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This research paper examines the enduring effects of COVID-19 on
children's lives and experiences five years after the pandemic. The
study primarily focuses on social dynamics, particularly the impact on
children's play, mental health, future prospects, child labor and school
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dropout rates. The COVID-19 pandemic profoundly disrupted
children's development, education, and overall well-being, with the
Global South bearing the brunt of these challenges. Lockdowns
severely restricted social interactions and physical play, both of which
are vital for intellectual and psychological growth. Consequently,
children were left isolated, often confined to screens and digital
devices. These disruptions, coupled with shifts in household dynamics
and mounting parental stress, further compounded their mental health
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struggles. Through a mixed-methods approach—combining qualitative
insights from informal interviews with parents, children, and teachers
and quantitative data from surveys—the paper highlights the tangible
ways in which intellectual and social growth was disrupted. Anecdotes
from participants vividly illustrate the challenges faced during this
time, while survey findings provide a broader perspective on how the
pandemic reshaped children's lives, learning environments and modes|
of interaction. The research suggests that while the immediate health
crisis of COVID-19 may have passed, its social, cultural, and
intellectual repercussions on children remain significant. In Pakistan,
for instance, the pandemic intensified pre-existing educational
challenges. Financial instability and limited access to online learning
led to a surge in dropout rates. Families increasingly turned to
government schools but many children struggled to adapt to these new
settings. Learning loss and disengagement became widespread as
children grappled with remote education and the transition back to
physical classrooms.The study emphasizes how the pandemic
exacerbated socio-economic disparities and left a lasting imprint on
children's development. It calls for urgent, child-centered interventions
to address these gaps, mitigate long-term effects, and foster
environments that support holistic learning and development.

© 2025 The Authors, Published by WUM. This is an Open Access Article under the
Creative Common Attribution Non Commercial 4.0
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1. Introduction

COVID-19 brought about a profound and unprecedented change in the world when the World
Health Organization (WHO) declared it a ‘pandemic public health menace’ on March 11, 2020
(Jebril, 2020). The news spread rapidly, and countries worldwide began monitoring the
situation closely. Vivid images and live reports from Wuhan, China, heightened global alarm,
emphasizing that this deadly virus spared no one, regardless of wealth, age, gender, or
nationality. Pakistan, like other nations, took precautionary measures to safeguard its citizens,
disseminating information and resources. The reality of the pandemic hit home on February 26,
2020, when the Ministry of Health confirmed the first case in Karachi, Sindh (Kakakhel et al.,
2020). The densely populated city became a focal point of concern, as controlling the virus's
spread seemed increasingly challenging. On March 24, 2020, Pakistan imposed a nationwide
lockdown, issuing strict guidelines to mitigate the risk of COVID-19 transmission.

The pandemic affected every aspect of life, and children were no exception. Their innocence
could not shield them from realizing that life had fundamentally changed. Schools were closed,
social interactions with friends halted, and access to recreational activities was restricted.
During and after the pandemic, an extensive body of literature emerged documenting its impact
on children. Studies highlighted learning losses, disruptions in reading, writing, and
comprehension skills, and the overall impact on the educational system (Channa et al., 2024;
Channa & Soomro, 2022; Haider et al., 2021) . Beyond academics, researchers explored
changes in children’s behavior, mental health, recreational activities, and socialization.

Five years after the pandemic, reflecting on its effects offers valuable insights into how
children experienced and remember this catastrophic period. Their memories provide a lens to
examine shifts in social behavior, mental health, favorite pastimes, and socio-cultural
dynamics. This reflection also sheds light on the severe consequences some children endured—
many dropped out of school, taking up labor or working with their parents due to poverty.
Girls, already wvulnerable, faced compounded challenges. Their domestic responsibilities
increased, forcing them to shoulder household chores like cooking and cleaning. Informal
discussions during the fieldwork of this research revealed that some girls were married off at
an early age, leading them to discontinue their education. For many, COVID-19 was a life-
changing event that disrupted their aspirations and robbed them of their childhood as they were
burdened with adult-like responsibilities at a tender age.

The pandemic’s impact on and vulnerable groups extended beyond education, influencing their
social and cultural lives. Revisiting this period underscores the importance of addressing these
challenges and building resilience for future crises, ensuring that children’s needs —
educational, social, and emotional—are not overlooked.

