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What We Owe The FuTure
IndIa owes a debt to the future. One that no one could foresee. That is because the 

COvId-19 pandemic, unbeknownst to us, has opened up a new frontier. One that sci-
ence and medical wisdom had assumed was secure. So while our energies were de-

voted to fighting the emergency that hit us like a tsunami, where every facet of normal 
life and economy was imperilled, we tended to overlook the fact that it was leaving in our 
midst a whole generation of the most innocent victims: children. It is only now, with the 
new viral strains affecting children widely, that our attention has turned to them. and it 
is imperative that we gauge the extent of the threat that India faces, along with the rest of 
the world, and address it not just adequately, but creatively, along all axes of concern. So 
that we turn this crisis into an opportunity where real value can be created.

Every war opens up multiple fronts, and our defences must be mounted on all of them. 
When we regard the special needs of children vis-à-vis the pandemic, the concerns that 
grab our attention right now occupy a complex range. There are questions of basic health, 
hygiene and immunity. There is the question of a total and unprecedented disruption of 
normal growing-up years, hitherto known to humanity only during times of war, and even 
then not in such pervasive, and perverse, ways. and flowing from the latter, we see conse-
quences in mental health as cases of depression among the young rise at an exponential 
rate. Besides, of course, the more obvious question we have all seen: education being 
thrown out of gear. How do we cross this difficult passage in our nation’s life?

We must turn to science, we must turn to the best wisdom and expertise that we pos-
sess, we must turn to society itself—all of us are implicated in this. If humanity’s war 
against the SaRS-Cov-2 virus has to be fought—and won—we must offer a complete 
guarantee to the future. I congratulate Outlook and Reckitt for conceptualising this pro-
ject where the best domain experts—in paediatrics, pedagogy, mental health, fitness and 
nutrition—have offered us their wisdom. It fills a vital gap. The best part of all this is that 
the children are speaking to us too—through text and image. We need to create an aware 
young citizenry, and I am heartened by the signs of vitality I see amidst this crisis. 
Together, we shall overcome.

Message froM Dr JitenDra singh
Honourable Minister of State (Independent Charge),

Ministry of Development of North Eastern Region, Minister of State,  
Prime Minister’s Office, Ministry of Personnel, Public Grievances and Pensions,  
Department of Atomic Energy and Department of Space, Government of India
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‹ N a v i g a t o r ›

The numerous tiny brushstrokes that fill this 
special edition of Outlook disclose a hitherto 
unheard speech to us—an inner speech that the 

world, in its extended panic and confusion, has not 
had time to listen to. What you will see on these pages 
are very many acts of solitary entanglement with 
 colour, shape, form and theme, acts that make audible 
to us voices from a muffled region, a whole silent 
 subcontinent, as it were. For, this pandemic has been 
a decidedly adult affair. They have behaved as if it is 
their catastrophe: they have taken stock, they have 
counted their losses, they have decided what to do 
and what not to, they have lamented and legislated on 
their fate. Nobody asked the children.

We may like to believe that everything that had to be 
said about the pandemic has already been said. It has 
brought forth endless iterations of advisories, the do’s 
and don’ts that now code our lives like a double helix, 
and often mutually contradictory judgements. 
Breathless descents into near-shamanism have kept 
pace with scientific research and social analysis, wild 
prophecy has accompanied sober but grim prognosti-
cation. Not very many have had time to pause and 
 reflect on the most innocent victims we have in our 

midst. A whole generation of the young. The ‘lost gen-
eration’, they are calling them. If you can see a child as 
a work of art in progress, each of them is an unfin-
ished canvas where the brush has paused mid-action. 
A rude interruption of life in its very crucible.

The special vulnerability of children confronts us as 
an urgent question. Firstly, in plain medical terms. 
But also in countless other ways. Accidental 
 ‘experiments’ in the past—the isolated instances of 
feral children—have revealed what happens when a 
young mind is kept completely away from any other 
human: even the spark of language does not enliven 
the brain. We may be in a less extreme, but way more 
pervasive version of such a cruel experiment. In the 
following pages, we tackle questions of health, nutri-
tion, fitness and pedagogy, but also, crucially, devote 
extensive sections to reflections on mental well- 
being—including on art as a healing practice. 
Cognitive scientists have long returned to the idea of 
a body-mind continuum, recovering the holism that 
came naturally to the pre-moderns. We seek that not 
just through textual contributions from adults, but in 
those lines and circles, those daubs of paint.

—Sunil Menon
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ach generation has to go through an 
 era- defining upheaval. It is mostly on a 
 national scale, sometimes regional, and 
 occasionally, as was the case in the two ‘World’ 
Wars, near-global. Some of us lived through 
Independence and Partition, some through 
wars, and some through the economic liberali-
sation of the 1990s. Nothing could have prepa-
red us for this. and in turn, it would’ve been 
nearly impossible to prepare our children for it.

Nevertheless, they find themselves in the 
middle of it. an era-defining upheaval. a 
 pandemic of a globalised world. a world 
where news of death, illness and misery 
across the ocean is barely an instant away. For 
the last year and a half, we have been united 
in the uneasy knowledge that we are all in this 
together, regardless of location, economic 
 differences, religious beliefs and age.

The oft-repeated assertion entering the lay 
consciousness has been that children are safe 
from contracting cOVID-19. a truer state-
ment would be that they are relatively safer 
from severe forms of covid. They aren’t 
 immune to it, and the fact that the rate of 
mortality and severity is lower doesn’t mean 
we let our guard down. It also doesn’t mean 
we panic about a third wave where children 

are supposedly at disproportionate risk. as we 
have seen across time and space, the section 
of the population most at risk of contracting 
covid depends on a number of factors— 
behaviour, exposure, lockdowns etc. We have 
seen that even the most stringent of 
 precautions and most secure bio-bubbles are 
not foolproof. If a city were to open schools 
and keep offices closed, the logical result to 
expect would be a higher number of cases 
being reported in adolescents compared to 
middle-aged men. The steps we take as a 
 society have been seen to have more bearing 
on the risk of contracting covid than 
 physiological factors, which have not been 
properly studied yet.

This pandemic has exhibited a non-linear, 
complex nature; all predictions, whether 
based on complex mathematical models or 
past experience or even just instinct, have 
gone for a toss. It would be prudent, there-
fore, to be cautious against any speculation 
or prediction unsubstantiated by hard 
 evidence, especially about the third wave 
specifically targeting children. all this can 
result in is unwarranted mental trauma to 
children and their caretakers, rather than 
preparing them for whatever lies in store. 

Our 
Penny 

StOckS, 
Our 

tOmOrrOw

The pandemic has left a 
 generation-sized vacuum in 
the lives of our young ones, 
the most innocent victims 
of the Covid catastrophe. 
We must invest in securing 
India’s future—right now.

E
Dr Piyush Gupta, md FamS, 
is national President, indian 
academy of Pediatrics 2021, 
and Professor and Head, 
department of Pediatrics, 
university college of medical 
Sciences, delhi

S u r e S h  K .  P a n d e y
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Usually, it is expected that every fresh wave 
would be weaker than the previous one, but 
the strange nature of the virus coupled with 
human behaviour has belied this. The second 
wave took a much heavier toll than expected 
and has given credence to the possibility that 
the third wave might be even stronger. The 
number of people infected has been much 
higher in the second wave; proportionately, 
the number of children infected also increa
sed. This remains a possibility even in the 
third wave, but there is no logical reasoning 
or evidence to believe the third wave will 
predominantly or exclusively affect children.

An ICMR survey conducted in December 
2020 to January 2021 showed that the per
centage of infected children in the age group 
of 1017 years was around 25%, the same as 
adults. Almost 90% of infections in children 
are mild/asymptomatic. This indicates that 
while children are being infected like adults, 
they are not getting the severe form of Covid.  
As per data collected in the first two waves, 
even severe Covid infections in children are 

less likely to require ICU admissions.
However, the impact of the pandemic on 

our children has not been limited to the 
 actual disease, but a gamut of related issues 
and lifestyle changes forced upon them due 
to the pandemic. A recent study published in 
Indian Pediatrics, monthly journal of the 
Indian Academy of Pediatrics (IAP), found 
that almost a third of children had developed 
psychosocial problems, presenting as 
 symptoms of anxiety and depression. The 
underlying problems for these ranged from 
the fear of acquiring Covid infection, not 
being able to attend school, to not being able 
to meet friends. The thing they missed the 
most, as well the activity they intended to 
 engage in as soon as the lockdowns were 
over, was to meet friends.

Socialising for children is even more impor
tant than it is for adults, for it contributes to 
their overall development into young adults. 
It builds social skills, teamworking skills, 
communication skills, not to mention the 
 natural buildup of immunity in classrooms 

and playgrounds. Children are exposed to 
common viral and bacterial pathogens in 
these settings and develop immunity against 
them. The fact that they have missed out on 
this is worrisome, but on the costbenefit 
ratio, somewhat justified considering the cost 
is the unchecked spread of a pandemic.

One of the more serious sideeffects of the 
pandemic has been the reduction in child 
 hospital visits. Hitherto, any paediatrician 
could attest to parents bringing their children 
more frequently to their doctors, either for 
regular immunisation or even in cases of mild 
illnesses, than they would themselves. These 
used to provide a vital stopgap in diagnosis 
and management of chronic illnesses, which 
would have otherwise gone unnoticed, since 
routine checkups have been almost non 
existent in a large part of the country. Now, 
due to Covid, there is increasing reluctance to 
bring children to the hospital. Sure, telemedi
cine has taken over where it can, but there’s 
no denying the value of an inperson visit for 
diagnosis of an underlying disease. Even 
 routine immunisation has suffered and this 
can be disastrous in the long term. The 
 pandemic indirectly might end up aiding the 
proliferation of a host of other illnesses.

