is creating unique isolation experiences that are either very different than the

examples outlined above or are adding on to the child’s preexisting pattern of social isolation.

Isolation can lead to loneliness, and loneliness can lead to depression. Just as recommended above,
check in with your child often to gauge their experience with the change in social interactions
during this pandemic. Do your best to lead with curiosity when discussing their thoughts and
feeling; don't lead with your own experience, because it's possible that your child is handling it
better or welcomes time at home more than you do.
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From there, help support your child by finding ways they can connect and engage with their peers
(such as through video calls, texting, video games, or watching a movie “together” with group
streaming). This is also a great time to bolster family activities with the goal of supporting

connection and engagement as a family.

For many, the drastic changes to our day-to-day lives in the face of COVID-19 has had some positive
impacts on the ability to increase family time while creating new rituals and memories, or bringing
back routines that sometimes fall to the wayside during times of long work days out of the home,

full school days, extracurricular activities, and general busyness.

The bottom line: When a child withdraws or socially isolates themselves from others, they may be
suffering from emotional, social, and mental health issues. The urge to pull away and protect
ourselves is very human, valid, and understandable when experiencing stressful situations and the
intense emotions generated by those situations. It is my hope that you can use that signal from the
child to help identify the cause, validate the experience, and assist in establishing either real or

perceived physical and emotional safety (depending on the needs of the child and situation).

Venée M. Hummel, LCSW is a clinical social worker and clinician at the Steven A. Cohen Military
Family Clinic at Centerstone in Clarksville, Tennessee, and an instructor at the Garland School of
Social Work at Baylor University. She provides clinical services to veterans and military-connected
family members, with a specialty focus on evidence-based treatments for posttraumatic stress
disorder, suicide prevention, and the impact of deployments on children, couples, and the entire
family. She previously completed a fellowship in combat trauma research, assessment, and
intervention at the STRONG STAR Research Consortium and Consortium to Alleviate PTSD at Fort
Hood, Texas. Ms. Hummel is also the proud daughter of a U.S. Army soldier with over 30 years of
active-duty service, and she is honored to dedicate her career to giving back to the community that

helped raise her.

The opinions, representations, and statements made within this guest article are those of the author
and do not necessarily reflect those of One in Five Minds or Clarity Child Guidance Center. Any
copyright remains with the author, and any liability with regard to infringement of intellectual
property rights remain with them. One in Five Minds and Clarity Child Guidance Center accepts no

liability for any errors, omissions, or representations.
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