2. Research Methodology

Our research focuses on the long-term implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on school-
aged children particularly those between the ages of four and ten. Building upon our prior
study (Channa et al., 2024), which examined the impact of COVID-19 on children’s formal
education, this investigation aims to assess the broader social and intellectual dimensions of
their development. With the pandemic now five years behind us, this retrospective analysis
offers a unique opportunity to explore the informal aspects of learning, such as engaging in
play, building friendships, participating in schoolyard activities, attending social events, and
fostering mental health—key elements that contribute to intellectual and social growth as part
of a community. To gather insights, we conducted fieldwork at the Government Primary
School® in Latifabad, Hyderabad, complemented by an online survey to evaluate how the
pandemic has influenced children’s social and intellectual trajectories. Employing purposive

! Generic name is used to protect the identity of the school.
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sampling, we specifically targeted students previously interviewed in 2020. These participants
were located through their peers, teachers, and parents, ensuring continuity in our longitudinal
investigation.
Our study involved conducting in-depth, informal interviews with 10 students, comprising 5
boys and 5 girls, who had been registered at the school during the pandemic. To gain a more
holistic understanding, we extended our interviews to include five teachers and five parents,
enriching the dataset with diverse perspectives on the children’s informal learning experiences
beyond the structured school environment. All interviews were conducted in a relaxed,
conversational format, free from time constraints or rigid questionnaires. This approach
encouraged open dialogue, allowing participants to share nuanced anecdotes and insights. In
addition to the interviews, we administered an online survey by disseminating a Google Form
link through email and WhatsApp groups. This effort yielded a total of 88 responses, offering a
quantitative complement to the qualitative data collected.
The findings, encompassing anecdotes from interviews and statistical data visualized through
graphs, are presented in the subsequent sections. These insights aim to provide a
comprehensive understanding of how the pandemic has reshaped children’s informal learning
environments and developmental opportunities over the past five years. We now discuss the
impact of COVID-19 on children’s social development.
2.1. Impact on Children’s Play
Children's school learning and learning from their interaction with the social world were
affected differently due to COVID-19. A child learns through social interaction, playing with
friends and visiting new places. Playing games is significant to physical, social, psychological
and intellectual development (Sahlberg, 2021; Sahlberg & Doyle, 2019). It is essential for a
child’s mental, physical and emotional development. It allows children to decide and discover
their areas of interest that ultimately helps them engage fully in the passion they wish to pursue
(Mardell et al., 2019). Children develop social intelligence when they see the world with their
own eyes and experience people’s behaviour and attitudes. Gradually, they learn how to talk
with their friends, family members, neighbours and relatives. They start understanding social
values and norms, religious ethos and cultural patterns and these shape their personality. The
value of these enormously essential aspects of life was realised, especially during the school
closures and lockdowns when children were isolated in their homes. Their home environment
became entirely different because of COVID-19. All family members stayed at home and
worked at home. Watching their elders working from home was unfamiliar to them. Our online
survey about the children's games and how often parents play with their children during the
epidemic suggest that 44% of respondents did not play at all, 31% played with children daily,
whereas 14% weekly and 11% monthly played with the children during the lockdown (see
chart # 1). Those who did not play with children mentioned that they were facing difficult
times due to their work disruption and financial crisis, which they had never experienced
before. One of the parents named Shakeel Ahmed told us that:

“We are very poor. I work as a labourer on daily wages. The locked made our life

very difficult. We struggled to meet our ends meet. Our first priority was to contact

our relatives and friends for financial or in-kind support to maintain our daily

expenses of our home. Playing with children was not possible when we were

worried to arrange food for the family.”

Parents found it hard to play when they were themselves stressed. COVID-19’s impact varies
across population especially the impact of children and their parents living in Global South has
much to offer about the living conditions impacting their health, education and children’s
socio-cultural intellectual development.
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Below chart shows the parents engagement with children in games.

CHART # 1: HOW OFTEN DO PARENTS PLAY WITH CHILDREN?