Then there’s the economic impact. Already 
marginalised communities have borne the 
brunt of it, with no jobs, no income, and sav
ings exhausted. This will invariably have an 
impact on their child’s nutrition, and in turn, 
their overall health. The challenges are many, 
and therefore, there can’t be one solution.

THE other vacuum children are left with 
for now is schools. Schools are an inex
tricable part of a child’s life; they spend 

at least a quarter of their day in school or trav
elling to and from it—vitally, being socialised 
all through. The stringent lockdowns necessi
tated by the pandemic brought a simultane
ous need and opportunity for a paradigm shift 
in education.  We know, now, that self 
directed learning works, with children gaining 
more autonomy, responsibility and, in turn, 
more independence in setting goals and 
achieving them. The absence of an authority 
figure solely responsible for their education 
has provided a long overdue impetus in 
selfmotivation and ownership in education. 
We also are more cognisant of the possibility 
that attending school is more important for 
socialisation and associated skills rather than 
mere learning. In view of this, and to better 
take care of our children’s mental health, 

which has been tested time and again during 
the pandemic, there is an imminent need to 
redesign school curriculums, as well as 
 performance assessment systems.

A holistic approach to child mental health 
needs to be adopted by parents and teachers 
alike, who need to be sensitised into mini
mising the stress on every child they are 
 responsible for. Equating excellence in 
 academic learning to selfworth merely 
serves to inflate an already competitive 
 environment and does not work towards 
 discipline and results. These positive traits 
need to be selfmotivated if they are to 
 sustain for the long term, and the selfmoti
vation can only come from a place of mental 
calm and security. To build this, screentime 
needs to be reduced for children. Yoga, medi
tation and other forms of exercise need to be 
taken up. And since we have already seen the 
psychological issues emanating from the 
pandemic, an exclusive helpline to combat 
adolescent suicide is long overdue.

It’s true that the pandemic has wrought 
 unprecedented misery and chaos everywhere, 
but it has also exacerbated existing problems 
like nutritional extremes. On one hand we are 
battling with issues such as  malnutrition and 
anaemia. The Comprehensive National 
Nutrition Survey (CNNS) India 201618—
which included data on 1,12,316 children and 
adolescents— revealed that only 6% of infants 
are getting a minimum acceptable diet, the 
prevalence of wasting (defined as low weight 
for height,  indicating acute malnutrition) and 
stunting (defined as low height  for age, indi
cating longterm malnutrition) in underfive 
 children are 17% and 35%, respectively; and 
41% of preschoolers, 24% of schoolage 
 children, and 28% of adolescents are anaemic. 
It’s highly probable that the problem has 
 worsened during the pandemic, especially 
among children belonging to underprivileged 
communities such as manual labourers, 
 dailywage earners and migrant workers, who 
have been struggling to survive. There is an 
 urgent need to address the lack of proper 
 nutrition in these children, which can result in 
longterm  stunting and developmental 
 disorders. On the other hand, we have urban 
children living in  economically stable 
 households, who are at the other end of the 
 nutritional extreme. In the last decade, 
 options at home for junking have been on the 
rise,  becoming evermore  prevalent during the 
lockdowns. A national consultative group 
 constituted by the Nutrition Chapter of the 

School 
 attendance 
will  ensure 
that  children 
are not 
 leading a 
sedentary 
lifestyle, are 
mingling with 
peers, and 
developing 
a healthy 
 immunogenic 
arsenal.

A  side-effect 
of the  
pandemic 
has been the 
reduction in 
child hospital 
visits. There 
is increasing 
reluctance to 
bring children 
to hospital.
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IAP has suggested a new acronym: ‘JUNCS’ 
foods, to cover a wide variety of concepts 
 related to unhealthy foods. Think ‘Junk foods, 
Ultra-processed foods, Nutritionally 
 inappropriate foods, Caffeinated/coloured/
carbonated foods/beverages, and Sugar-
sweetened  beverages’. Consumption of these 
foods and beverages, we conclude, is 
 associated with higher free sugar and energy 
 intake, and with higher body mass index, while 
intake of  caffeinated drinks may be  associated 

with  cardiac and sleep disturbances in 
 children and adolescents. In view of these 
 conclusions, it’s necessary to have stricter 
 policy on  ultra-processed and junk foods, 
front-of-pack labelling, and creating 
 awareness about their adverse effects.

Exercising at home for children, including 
but not limited to yoga, is encouraged to 
 increase physical activities, but it’s not a 
 substitute for schools, which need to be 
 reopened to provide them with a sense of 
 normalcy. However, as an IAP Task Force 
 recently put forth in its guidelines, they should 
be opened “only when the local epidemiologi-
cal parameters are favourable, the administra-
tion is equipped with adequate  infrastructure 
and healthcare facilities, and the stakeholders 
(teachers, students, parents and support staff ) 
are prepared for the new normal. In the 
 meanwhile, remote learning (media-based 
and/or otherwise) should reach the last 
 student to maintain uninterrupted education.” 
School attendance will ensure that children 
are not leading a sedentary lifestyle, are 
 mingling with peers, and developing a healthy 
immunogenic arsenal.

SPECUlATIoN about a third wave that 
predominantly affects children shouldn’t 
be seen as a reason to panic, but an 

 opportunity to better our paediatric healthcare 
 infrastructure—historically inadequate in 
 normal times, let alone during a pandemic. Not 
just district hospitals, but even many medical 
 colleges in the country do not have intensive 
care services for children, be it in terms of 
trained specialists or essential equipment. The 
litchi epidemic was a stark example showcasing 
how woefully underprepared we are in dealing 
with a sudden spike of such nature. The motto 
has to be—build in peacetime, so that we are 
ready for war. Healthcare, especially for 
 children, has to become a priority if we are to 
handle a  pandemic. This does not simply mean 
buying more ventilators, procuring more 
equipment, creating more beds. It also means 
making sure the workforce responsible for our 
children isn’t scanty, starved or scared.

The writing is on the wall for anyone to 
read. We can’t think short-term and expect 
long-term gains. Dealing simply with Covid 
will not erase  decades of under-investment 
in child health. There needs to be a long-
term commitment from all private and 
 public stakeholders if we are to be prepared 
for the next era-defining  upheaval. O A
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ERPETUAL war. A state where you lose 
focus, lose grip on the flow of time, its diurnal 
and seasonal rhythms, even a healthy sense 
of the self-in-the-world. That’s what the pan-
demic appears like even to adult minds—a 
social desert, a psychological dead-end from 
which flight seems impossible. Transpose 
that state to a child’s mind and imagine the 
intensity of the crisis. The world has imposed 
on them, without any warning, a life bereft of 
most of our normal markers of comfort and 
delight—a life that could be deemed normal 
only for ancient warriors or modern army 
units specialised in remote border conflicts. 
Time hangs like a vast, empty space, with 
nothing filling it—we are well into the second 
year now, and no signs of early closure 
 appear on the horizon. And remember, a 
young mind cognizes and processes a year as 
being of a much, much longer duration. Are 
you surprised at signs of fatigue, mental 
 attrition and depression creeping in? The 
 familiar hum of school, the laughter of class-
mates, would now be a distant memory for 
the really younger ones. How to comport 
oneself in group situations is something you 
have to learn by doing—the chance for that 
normal behavioural evolution is snuffed out. 
‘The outdoor’ is taboo—with it goes the 
 tactile connection with the planet.

The years of early childhood, up to age 8, 
are crucially formative. It is precisely 
through  interactions with the world that the 
young body-mind continuum evolves physi-

cally, cognitively and socio-emotionally,  
internalising the complex structures of lan-
guage right from infancy and then honing 
those skills in the playground and school. 
Home is the  fulcrum of their lives—and luck-
ily, that is still with them, at least most of 
them. But the  outside ‘environment’ is the 
foundry where a well-formed, complete 
human being is forged. That has simply van-
ished, as it were.

At Reckitt, we are keenly alive to this form of 
deprivation. That’s why children are always at 
the centre of our campaigns, advertisements 
and CSR activities. In our journey of over five 
years where we focused on the very young, we 
started small but now our reach extends to 
over 6 lakh schools. What makes us really 
proud is that our efforts are not dispropor-
tionately focused on private urban schools—
we cover a vast range of rural Indian schools 
and parallel schools like madrassas.

The lockdown, first of all, brings sheer inac-
tivity—and, consequently, boredom. How 
could one keep kids engaged? We thought 
hard to come up with innovative ideas. 
Unlock 22, a partnership programme of 
Butterfly Edufields and Dettol Banega 
Swasth India, was one of our most meticu-
lously thought out campaigns. It comprised 
22 exciting challenges and activities during 
22 days of lockdown for kids, parents, grand-
parents and teachers. The unspoken motto 
there was to improve family bonding while 
driving productive engagement at home.

A 
TIME 

TO HEAL

It’s our common objective to ensure that 
childhood and adolescence do not lose their 
essence due to the pandemic—to see that 
 innocence flowers into experience in fruitful, 
seamless ways. Reckitt has garnered new part-
nerships and strengthened its ongoing ones to 
this end. But the scars the pandemic is leaving 
have us worried. What we are doing, will it 
suffice? To ensure all-round growth and de-
velopment, to really fill the void, it’s impera-
tive that we get to a stage where schools and 
parents can again make conjoined efforts—
how quickly or how late, we do not know. The 
onus is squarely on us, meanwhile.

One unique initiative we pioneered is a 
 mobile app designed for fun, learning and 
 engagement—we named it the Dettol Phygital 
Experience. Its exploratory pathways are 
 focused on health and hygiene, especially in 
the context of washing hands, something 
we’ve been propagating for years. Our adver-
tisements, even before Covid hit the world, fo-
cused on this important practice of life that 
could save millions from falling sick or losing 

their lives. We believe these initiatives have a 
vital edge: it’s precisely the early childhood 
years when children first learn how to interact 
with others, including peers, teachers and par-
ents, and begin to develop interests and habits 
that will stay with them throughout their 
lives. Now, behaviour alterations are to be ex-
pected during an abnormal phase such as this 
pandemic, when confinement at home is the 
norm for children—psychiatrists, counsellors, 
 educationists and teachers, all reiterate that 
 unfortunate fact. It will take time to fill the 
vacuum, but as parents and teachers, provid-
ing the best nurturance under the circum-
stances is our responsibility. Reckitt sees its 
mission as one that includes everything in the 
motto ‘protect, heal and nurture’, while never 
letting up on our relentless pursuit of a 
cleaner, healthier world. Our  hygiene, health 
and nutrition businesses are oriented towards 
the latter. But in throwing ourselves to the 
task of ensuring the general weal, and in salut-
ing brave Covid warriors among our young 
citizenry, we lean towards the former.  O

P
Gaurav Jain 
is Senior Vice President, 
South Asia, Reckitt

S H U T T E R S T O C K
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UN around the park 
to chase a dragonfly. 
Climb a tree to shock 
onlookers. Jump into 
a puddle to splash the 
dirty water on a 
friend, and get your 
uniform dirty while 
returning from 
school. Get into a 

scrap with friends over who gets to bat first 
in cricket. Plan a sleepover with friends and 
stay awake discussing boyfriends. 

Childhood is a tender age when worldly 
pleasures don’t move you, often. You might 
bawl for a smartphone, but once you get it, 
you don’t spend hours tinkering with it. The 
bigger rewards are apparently insignificant 
things like a smile, a hug, praise and 
applause. 

Not anymore. Since early 2020, life for kids 
across the globe is confined to homes that 
often resemble four walls of a jail. And the 
massive psychological changes and 
 challenges this has wrought are barely 
 understood or addressed.

For four-year-old Kirti Sharma (name 
changed), the single kid of working parents 
who live in Gurgaon, the world has collapsed 
into their 2BHK house. Bored of her toys, TV, 
crayons and board games, she tells her mom, 
“Maa, kitna boring hai  (Mom, this is so 
 boring)”. Her bemused parents have no idea 
how to manage her.

“The tender age of learning is being 

R
There is need for government-level intervention in education policy, to 
cater to the needs of children once normalcy returns. Meanwhile, let’s  
do our bit. After all, they are our kids, our future.

Beyond Walls and 
Mirrors
Jyotika Sood, Lachmi deb Roy & LoLa NayaR

 ruined,” says her mother, worried that the 
daughter is also missing key learning 
 milestones. “We have our limitations. The 
kinds of peer learning kids absorb at this 
age from school and the playground is 
 missing. It may not reflect now, but as she 
grows up, I fear peer learning and  socialising 
will become difficult for her if she spends 
more time at home with us.” 

The story is no different at every 
 household, cutting across economic class 
and location. On top of this, lockdowns, 
 social distancing and pandemic restrictions 
have led to increased dependence on 
gadgets, and not just for children. The 
 extended lockdowns have led to disturbed 
 family life with rise in fights, physical and 
mental abuse—all under the shadow of 
illness and death. Over time, the lack of 
space, of movement and exposure to the 
 outdoors is preying upon minds. This is 
 especially true for adolescents, just at a time 
when they normally begin to venture out on 
their own, beyond the protective veil of their 
parents. In urban India, cheek-by-jowl 
 existence forces a type of socialisation that 
has been tamped down, replaced by forced 
isolation, unease, fear and suspicion that 
 especially preys on the minds of kids, 
 resulting in irritability and anger issues. 

Pooja Bakshi Jaitly, counselling psycholo-
gist for air force personnel and their fami-
lies, says the impact is different for every age 
group. Those below 10 years are, according 
to her, full of anxiety and fear, rising largely 
from their immediate environment, particu-
larly since their parents’ attitudes have a 
 direct bearing on them. And there is no 
school and friends to fall back upon for 
 emotional support. Meanwhile, even after 
schools reopen, there’s the fear that some of 
the children might face separation anxiety. 
After all, for more than a year, they have got 
used to having only their parents and family 
members around them the whole day. On the 
other end, some parents have had to get spe-
cial permission to take their children around 
their empty schools to help calm them down.

With adolescents, who are already 
 undergoing a lot of physical, emotional and 
psychological changes, the pandemic period 
has been traumatic. It is a period when 
 normally, there is a high degree of brain 
 development. That is missing as there is no 
structured pattern to their daily routine. 
This is a time when calibrated interaction 
with parents is crucial. But often, parents—

themselves mired in their own existential 
worries—don’t have the patience, 
 demanding discipline instead of trying to 
understand their kids.

In a study ‘Impact of COVID-19 and 
 lockdown on mental health of children and 
adolescents: A narrative review with 
 recommendations’, published in Elsevier 
Public Health Emergency Collection, the 
 researchers said the nature and extent of 
 impact on children and adolescents depends 
on many vulnerability factors, including 
 current educational status, special needs, 
pre-existing mental health conditions, 
 economic standing, fear of quarantines.

The researchers concluded there is a 
 pressing need for planning longitudinal and 
developmental studies, and implementing 
evidence-based elaborative plans of action, 
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to cater to the psycho-social and mental 
health needs of vulnerable children and 
 adolescents, both during the pandemic and 
afterwards. There is a need to ameliorate 
children and adolescents’ access to mental 
health services geared towards providing 
measures for developing healthy coping 
mechanisms during the crisis.

According to several reports, mental 
health issues are becoming huge among 
children in India, with some reports indi-
cating a 42 per cent rise in depression.

“The key idea here is to quickly and often 
reward good behaviour, to engender a 
 virtuous cycle,” says Mumbai-based psychi-
atrist Dr Anjali Chhabria. “For example, if 

you want your child to wear a mask, instead 
of calling them out when they don’t, reward 
them with affirmations such as a high-five 
when they do so. Using punishment 
 frequently will lead to the desired action 
being completed with a mindset induced in 
fear, which is not only detrimental for the 
parent-child relationship, but also the 
child’s psychological wellbeing. Using rein-
forcement and having a discussion with 
your children about why you want them to 
perform certain behaviour, will manifest in 
healthy habits that stand the test of time.”

The school environment is crucial in fos-
tering a motivation to learn, because chil-
dren are not used to studying in isolation. 
In the absence of peer discussion and 
teacher interactions, online schooling has 
resulted in low motivation. Besides not 
being able to physically go to school, stu-
dents are unable to form new connections 
or maintain old ones online — quickly losing 
the sense of belonging they once had.

“All children naturally have high energy 
levels, but with extracurricular activities 
also inaccessible, they are at a loss of places 
to spend their energy,” Chhabria explains. 
“As a result of online schooling, children are 
cooped up in their room in front of a screen 
all day long, which can make them highly 
 irritable and frustrated.”

It is essential for parents to keep commu-
nication channels open and constantly 
 interact with their children, in order to 
build an emotional language with them. “In 
these times, parents themselves are 
 impatient and restless, and end up being 
dismissive of their children’s grievances, 
which may seem petty, but matter a lot to 
the child,” says Mumbai-based psychologist 
Dr Seema Hingorrany. “Speak to them 
 instead, understand their problems and 
 answer their questions patiently. Or try to 
seek therapy instead of taking out your own 
frustrations on the child.”

Toddlers and pre-schoolers haven’t even en-
countered schools, staying away from parents 
for a stretch of time, or interaction with 
 people other than family. “During my ses-
sions, I have been seeing a lot of  nervousness 
and restlessness in toddlers when they get 
 exposed to a crowd,” Hingorrany says. “They 
are shy to interact with outsiders, often 
 clinging to their parents.”

Having the entire family at home can be 
enjoyable, but when it gets extended for 
months on end, especially given the space 

constraints in big cities like Mumbai and 
Delhi, conflict is inevitable. “Before the 
pandemic, children who shared rooms 
could co-exist better because of avenues 
outdoors,” Chhabria says. “Since restric-
tions were imposed, they are often at log-
gerheads as they are unable to assert the 
same degree of autonomy and independ-
ence within the confined space. Besides, 
children of different age groups also have 
conflicting needs. Essentially, parents are 
faced with difficulty in communication, 
having to juggle between unique needs of 
their children, leading to familial distress.”

Peer interactions and relationships are 
how kids learn not only about cooperation, 
trust, loyalty and support, but also about 
themselves, understanding and expressing 
their own emotions, making well thought 
out decisions, coping with challenges and 
accepting responsibility. The pandemic has 
snatched away two main sources of their 
 social interaction—immediate neighbour-
hood and school. As a result, children are 

not only missing classes, but also the simple 
everyday interactions like walking to class 
together, eating lunch together, playing and 
creating together. And this is having a 
 domino effect on them.