B Weekly
Monthly
B Don't Play

B Daily

Don't Play
[PERCENTAGE

As the lockdown was announced due to COVID-19, children spent most of their time on digital
devices and learnt to use and enhance their digital skills (Okkonen, 2020). They learnt to
download applications, games and videos. Many parents complained that their children spent a
lot of time and used the internet package for hours and days. There was a general feeling and
observation that school children in private schools were learning because their schools
switched to online teaching and parents were well off and could afford the devices and the
internet bills. However, many parents were of the view that children were spending a lot of
time on digital devices and they cry if the devices are taken away by parents. Their excessive
use of digital devices harms children’s eyesight and results in multiple mental and physical
disorders (Derevensky et al., 2019). Mental health plays a very important role in influencing
learning outcomes and goals, and this is now discussed.
2.2. Impact on Children’s Mental health
Shah et al. (2020) argue that mental health is one of the fundamental mechanisms which
defines the outcome of a child's academic achievement . Furthermore, (Kang & Jain, 2020)
state ‘one serious consequence of pandemic has been an increased risk of child maltreatment,
including physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, neglect and exposure to family
violence.” In our online survey, 85% of respondents agreed that COVID-19 negatively affected
children's mental health. Children were under pressure and afraid of being infected by the
virus or seeing their loved ones getting infected. Their daily life changed. They were confined
to their homes and they had limited space to play, interact with their friends and see their
school, neighbourhood and town. Their sleeping as well as eating routine was disturbed.
Children were always under parental watch and had little freedom to do what they wanted.
While interviewing parents and teachers, we asked them about children's mental health and
how it affected their learning. Parents said that children were concerned with the school closure
and were scared of the virus; it was difficult for them to understand what was happening
around them. Such a situation affected their learning because they were disturbed and they
could not concentrate on their studies. Remote learning was also very stressful for them.
Additionally, teachers said that children were less active after the school reopened as they were
mentally disturbed. Ms. Najma?, a respondents commented in our survey:

“I think the major impact of COVID-19 on children is learning loss but I think

COVID-19 indirectly affects children's mental health. They don't take interest in

learning. They forget things. | think they are suffering from anxiety and stress.”

2 pseudo names are used to protect the identity of our research participants.
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One of the parents mentioned the positive side that parents stayed much of their time with their
children. Many children developed a very close understanding with their parents, especially
with their mothers. Father was strict, whereas mothers cared and loved them. Children shared
everything with their mothers. During the lockdown, there has been an increase in domestic
chores, which ultimately pressured children to assist their parents in cleaning, cooking and
washing. Fathers were worried because of the financial crisis. Sometimes, fathers were stressed
out and they scolded the children. Children were more exposed to parental violence. Our online
survey asked if children were exposed to parental physical, verbal, and mental abuse during
COVID-19. 29% of respondents think there has been an increase in children's mental abuse;
16% believe that there has been an increase in physical abuse, whereas 15% believe there has
been increasing verbal abuse (See chart # 2 for details). Most of the respondents, around 85%
agree that children's mental health is affected in one or another during the COVID-19
pandemic (See chart # 3 for details). Generally, children in Pakistan always enjoy playing
with friends and relatives in the streets and playgrounds. COVID-19 brought unusual
circumstances for children. The lockdown and confinement resulted in many challenges.
Many parents and teachers consider confinement to the house and disconnection with the social
world as the main reason for the deterioration of the mental health of children. It was a
difficult time for parents as the their children suffered from temper tantrums and mood
swings. Because of COVID-19 SOPs, children could not enjoy their life. Parents did not allow
children to meet their friends. They could not sit with their friends or share their lunch and play
with their peers. They felt lonely. Their freedom was curtailed and their everyday life changed
at once.

Chart # 2: What do you think of physical, verbal and mental abuse of
children by their parents?

M Don't know M Increased mental abuse Increased physical abuse B Increased Verbal abuse

Chart # 3: Do you agree covid-19 has affected the mental
health of children ?

DON'T KNOW 9%

DISAGREE |75

AGREE
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Against such effects of COVID-19 on children’s mental health, their future is discussed.