Even schools are acknowledging and  trying 
to address this. “We’re cognisant of the fact 
that the effect of the pandemic will remain 
with our children even after  normalcy 
 returns,” says Manit Jain,  co-founder of 
Gurgaon-based Heritage Xperiential 
Learning School. Keeping this in mind, they 
have designed a curriculum and practices to 
help ease the children back to the physical 
school, with a lot of emphasis on their social 
and emotional needs. The school has put tog-
ether a social-emotional learning team and a 
counselling team, which will be working 
closely with the students when they return.

Since the start of the pandemic, parents 
have noticed changes in their children’s 
 behaviour, including restlessness, out-
bursts, extreme irritability, mood swings, 
disturbed sleep and melancholia. Chhabria 
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explains that instead of dismissing the 
 worries and anxieties of infants of age 0-5 
years, parents should try addressing these 
to foster strong bonds. 

For kids of age 6-12 years, psychologists 
feel it is important to maintain routines, 
even during vacations, in order to not 
 disturb their body cycles. Any form of phys-
ical activity—from dancing to a YouTube 
video to doing dishes—is essential, as it 
 secretes hormones in the brain that are 
 responsible for psychological wellbeing.

With schools going online and academic 
pressure rising, especially for teenagers, it is 
important to be mindful of screen time, as 
excessive exposure can cause headaches 
and sleep disturbance. Chhabria says it is 
important for teens “to stay engaged at 
home, by contributing to household chores. 
While online schooling can be a conveni-
ence, parents should also make an effort so 
that their children stay in touch with their 
friends. And if a child feels overwhelmed, 
parents should immediately reach out to 
mental health professionals.”

Actress and UN Equality Champion Celina 
Jaitley, who lives in Austria, says, “Our kids 
have been home for a year and a half, since 
the onset of the pandemic. My husband and 
I are very transparent with our sons. We 
practise ‘Sing Happy-Birthday two times’ 
together while doing daily chores 6-7 times 
a day. We have isolated ourselves 
 completely, and have been focusing on 
 eating lots of fresh organic fruits and 
 veggies. The twins are fully aware of the 
global nature of the pandemic. Arthur, my 
three-year-old, believes Corona and 
Monster Zombies are first cousins.”

Celina felt one of the biggest challenges she 
faced as a parent was the fear of the pan-
demic in the mind of her kids. “We had to 
work consistently to balance the new 
 realities while teaching them to handle their 
fears,” she says. “We also made a strong 
 endeavour to stick to their school routine. As 
parents, we make the effort to wake them up 
at 6.30 am on weekdays and make them do 
their studies at home exactly as per the 
school schedule, including the breaks.”

As parents and elders, it is our 
 responsibility to understand that the 
 psychological and behavioural changes we 
notice in our children are valid, and allow 
them to express their emotions in 
 whichever way they want. Let us ensure  
a brighter future for our kids. O
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“As parents, we make the effort to wake 
them up at 6.30 am on weekdays and 
make them do their studies at home 
 exactly as per the school schedule, 
 including the breaks,” says Celina Jaitley.
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he irrepressible Mark Twain once fam
ously said: “I have never let my schooling 
interfere with my education.” His words 
have proved prophetic, though no one 
could have imagined the worldaltering 
context that has seen education continue 
without physical schools as we know it.

The raging pandemic that has halted the 
world in its tracks, and has now pretty 
much immobilised India, has left everyone 
grappling with the surreal, dystopian na
ture of the new normal. It has left shattered 
lives, families and communities in its wake, 
and has been especially devastating in its 
impact on children. With schools experi
menting with online and hybrid education, 
teaching and learning as we knew it has 
changed, and probably forever. Whether 
this change is for the better or not is a 
longer debate for another day, in a 
postpandemic world. Right now, the imp
erative is to work out the logistics of this 
rea lity to ensure that no child or family is 
left out of the learning ecosystem. The eco
nomic realities of a country like ours means 
that while a micro percentage of children 
and families can easily access all the tools to 
navigate the world of digital learning, a 
larger mass of the population grapples to 

access even the basics, whether it’s a stable 
internet connection, or a smartphone. In 
many huts and oneroom tenements, even 
the idea of electricity—let alone connectiv
ity, or a quiet learning space for a child—is 
an unimaginable luxury.

How then have schools navigated this 
hitherto unknown reality? And more imp
ortantly, how are our young children and 
young adults coping? A myriad questions 
continue, with no one answer fitting all.

A sudden change and a constantly fluctu
ating, unpredictable new normal cannot but 

The 
TexTbooks 
Do NoT 
Tell Us…

create anxiety in all, and our children are no 
different. If younger children have exhib
ited stressful reactions such as bedwetting, 
disturbances in eating and sleeping patterns 
and outbursts, older students have strug
gled with missing out school life markers 
that they’ve been looking forward to: sports 
events, graduation day, college visits, in
ternships and the sheer joie de vivre of 
being together as the seniormost group on 
campus. At a stage in life when they’re natu
rally expected to explore independence 
from parents, they are trapped at home with 

the family they’re supposed to be gaining 
their independence from, while being cut 
off from the larger community and peer re
lationships that enable selfactualisation. 
Doctors report that they are seeing feelings 
of depression, helplessness, low energy, loss 
of interest in hobbies and hopelessness. 
Counsellors, doctors, families, schools and 
communities have come together to support 
children. Online counselling, fun commu
nity events on Zoom, and teacher connect 
time have been put in place to scaffold chil
dren as best as possible. There is no dearth 

T
Manika Sharma is director, 
the Shri Ram Schools

Editorial contEnt

…how to build the future. It must be imagined  
afresh, from the debris of our broken present.  
It’s an education for all of us 
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of online resources to seek help from or 
stay meaningfully engaged with.

A larger question going forward is: in the 
post-pandemic world, what will education 
look like? Governments, education sys-
tems and school managements are cease-
lessly engaging in dynamic interactions to 
chart the way forward. Around the world, 
they are urgently recalibrating outdated 
systems and modernising them for the 21st 
century. Educators have had an opportu-
nity to reimagine learning and equip stu-
dents with the cognitive, creative, social, 
emotional and physical skills required to 
navigate the future. How will exams be 
held? Will we go back to the comfort zone 
of physical schooling and exams, or will it 

be a hybrid blend? How will uniformity of 
implementation be handled in a country as 
economically and socially diverse as ours? 
Can we ensure a level playing field, or at 
least one with fewer hurdles? The integra-
tion of technology in classroom teaching 
has compelled educators to upgrade their 
technical skills. This has not been without 
its challenges, and more so, has come at 
the cost of stressed-out educators. They 
were already struggling to deal with the 
pandemic, often in their own immediate 
and extended families, and at the same 
time be a supporting scaffold to students.

LEArninG management systems 
(LMS) help teachers deliver online 
lessons, share reading materials and 

grade assignments. These platforms can 
streamline much of the work for teachers 
and assist with tracking student progress 
and connecting with parents. Virtual 
reality (Vr), which creates an immersive 
3D environment that a user can explore, 
and Augmented reality (Ar), which super-
imposes digital elements such as visuals, 
sound and text onto a user’s surroundings, 
are both here to stay.

While a shaken and stirred world awaits 
better times sooner rather than later, the 
digital space continues to entertain with 
memes and cartoons to keep the spirits 
high. May prayers and humour get us 
through this challenging time.

The pandemic that has ravaged the 
world for more than a year has particu-
larly been an immense challenge for edu-
cation. Yet may it become a ransformative 
watershed event to build more equitable 
and resilient education systems of and for 
the future. All stakeholders need to sup-
portively collaborate because reforming 
our education systems and reimagining 
learning can wait no more.

If not now, then when
If not us, then who. O

The imp erative is to work 
out the logistics of this 
rea lity to ensure that no 
child or family is left out 
of the learning ecosystem.
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he pandemic has changed our lives forever. 
Most of us are trying our best to find the 
balance between managing family 
time, homeschooling, remote 
working and taking time out 
for ourselves. And this can 
be quite daunting for some. 
One silver lining is that 
our children have largely 
been spared from the 
 severe symptomatic reac
tions of the virus. however, 
in other ways the children 
are the most impacted. 
Missing school or playing 
with friends, worrying about 
loved ones, confusion or bore
dom can lead to problems more 
severe than we imagine.

however, children do have ast
onishing resilience. They tend to 
respond to crises in ways that 
seem beyond their years. And 
those little acts of maturity give 
hope to all those around. During 
this pandemic too, we’ve seen 

small 
wonder 

Unlikely heroes are emerging amidst the Covid 
pandemic. And youngsters are finding ways to 
join the global battle against the mystery virus.

children react similarly, especially when it 
comes to hygiene habits. I’m sure all of us 
have seen videos of toddlers recognising 
 sanitiser dispensers before other everyday 
obj ects. Seeing children adopt these habits is 
surely a catalyst for all of us to do better.

These habits, if maintained, will have 
 utility far beyond the pandemic. According 

to WhO, inadequate hygiene and sanita
tion practices in India contribute to high 
neonatal mortality rate as well as diar
rhoeal deaths of children under five years 
of age. Therefore, it is critical for us to 

encourage our children to continue to 
practise the good hygiene habits they 
have learnt. Not only as a means to 
 protect themselves but also as an 
 example to others around.

Dettol, with its history of working 
tow ards driving behavioural change, 

promises to play an important part in 
creating a healthier, more hygienic world. 

Our flagship Dettol Banega Swasth India 
programme has been instrumental in creat

ing awareness around hygiene and sani

tation while empowering citizens with better 
health outcomes across the country. As part 
of the Digital handwash Curriculum, we 
have created 1,54,000 awareness sessions on 
handwash and hygiene, impacting over 13 
million school children in 6 lakhplus 
schools via ecurriculum and offline curricu
lum across Bihar, Gujarat, Maharashtra, 
Telangana, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Andhra 
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, among other states.