2.3. Future of children: schooling or child labour?

School remained closed for a long time. During school closure, children were mostly uncertain
about future schooling because the students were promoted to the next grade without
examinations as per the order of the government of Sindh. Online classes and remote learning
also disappointed children and their parents because they had neither the resources nor the
means to learn in an online environment. During our interview with the parents and children,
most of them said there was no online learning in GPS. Ms. Samina Parveen, class teacher of
grade 5 told that:

“We didn't know if the school education department of Sindh Government

contacted our head mistress. We had no information about the online learning or

teaching. We didn’t go to school because the schools were closed. We had no

training to teach through the online software. Some teachers used simple cell

phone. They had no smartphones. Children came from very humble background

and learning online seemed an impossible way. ”
There was a gap among the education department, government of Sindh, public school
teachers, children and their parents. There was more uncertainty and unawareness about the
educational programs or guidelines. This uncertainty created doubts among the parents about
the future of their children’s education. A parent told us that they were unsure about the future
of their children's schooling. They talked more about the financial crisis they were facing rather
than sending their children back to school. Many parents admitted that they have sent their
children to mechanical, electric and auto shops to learn the skills and earn money. However
parents agreed that education is essential. During our online survey, we asked if parents want
to send children and re-admit their children. 71% of the respondents said yes and 20% were not
sure if they would send their children to school or not (See chart # 4).

Chart # 4: Re-schooling

H Don't know H Maybe No HYes

This pandemic has increased many social problems for children. Child labour is one of them.
Children from poor and low-income families are more vulnerable to this social problem. There
are many causes of the increasing child labour, such as poverty, social marginalisation,
discrimination, the lack of universal quality education, the prevalence of the informal economy
and weak social dialogue (International Labour Organization, 2020)’. South Asia already has
the highest majority of child labour globally, with an estimated 16.7 million (5-17-year-old)
children engaged in child labour in South Asia (Idris, 2020). In our online survey, 17.3% of
respondents think that the economic effects of COVID-19 have increased the ratio of child
labour. Parents either engaged their sons in their shops or sent children to mechanical, auto,
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electricity and fruit and vegetable stalls. We met six children who are working at the
mechanical and auto repair shops. They were all boys aged 13-15. They said that they wanted
to continue their education but their family is poor. The children also admitted that working at
the auto repair shops is tough and challenging. A child working at an auto shop told us that:

“Ustad (master/expert in auto repair) is a nice man but he shouts at us and

sometimes he punishes us if we do not fix anything properly or take time to finish

our work.”
At the same time, many girls informed us that their domestic chores have been increased
during the lockdown. They assist their mothers in cleaning, washing, cooking, serving and all
other household chores. This pandemic has further re-strengthened the popular notion of
gender-based division of labour i.e., man as engineer and woman as a housewife (Channa,
Channa, et al., 2020).
2.4. COVID-19 and School Dropout
School dropout is a critical issue in Pakistan. There were 22.8 million children already out of
school before COVID-19 and it is feared that the number could rise substantially (Malik,
2020). Pakistan was placed on number second and Nigeria on number one in the list of
countries where the number of out-of-school children is highest (Rafique et al., 2020). Reports
suggest that nearly 73% of children quit schooling before they complete secondary school
(Mughal et al., 2019). Hyderabad, where we conducted our fieldwork, has almost 40% of
children not enrolled in schools (Ali, 2015). COVID-19 and school closure would undoubtedly
push up the trend of school dropout significantly. Children from low-income families are more
likely to dropout of school because of the financial crisis, pandemic and socio-cultural factors
(Channa, Tahir, et al., 2020).
According to our online survey, the 25% dropout rate tends to rise because of the COVID-19
problem. During our research, we found that each primary school class at the GPS has many
students who were dropout. The daily attendance register record showed a significant drop
between children present before the pandemic and children attending schooling after the
reopening. The teachers said that the decline was higher in grades 4 and 5 due to the age of the
children. There were around 229 students registered, whereas 180 students regularly attended
the school. The teachers said that they had not seen such dropouts in their full professional
service. They were of the view that that COVID-19 and school closure are the main reasons.
Parents are poor to send their children to school. Some parents were unable to afford
educational costs, especially uniforms, shoes and school stationery. During informal
discussion, the headmistress also said that a few new students cancelled their admissions in the
private schools and have got admission in this school. GPS do not charge admission fees or
monthly fees. We noticed that students were wearing school uniforms and some were in casual
dresses. A Grade 5 teacher, Ms. Kalsoom said:

“Because of COVID-19 many parents are in financial crisis and do not want to

deprive children of education, so they send them to GPS instead of private schools.