With the second wave in India, the pan
demic reemerged with a vengeance. Dettol, 
knowing the special role played by children 
in the pandemic, decided to use their voice to 
convey an important message via the Dettol 
Anthem. The anthem not only highlights the 
importance of good habits and vaccination, 
but also sends a message of hope. Children 
once again will play the role they have played 
so far. Being agents of change.

During the pandemic, when so many of us 
were struggling to cope with the new reality, 
there were some brave souls who emerged in 
strong support of the community. These 
COVID19 warriors selflessly dedicated their 
time, effort and resources to help those in 
need, touching thousands of lives across 
India. We were truly inspired by these stories 
and wanted to pay tribute to their valiant 
 efforts. With our #DettolSalutes campaign, 
we showcased these inspiring tales front and 
centre of our Dettol Liquid handwash packs, 
replacing our logo for the first time in the 
history of the brand. 

One amongst them is Nirvaan, a 12yearold 
boy from Kochi who, after reading about the 
hardships of frontline warriors, decided to 
get in touch with the police to understand 
how he could help. Nirvaan led a group of his 
friends to create posters encouraging and 
app lauding the work done by police officials 
in his city. he also helped raise funds to 
 provide refreshments for officers on duty to 
help them sustain through long hours and 
scorching heat. I’m sure there are many such 
stories yet to be told. Just one more example 
of how children could be a catalyst for 
 everyone around.

Together, this heightened awareness of 
 hyg iene practices and a greater sense of social 
awareness in this generation of children gives 
me a lot of hope that our dream of a healthier, 
more hygiene is that much closer. O

T
Dilen Gandhi is Regional 
Marketing Director, South 
Asia – Health & nutrition, 
Reckitt
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ovid-19 has brought the entire world to a 
grinding halt; all activities of progress, growth, 
development have been stalled. While an eff
ective cure remains elusive, and vaccination 
proceeds at a glacial pace, the only real resort 
the world has are the public health measures 
being implemented across the globe: repeated 
handwashing, masking and social distancing. 
Simple measures, but of course things that 
have made daily lives a struggle. Caught up in 
our own frustrations, however, we tend to for
get how much more difficult this abnormal 
phase in the planet’s life is for the young ones. 
Explaining the various virus containment 
strategies to them is already an arduous task—
enforcing them is taking a real, continuous 
toll on their mental wellbeing. The recent 
Indian guidelines of relaxing mask use for 
children below five years of age have allowed 
the young ones to breathe freely. But what 
about social distancing, and school closure? 
We have all but resigned to these two states of 
being, as it were, but they continue to hold our 
young ones hostage within our very homes. 
Isn’t it time we think of ways of saving the 
young generation from the intangible demons 
unleashed by COVID19?

Medical literature considers SARSCoV2 a 
predominantly adult infection; chances of 
children getting infected remain significantly 
lower than those for adults. In general, chil
dren are not the source of infection for their 
parents; it is usually the parents who infect 
their children. Even if the children are in
fected, they suffer mild symptoms. Severe 
symptoms are seen in children with coexist

ing medical conditions. Many experts ques
tion the role of school closure in containing 
the virus. Continuous indoor stay with re
duced opportunity to go out, and inc rease in 
screen time, is the perfect recipe for future 
myopia (nearsightedness). Not to speak of 
the risk of chronic diseases like obesity, 
stress, diabetes, hypertension and cardiac 
conditions, which are vastly enabled by a 
sedentary lifestyle, unhealthy caloric intake 
and lack of physical activity. With this unnat
ural phase, we are looking at a nightmare fu
ture scenario where these are bound to 
increase in our young population.

So we have physically caged our children 
with enforced lockdowns, social distancing 
and school closures. And that’s creating a 
cascading psychosocial disaster. 
Opportunities for learning, growing and 
gaining social skills are being severely 
thwarted. There are reports that even devel
opmental milestones are getting delayed. A 
seemingly simple task such as acquiring lan
guage needs a whole gamut of stimuli, which 
includes the hearing of language, the sight of 
muscle and joint movements producing 
speech, and the accompanying facial expres
sions and gestural components. Mere expo
sure to a screen might not be sufficient to 
ensure a healthy development of the lan
guage faculty. Developing the ability to rec
ognise human emotions in all its myriad 
nuances needs social interactions; communi
cation skills also need social opportunities. 
In the crucial phase of infancy, environmen
tal stimulation is essential to make the brain 

The 
Psychological 
Pandemic Whose life are we saving: at what cost? 

Is COVID-19 making us hold our children 
as hostages? The consequences can be 
disastrous. What we need is collective 
awareness and care

C

Dr Suravi Patra 
is Additional Professor, 
Psychiatry,  
AIIMS, Bhubaneswar 
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grow structurally to its full potential. It is 
well-known that limited exposure to appro-
priate cognitive and social stimuli during 
vital per iods of an infant’s life usually re-
sults in delays and deviance in cognitive and 
social-communication development. 
Medical research has established that dur-
ing the SARS epidemic of 2003, Chinese in-
fants experienced a delay in walking, 
speaking, attaining toilet training, and did 
not gain age-appropriate weight and height. 
Only time will reveal the damaging effects 
our Covid-related social restrictions will 
have on the generation of ‘pandemic babies’.

Now, what’s true for cognitive development 
among babies is extendable, in qualified ways, 
to adolescents: they are losing vital avenues 
for growth and development. The adolescents 
are now earning the name of ‘the lost genera-
tion’. Forced social distancing is critically 
compromising their physical and psychologi-
cal growth. This crucial period where adoles-
cents already struggle with establishing their 
identity is a phase of turmoil. Under normal 
circumstances, this tumultuous phase works 
as a bedrock for many emotional, psychologi-
cal and behavioural disorders. Some 50 per 
cent of all mental disorders appear by adoles-
cence. The future mental health trajectory of 
the adolescent is determined by environmen-
tal factors shaping their gene expressions. 
Among those factors now, count a pervasive 
fear of Covid infection, isolation, quarantine, 
enf orced distancing, reduced opportunities 
for social contact, loneliness. Think of it as a 
pandemic of insecurity and fear—a hidden 
psychological pandemic.

The effects are already visible. High levels 
of psychological stress, anxiety, depression 
and post-traumatic stress disorder are being 
reported in this vulnerable population. A re-
cent study published in The Lancet 
Psychiatry from Iceland has documented 
the ongoing mental health deterioration 
among adolescents—the study is unique in 
comparing mental health facts relating to 
adolescents during the pandemic with the 
pre-Covid period. The authors found an in-
crease in rates of depression and worsening 
all-round indices relating to mental well-be-
ing among the ‘lost generation’. However, 
rates of smoking and alcohol intoxication 
decreased during the pandemic, which natu-
rally owes to reduced socialisation.

Now, decreased socialisation may be prov-
ing beneficial for some adolescents; some 
seem to be able to take this as an opportunity 

for self-growth. Adolescents report learning 
new skills, spending precious time with fam-
ily, and even providing a helping hand in the 
household. The protective factors of belong-
ing to a secure home with a stable income—
which also ens ures online learning 
opportunities—provide a psychological 
buffer to some well-to-do adolescents. 
However, restrictions in socialisation are re-
ducing opportunities for adolescents in gen-
eral to create their self-ima  ge, improve their 
self-esteem, build on peer interactions and 
communication skills. The skills involved in 
joining in conversations, holding an argu-
ment and conflict resolution need social op-
portunities. Social solitude is setting the 
stage for loneliness, stress, anxiety and de-
pression. Those belonging to poor house-
holds, whose parents have lost a stable source 
of income or who were already living in ad-
verse situations with abusive caretakers, have 
lost the respite that was earlier provided by 
schools, colleges, playgrounds, teachers and 
trainers. The second wave has orphaned over 
30,000 children across India; the National 
Commission for Protection of Child Rights 
(NCPCR) collects and maintains the data at a 
state level. The ‘Bal Swaraj portal’ of the 
NCPCR collated data in which 2,902 children 
in the 0-3 years age group, 5,107 in the 4-7 age 
group and 4,908 in the 14-15 group have lost a 
parent, are orphaned or abandoned. The 
NCPCR is working on providing welfare ser-
vices and facilities for adoption. 

Earlier, for vast numbers of children in 
India, schools used to be the only source of 
nutritious meals and learning opportunities. 
The closure of schools and other extended 

networks has provided the perfect ingredients 
for toxic stress, adversity, the experience of 
loss of caretakers, prolonged abuse/neglect, 
and has even blocked access to social support 
and child welfare services. How COVID-19 has 
precipitated an all-round disruption in social 
structures, and how that’s producing toxic psy-
chological stress for the young ones, needs to 
be better understood. Being exposed to toxic 
stress at this tender age disturbs the arc-
hitecture of the growing brain. Connections 
between neurons in the brain regions—par-
ticularly the prefrontal cortex and hippocam-
pus, which are crucial for emotional regulation 
and memory—are reduced due to the experi-
ence of toxic stress. The absence of resil-
ience-promoting factors like environmental 
support, nurturance by caregivers and the psy-
chological security provided by parents and 
teachers further increases the risk of develop-
ing future mental disorders. Structural 
changes in the brain and lack of protective fac-
tors at a young age can cause dep ression, sub-
stance use, anxiety, obesity, and physical 
diseases like diabetes and heart diseases later 
in life. The prevailing circumstances have 
forced clinicians to provide their services on 
an online delivery model, with various clinical 
interventions provided on the e-platform. 
Tele-helplines are also being functioned to 
help kids in crisis; an Australian helpline de-
signed for kids reports an escalation of calls 
during the Covid period. Calls rel ated to infec-
tion, mental health concerns, relationship 
problems and suicidal/self-harm showed an 
increasing trend. Among the helpline callers, 
adolescent girls constituted the majority. 
Emergency psychiatry services are document-

ing an increase in suicidal behaviour in chil-
dren and adolescents, raising concerns across 
the world. A research paper that compiled 
emergency psychiatry service use across 10 
European nations reported a rise in adoles-
cent self-harm behaviour from 50 per cent in 
2019 to 57 per cent in 2020. In the Indian 
set-up, clinical psychiatry services have been 
badly hit, with only a few specialised centres 
being able to provide online services.

PSyCHIATRISTS and policymakers are 
joining hands towards creating a 
framework plan for mental health sup-

port during the pandemic. Efforts have been 
made to provide online guidance to parents, 
caregivers, service providers, children and 
adolescents to tide over this crisis. 
International agencies like WHO and 
UNESCO have made available parent tips on 
ensuring a daily schedule, sharing informa-
tion about Covid-19 with children, how to 
take care of the self and the kids. Parenting 
support in graphics, audio-visual aids, comics 
and e-posters are also available for free ac-
cess to help parents in home-schooling, and 
even manage mental health issues in chil-
dren. The website https://www.covid19par-
enting.com/audiovisuals offers a big bag of 
options for parents to help their kids at 
home. For infants and young children, 
https://data.unicef.org/topic/early-child-
hood-development/covid-19/ from UNICEF 
and https://reachupandlearn.com/package 
from the University of West Indies contain 
excellent parent manuals and aud io-visual 
aids to provide stimulating environments at 
home that can enhance learning for young 
kids in different age groups.

With adverse household situations, loss of 
income, not having supportive parents and or-
phanhood, our children are becoming vulner-
able to abuse, neglect, child labour, child 
marriage and even trafficking. It is for the poli-
cymakers to prepare a safety net for protecting 
our precious future generation from falling 
into the trap of poverty and deprivation. The 
welfare services planned by the government of 
India are a laudable app roach; however, much 
needs to be done to strengthen the support 
system around the vulnerable child. Provision 
for mental support needs to be integrated with 
nutrition, housing, safety and education for 
children. Only then can we look forward to 
safeguarding the future of our precious young 
generation. Otherwise, what we will be giving 
our children is a form of social orphanhood. O
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ust as the light at the end of the tunnel had 
started emerging, the second wave of Covid hit 
us like a ton of bricks. Just as we had cautiously 
started putting our lives back together, one 
small piece at a time, the death and devastation 
shook our very foundation. Just when children 
and the youth were beginning to build their 
hopes up to return to school with their friends 
or go to college for the first time, their dreams 
were snatched away yet again.

This pandemic has been a disaster—both nat-
ural and man-made—of gargantuan propor-
tions. The death and destruction are way 
beyond what most of us have ever experienced. 
Natural disasters like a tsunami or an earth-
quake can also leave us in ruins, but are finite 
events that give us a chance to recover once 
they are over. This behemoth of a virus, on the 
other hand, has been relentless, has snatched 
away any emerging hope repeatedly and filled 
us with paralysing fear and uncertainty, which 
can be deeply damaging for the emotional 
well-being of people. But the maximum impact 
has been on our children and youth; that they 
are the most vulnerable in the face of such 
traumatic events is well established in mental 
health literature. That’s because they are at 
stages of development when their emotional 
foundation, which is so central to their sense of 
self and identity, is only just forming. 
Witnessing the chaos, the helplessness in car-
ing adults and the breakdown of systems that 
were meant to protect them can shake their be-
lief, faith and trust in people and the world 

around them. The ones in the forefront of such 
experiences, especially those who have lost a 
parent or close relative, or have seen the de-
spair and dread of family members being 
rushed from one hospital to another begging 
for a bed and oxygen, or those who have had to 
bear the isolation and indignity of death and 
separation in the ugliest of ways, may become 
scarred for life.

We, as a nation, are not good at understand-
ing our children’s needs or fulfilling them, es-
pecially when it comes to mental health. The 
policies and laws are great but there are barely 
any resources on the ground to implement 
them. Consider that only 0.5 per cent of our 
country’s annual health budget is allocated to 
mental health. And out of that, only a minus-
cule portion, if any, is directed towards child 
mental health. With the abating of the first 
wave of Covid-19, offices and businesses started 
opening up, as did malls, restaurants and tour-
ism. But schools and colleges did not; as if there 
was no thought or concern about how that 
would impact the development and well-being 
of our children and youth. It is, therefore, not 
surprising that India has one of the highest 
rates of child abuse (sexual, physical and emo-
tional), depression and suicide amongst chil-
dren and youth in the world. To complicate 
matters, the prevalence of substance misuse 
and screen addiction, in keeping with global 
trends, had skyrocketed even before COVID-19 
hit us. While concerns about excessive technol-
ogy use is trickling in from across the world, re-
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We, as a nation, are not good at understanding our children’s  

needs. One of the world’s highest rates of abuse/depression/suicide 
attests to that. Time to build redemptive spaces
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ports from schools and families that we see 
appear to indicate that screen use and addic-
tion have increased exponentially since the 
lockdown began.

Besides the direct devastation and trauma 
caused by the virus, it is the lockdown, in its 
different forms, that has turned young peo-
ple’s world upside down. The disruption of 
daily life, in the form of everyday routines and 
weekly rhythms, as well as the seasonal breaks 
and weekend outings that gives us a sense of 
structure and predictability, has unsettled the 
platform of emotional stability that we take 
for granted. These invisible scaffoldings are no 
longer holding the children or their families 
together. After the initial euphoria of not hav-
ing to go to school or college, young people 
went out of control with their disturbed sleep 
cycle, constant demands of junk food, mood 
swings and temper tantrums, and a collapse of 

trust and communication in many house-
holds. The sense of frustration and helpless-
ness was palpable, and parents started 
reaching out in droves for help. Their attempt 
to impose discipline and order only made mat-
ters worse. And as the weeks stretched to 
months, holidays had to be cancelled, birth-
days and festivals couldn’t be celebrated, and 
children could no longer meet their closest 
friends or favourite cousins, or visit doting 
grandparents as they would during vacations. 
The youth had lost their freedom to get to-
gether in intimate spaces, hang out in their fa-
vourite cafes, immerse themselves in their 
passion for music classes or football coaching. 
It was as if the pandemic had snatched away 
valuable connections, freedom and agency 
that bring pleasure and joy to their lives, and 
the consequent deep sense of loss led to hope-
lessness and grief.

The consequences of trauma and loss 
could be varied and complex. After the 
initial fear or numbness, occasionally 

leading to uncontrollable panic and emotional 
meltdowns, symptoms of anxiety and depres-
sion often start to set in. The consequent 
helplessness, hopelessness and despair could 
lead many young people to seek immediate 
succour in substances of abuse or mindless in-
dulgence in gaming or internet surfing. 
Unfortunately for them, such behaviours can 
provide temporary relief at best or establish 
serious addictive patterns at its worst. The en-
suing emptiness and despair could drive some 
of them towards dangerous self-harm or vio-
lent behaviours, especially if they feel criti-
cised or when firm restrictions are imposed 
on them. The WhO had started conducting 
large-scale surveys across different countries 
by October 2020—and found that there was a 

five-fold increase in the reporting of anxiety 
and depressive symptoms, substance misuse 
and suicidal behaviours amongst the youth. 
That was within the very first year of the pan-
demic. What the second wave may have 
wrought in India is anybody’s guess. 

But all is not doom and gloom. While the 
state has abandoned us, individuals and 
groups have come together to form collectives 
of courage, with new-found compassion, co-
operation and eagerness to help each other. 
While institutions have crumbled, students 
from colleges and schools have rallied around 
and stretched themselves to support hapless 
and grieving families. It is heart-warming to 
see the number of young people who are at the 
forefront of many such novel and innovative 
initiatives that are binding communities back 
together. 

We have been fortunate to get the opportu-
nity of working closely with young people and 
their families, and gather collective wisdom in 
these tumultuous times. We have understood 
that although the immediate future looks un-
certain and bleak, and deprives us of hope, 
there are other anchors that we can seek to 
steady ourselves. For instance, there could be 
a conscious effort to reconnect with memo-
ries and meaning, to have faith in our values 
and vision, to learn how to take one day at a 
time and enjoy the small gifts of life. This can 
be done collaboratively, as long as there is a 
safe space for listening, empathy, mutual re-
spect and trust; and it may take a while to, 
mindfully, build such a space at home. Young 
people can be willing partners in the creation 
of strategies and novel ways of connecting to 
the world around us, and the resultant sense 
of agency and purpose can be protective and 
healing for them.

I believe this pandemic has challenged our 
worldview and belief systems in profound 
ways, and has provided us a chance to rethink 
our lives and priorities. It has exposed the 
fault-lines of our polarised and bigoted world, 
and shaken us out of the stupor that prevents 
us from acknowledging what we have done to 
our earth and environment. But most of all, it 
has made us reconsider how we might want to 
influence our younger generation and em-
power them to take decisions to protect our fu-
ture world. Needless to say, their mental health 
and well-being will be central in shaping the 
choices they make. The question is, how much 
of our mind-space and resources are we willing 
to invest in order to secure their future and 
save our world? O
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hen India reported its first case of  COVID-19 
in early 2020, the whole country geared up to 
fight this little virus. Even with the enormous 
challenges India faced, every single citizen 
contributed significantly to this war. Right 
from frontline warriors working around the 
clock to save lives, to teachers adapting to on-
line classes, parents working from home, and 
children spending all their time indoors, 
everyone has modified their lifestyles to fit the 
harsh limits the  pandemic imposed.