We are not strict about the uniform but we are concerned about the learning loss of

children. We admit every student and allow them to attend school in any dress. ”
Changing from private to government schools was not easy for the children. They were
struggling to adjust to a new environment. They were missing their old school, teachers and
class mates.
While asking about the impact of covid-19 if it was real and long lasting, our survey explored
that while the pandemic impacted everyone in different ways but impact on children was
visible during the COVID. The implication of the post covid on children are long lasting even
it has been almost 5 years to the disaster and yet it seems that it was yesterday. Children’s
education and their response towards learning is evident. Children had not recovered especially
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when it comes to their learning. In the Chart # 5 given below, the respondents agreed that
58.2% impacts are long lasting and 27.3% response was partially agreed. Only 16% disagree
that the impacts are not long-lasting.

Chart # 5: Longlasting impact of pandemic on Children

W Agree
disagree

M partially agree

While the survey significantly agreed to the longlisting impact on the children about their
education and social life, however, parents believe that they see after effects on the children in
many ways quite differently. There were hardly any resources to cope with the situation. There
was failure of school management and education department to provide the timely socio-
cultural and psychological care to the children, their teachers and parents. A parent told that:
“When the government reopened the educational institutions, | sent my son back
to school, but he was reluctant and afraid to return because he believed he would
contract the virus. He didn't fit in at school. He was unable to focus. He struggled
to read sentences and lost the ability to remember simple phrases. He actively
participated in the games but was afraid to socialize with the other students.
Seldom did the school provide mental health services or an education department
to assist these kids. Without acknowledging that kids aren't even proficient in the
lower classes, the government declared that all students would pass and promoted
to the next grade.”
Post covid implication of disaster shows that the impact of pandemic on children was
seen at the level of formal education i.e., reading, writing and memorisation by the
schools in sindh. However, the implications are long-lasting and should be seen beyond
the formal education. Promotion to the next grade without realising the children social
and cultural needs have further increased the problems for children who were already
struggling with their childhood growth and intellectual challenges.

3. Conclusion

The impact of COVID-19 has been undeniable, leaving lasting effects on all segments of
society including children. Among its many consequences, the pandemic disrupted the essence
of childhood as a social phenomenon—a vital period defined by social interactions, peer
relationships, and the simple joys of playing, chatting, and exploring the world together. These
experiences, essential for a child’s emotional and social development, were abruptly halted,
leaving children vulnerable to fear, confusion, and emotional distress as they adapted to new
norms such as physical distancing, staying indoors, and wearing masks.

The lockdowns and school closures altered children’'s understanding of their environment,
creating disparities in how they experienced the pandemic. While some coped with resilience,
others bore the brunt of its harsh realities. Teachers observed significant learning losses that
many children have yet to recover from, as well as difficulties in re-engaging with education
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after prolonged interruptions. For some, financial hardships pushed them into social
vulnerabilities like child labor, and instances of child abuse and early marriages were reported.
Children themselves recalled missing the joy of playing with friends during school recess, a
poignant reminder of how the pandemic stole moments of carefree happiness from their lives.
Additionally, the lack of sufficient school support and inadequate awareness of government
mitigation strategies further compounded these challenges. Beyond learning loss, the pandemic
exposed and exacerbated broader social inequalities, making it clear that children’s cultural,
social, and psychological needs require just as much attention as their formal education.

Crises like COVID-19 demand a child-centered approach to recovery. Efforts must extend
beyond academics to address the holistic needs of childhood. Governments, school
administrators, and parents must collaborate to develop systematic and comprehensive
interventions that prioritize children’s well-being. These plans should anticipate future crises
and ensure that children’s voices and needs are central to any response. Ultimately, the
pandemic serves as a sobering lesson about the fragility of childhood in the face of global
disruptions. To rebuild and safeguard childhood as a joyful and nurturing experience, we must
commit to addressing its multifaceted dimensions, ensuring every child has the opportunity to
thrive in a post-pandemic world.
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