While India was adjusting to the new 
 normal, it entered the second wave. Here, the 
story turned—not just in terms of the mas-
sive spike in the body count, but  internally, 
in people’s minds. Despite  documented pub-
lic support for pandemic response strategies, 
India is reporting signs of pandemic fatigue—
and naturally,  children are not immune to it. 
Now,  pandemic fatigue is a serious issue in 
 various countries. The WHO defines it as a 
psychological  occurrence best explained 
with the concept of fear and unpredictability. 
What it leads to,  paradoxically, is a kind of 
demotivation  vis-à-vis the compulsion to fol-
low  recommended protective behaviours, 
emerging gradually over time and affected by 
several emotions, experiences and 
 perceptions. The ‘fear of the unknown’ is 
normally a motivator for protective 
 behaviour in the human race. But, with a 
 prolonged public health crisis like the 
 pandemic, and the abnormal, invasive and 

unprecedented demands it places on all of us, 
especially children, that begins to waver—this 
is “expected and natural”,  according to the 
WHO. The challenge is that fatigue can re-
main unnoticed and, as a  result, become more 
difficult to tackle as time goes by.

Children from various countries in Europe 
and Asia are exhibiting signs of pandemic 
 fatigue. A deeper study on why this occurs at 
such a young age highlights that, in the 
 absence of an enriching environment at 
home, they will eventually start feeling bored. 
This contributes significantly to  raising the 
levels of pandemic fatigue among them. And 
if not addressed systematically, we might see 
a horrifying wave of  psychological distress 
among children.

How to Help Your Child Overcome  
Pandemic Fatigue

The Behavioural and Cultural Insights Unit 
at WHO has provided guidelines here. Keeping 
those in mind, here’s a four-point agenda par-
ents can adopt:

 Understand your child. Know your child’s 
physical and emotional state as of today. 
It’s very important to understand the needs 
and thought processes of children. Some 
signs of worries, stress or fatigue may re-
main silent. Hence, it’s crucial to remain 
vigilant and alert as a family.

 Engage children as part of the solution. 
Parents need to find ways to meaningfully 
involve children at every level. Having to be 
indoors for long durations is an 
 unavoidable causative factor, so providing 
the right kind of resources to keep them 
engaged is a must. Age-appropriate 
 activities with a focus on the right kind of 
brain stimulation, those accessible within 
the boundaries of home, are extremely 
vital—accompanying them in these also 
works wonders.

 Parents need to help children strike a 
 balance between online classes and 
 off-screen engagements. Children actively 
engaged in a wide variety of activities at 
home are reported to have better 
 perseverance to fight this out. Help them 
reduce risky behaviours while doing the 
things that make them happy. 
 Wide-ranging restrictions may not be 
 feasible for everyone in the long run, but an 
enriching environment at home is the best 
bet in the meantime.

 Acknowledge and address the hardship 
children experience, and the profound 
 impact the pandemic has had on their lives. 
Fighting fear and uncertainty on this scale 
is not easy for a child’s brain. Children need 
to be supported unconditionally by the 
 significant adults in their lives.

On various global platforms, the Norwegian 
concept of ‘Dugnad’ is invoked as a great 
 solution for pandemic fatigue. Dugnad is a cul-
tural tradition where all community  members 
work together towards a common goal, for the 
greater good of all. Vis-à-vis this pandemic, 
Dugnad could mean a time where all adults 
join hands to serve children in the best possi-
ble manner. Academicians and schools need to 
create high-quality home-based resources and, 
simultaneously, parents must participate 
while children imbibe those. It’s only together 
that this war can be won! O

W
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he other day, I had an unusual request, 
that too, from a student. One of her 
 favourite teachers had left the school, 
leaving her in deep, inconsolable grief. 
“I’m not alone. Some of my friends too feel 
this way. I wonder if we could talk about 
our grief with you.”

“how long had you known her?” I asked. 
“She had started taking our classes after 

the Covid pandemic began. We only knew 
her by her voice. We saw her on screen 
and looked forward to meeting her in 
 person at least once before the year was 
over, but it was not to be.”

“So would the grief have been the same if 
she had taught you in person in class, or 
with other teachers?” After a moment’s 
 reflection, they replied, “It’s funny you ask 
this. We often wonder sitting in the digital 
classroom how it would have been if we 
were in a physical space with her.”

“So what is it that you miss about her?”
“The realisation of how it could have been 

had we been able to meet her in person, 
and that it will never be,” came the reply.

As I listened to the students, a poignant 
narrative emerged. They were all missing 
the physical space, the engagement they 

had with their teachers. They were creating 
a fantasy world where their teachers were 
once again there for them, and interacting 
with them like they did before.

“I visualise classrooms that I never went 
to and would never go to now. I imagine 
 sitting there when I am in the digital class, 
the smell of the tiffin boxes, the touch of 
notebooks and bags of students, the daily 
sights and sounds that I came across. So 
you understand why we miss her so much? 
Because, by reaching out to us all, she tried 
to recreate the classroom atmosphere. She 
tried to give us what we were missing, and 
we tried to fill in the gap from our side. 
even the backbenchers, who would bunk 
classes at the drop of a hat, say they miss 
this too much, and they would never bunk 
classes even if they had the chance now.”

Their plight reminded me of a story I 
had read, set in France in the backdrop of 
the Franco-Prussian War. A village school 
teacher could never manage to control 
his students who showed little interest in 
learning French. he wasn’t an exceptional 
teacher, but loved his subject and tried 
to make his classes interesting. But his 
 students were not impressed. Then one 

A year under lockdown 
has left teachers and 
students grappling 
with practical and 
psychological scars 
they are not trained to 
deal with
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day, the Germans took over and forbade the 
teaching of French, saying only German 
would be taught. So it was going to be his last 
class. What should he teach, he  wondered? 
Should he finish the scheduled lesson? 
Anyway, the students might not even come 
for the class. Even if they did, they would be 
making noise, maybe even more that day, he 
thought. With a heavy heart, he decided to 
quickly finish the lesson and say goodbye. 
But what he saw changed him forever. Every 
student was present,  sitting in class waiting 
for him. On an  impulse, he decided to skirt 
the lesson he had planned and began to speak 
of the French language, its glory, its struggle, 
its richness, and why it must not be allowed 
to die. Midway, he noticed the class had 
fallen silent and wondered if like other days 
he had failed on that day as well. 

He was wrong. The class clapped when he 
ended and, one by one, each student came 
up to him with moist eyes, said “sorry” and 
walked away. When everyone had left, he 
noticed the blackboard. Before leaving, one 
boy had  written, “Sorry sir. Today we know 
what we missed.”

Is the generation that has spent over a year 
in the digital classroom beginning to realise 
what they are missing, albeit symbolically? 
Would the joy of bunking, getting distracted, 
be less once the pandemic fades away?

A colleague, with whom I shared the above 
story, told me she believed the grief of 
 missing the classroom, the space they inhab-
ited and took for granted, is the reason why 
so many students wanted the exam post-
poned. “The classroom, the teachers, the 
exams were part of an indivisible whole. You 
take away one, you take them all. In the mind 
of a student, these are intricately bonded in a 
gestalt, as it has been for generations. The 
separation from one evokes separation from 
all of the rest at the same time.”

Is the generation that lost a whole year of 
their lives—suddenly, without warning— 
trying to cope with it in an insidious manner? 
Will it become part of their identity and 
 personality, a core structural element that 
defines their humanity, and manifest itself in 
later generations? As a psychologist put it, 
“Never before in human history has the 
 entire mankind dealt with the issue of 
 separation from each other on such a vast 
scale as now. Separation once faced only 
 during death, or transitions in life or war, is 
now an irrevocable everyday reality that has 

snatched from us one of our most precious 
identity elements.”

Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, the pioneer in 
 near-death studies, once famously said the 
deepest grief in life is not the loss of the 
 object, but what the loss symbolises and 
 informs our imagination about the life that 
could have been with the object, had we lived 
it differently. Growing up with that 
 awareness often brings us face to face with 
who we really are, and what we could have 
done to make our loss more bearable.

The teacher whose going away started me to 
pen down these thoughts is not the only one. 
The role of teachers too has changed overnight 
during Covid. Many a teacher had to change 
their persona to adapt to the stress that virtual 
teaching brought about, and to deal with the 
stress in their students. The other day, a fellow 
teacher remarked that she is more confused 
about her role than ever before. “I am more a 
counsellor today than an instructor. The world 
may think our job has become easier due to the 
lockdown, but it’s the other way around. In the 
past one month, I have dealt with depression 
and suicidal tendencies in a few students. It left 
me with a feeling of inadequacy, as I am not 
trained for this. And I have to teach without the 
behavioural cues that are integral to 
 understanding each student.”

Can one be a mentor and a teacher at the 
same time? As more and more teachers are 
thrust on with this extra responsibility, there 
is unease, a discomfort about the role. Most 
of them take it on grudgingly, and try to play 
safe so that they don’t get into trouble. Not 
that they resent it, but they are aware it’s a 
separate and complex role requiring 
 different identity elements. Today’s student 
finds life and relationships more complex 
than ever before. And there are no easy 
 answers. Mentoring them requires wisdom, 
calmness and therapeutic skills that may 
come after years of experience and training 
in a direction different from instructing a 
curricular subject. This is becoming a major 
reason for high attrition rates among teach-
ers. Unless checked, it may ring the death 
knell of the profession as we know it.

Recently, one of my relatives gave up teaching 
after 17 years in the field. “I felt a fatigue 
 answering the questions of students and deal-
ing with their life issues. When I started, only 
one of 40 students would come out with such 
issues. Now, every third student poses ques-
tions about life that I can’t answer. Sometimes 

Would the joy 
of  bunking, 
getting 
 distracted, 
be less once 
the pandemic 
fades away?

Covid has 
destroyed the 
 sacrosanct 
space that 
existed 
 between the 
teacher and 
the student 
for centuries.

I wonder if it’s me who should be answering 
these. Shouldn’t these questions be asked of 
the broken families or the society that is falling 
apart, from which they come? I felt indescriba-
bly inadequate after one of my colleagues was 
blamed, when a student of her online class 
committed suicide. Everybody wondered why 
she hadn’t picked up cues. But was she sup-
posed to instruct, or should she have been 
counselling the class during that one hour?”

Covid has destroyed the sacred, sacrosanct 

space that existed between the teacher and 
the student for centuries. Like the student I 
wrote about at the beginning, who grieved 
over missing out on bonding with her 
teacher, perhaps thousands if not millions 
are waiting to redefine the relationships 
that once existed and may take ages to come 
back. It is important we realise this vacuum 
that has emerged, threatening one of the 
most cherished and lasting structures of 
human existence. O
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Children are the living messages we send 
to a time we will not see.” resonant words, 
those…for, they speak to our will to endure as 
a species despite the ephemeral nature of our 
individual lives. But when former US 
President John F. Kennedy had thought of 
those words, he could not have imagined that 
a time would come when they would gather 
such deep, devastating meaning. A time 
when we know, as we live and act, that 
 history is watching us.

What do we tell our children? it’s a deeply 
troubling question, because we ourselves do 
not know. COVid-19 is like an epoch that 
comes along once in an aeon: it has shaken us 
to the core, stripping away all our certitudes 
and guarantees. death is now a part of life in a 
new kind of way—a sense of extinction now 
permeates every living moment in a way we 
have not known. how do we then redeem our 
pledge to life? how do we speak to the  future—
via our living messages? Our  children are bat-
tling a complex medley of the darkest demons 
we know: loneliness, depression, sadness, pain, 
a myriad of unexplained emotions. not to 
speak of the ever-present threat of disease. 
even if the ratio of children getting affected 
during the second wave had statistically not 
changed, the absolute numbers are always hor-
rific in india. And we may be headed for an 
even more challenging time if the predicted 
third wave zeroes in on an unvaccinated, young 
india. Presently, the trauma is just about beara-
ble, but if the kids become especially vulnera-

ble with a new mutant strain, we are looking at 
devastation. A higher child mortality will have 
deep-going consequences for our economy, not 
to speak of the social catastrophe it will cause. 
it’s  entire communities that will suffer mutely. 
Will we, the elders, be able to cope with the 
emotional turmoil and emptiness?

But the onus is on us as a society: we have to 
keep our eyes on reality, think and act. What 
do we see?

We see our children caged within four walls. 

tools to 
set kids 

free

“

Ravi Bhatnagar  
is director, external affairs 
and Partnerships, South 
asia, Reckitt

it’s been a cruel prison sentence that has al-
ready lasted almost a year and half. And still, 
the vulnerability does not leave them. We, the 
elders, go out and bring the disease home. if the 
kids succumb, it’s because of us, it’s a collective 
guilt that will not let you  either live or die.

i remember a seven-month-old, premature 
baby in Uttarakhand infected by Covid. 
imagine the horror! A life born into disease, 
for no fault of its own. i was approached for 
help. nobody entrusted me with any respon-

sibility, but i just could not walk away from 
that nightmare. i managed an air-ambulance; 
the baby was treated at Apollo indraprastha 
hospital, delhi. he has recovered and will be 
back home soon. he is the youngest Covid 
survivor i would ever know.

There is an idea that resonates here, one 
that i, along with dettol, have been 
 proposing through all these years. it’s built 
around our campaigns ‘dettol Banega 
Swachh india’ and ‘dettol Banega Swasth 

s h u t t e r s t o c k
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India’. You won’t believe it, but we did not 
see it as a corporate opportunity for Reckitt, 
as a brand. It’s a motto we developed as a 
 response to human suffering—and small 
 hygiene practices that can save millions of 
lives. It’s a simple question of developing a 
certain life-affirming culture we believe in.

During the pandemic, I had the opportu-
nity to work with several community cam-
paigns, some in an official capacity, some at 
personal level. The one closest to my heart is 
where we got schools open and buzzing, with 
the kids back. What enabled that was our 
Swasth Mantra Kit, which contains all the 
vital tools: oximeter, thermometer, masks, 
Dettol Sanitizer and Handwash.  

BuT soon, it was clear that schools had 
to be shut, and the only way to keep 
children mentally active and engaged 

was to go digital. We came up with a game 
 series with Butterfly-fields called ‘unlock 22’ 
where kids could unlock one game daily and 
play. Of course, it was based on learning 
modules and skills. This was a small initiative 
on our part. What we are observing of late is 
that the journey of young minds is becoming 
more and more complex. But mental 
 engagement is key, I believe. Another initia-
tive of ours is a Hygiene coding competi-
tion—50 of the winning kids will be awarded 
on Dettol Banega Swasth India. We also 
thought it appropriate that we keep gender 
equity front and centre in this initiative.

But again, our systemic limitations crept in 
on us. Inevitably, the focus of such endeavours 
seems to stay on those privileged enough to 
have access to digital means. What about the 
vast subcontinent of young minds outside 
that? How could we become more inclusive in 

our programming? How could our concepts of 
hygiene reach the families of, say, plantation 
workers? Or indeed, migrant labourers—
whose lives are marked by flux? We cogitated 
and brainstormed, we went to NGOs, we plot-
ted our paths doggedly, we went to schools 
 beyond the pale of urbanity. When we started 
our journey, our reach was limited to 2,500 
children. Today, we have reached 6 lakh 
schools across 14-15 states, where 40 million 
kids are studying. City, kasba, village…we have 
become the largest such campaign in India, 
reaching every part of this landmass. The idea 
is to touch every young life, nurture and take 
care of them, so that they grow up with a 
 certain virtuous protocol instilled in them. 
There will come a time, we believe, that 
 history will recall the value we managed to 
create by reaching out to a generation that 
was almost born imprisoned—and then 
co-evolving a set of tools that would set them 
free. All their sacrifices—of play with friends, 
of exploration and the outdoors—must bear 
fruit. And we learn with them.

We would like to credit our partners like 
Outlook and NDTV for harbouring our pro-
grammes and helping convey our messages 
of hope. Messages that, in times of despair, 
made people think and helped turn them 
tow ards positivity. People now understand 
that health is not just about physical well- 
being: its emotional, social, spiritual and 
 intellectual correlates are as important. And 
learning matters. Kids have behaved more 
appropriately than adults (many of whom 
practise what they nowadays call ‘Covidiot’ 
behaviour)! We believe our young messen-
gers—having imbibed Dettol’s Banega Swasth 
India ethos—will endure and save the future.

Another personal note, an event that 
touched me profoundly. On May 8, a text 
 arrived on my mobile. It said, “By the way…
Happy Mother’s Day to you, for being the 
mother and father to all those HIV+ orphans. 
After all, motherhood is not about biology 
alone, but of complete inclusion. Stay 
blessed.” It was from one of the caretakers of 
the 70 HIV+ orphans I have adopted in my 
personal capacity. The words instilled a new 
hope and sense of power in me especially in 
these times when COVID-19 has brought 
more grief and sadness in our lives. I never 
expected my small gesture could touch a 
chord so deep! I also feel that, if it hadn’t 
been for Reckitt, I wouldn’t have got this 
golden opportunity to serve the community 
and repay my debt to humanity.

It wasn’t all happiness, of course. There 
were also sombre events, things that made 
me reflect sadly on the state of society. Once 
an Aligarh-based Muslim family approached 
me for plasma. I had called and informed 
them that I would be available. They did not 
believe it. I reached the hospital, donated 
plasma and later received a call saying, “Do 
people like you still exist in this world?” They 
had approached several people, but people 
were reluctant to help because of religious 
beliefs. A dilemma haunts me today. Can 
 humanity be ever taken over by religion? 
Although the elderly man who required 
plasma eventually lost the battle of life, his 
wife is still in touch with me. She calls me 
often to enquire about me and my family, and 
showers me with blessings. This inspired me 
to back Bikers for Good, a motorcycle club 
originally launched to change society’s nega-
tive perception of bikers, and is now building 
India’s biggest blood donor database, provid-
ing services 24x7. They have partnered with 
Reckitt to raise awareness about the need for 
blood donors at this crucial hour.

But events can touch you, and connect your 
personal self to the world, in various ways. In 
the first week of May, when oxygen concen-

trators were in great demand, a bunch of my 
friends started a fundraiser on LinkedIn as a 
birthday gift to me. They managed to raise 
enough money for 8,500 oxygen concentra-
tors that were distributed to various chari-
ties. When I asked them, “Why in my 
name?”, they said: “You inspire and surprise 
us with every effort of yours.” In May, Reckitt 
had  decided to honour the sacrifices of Covid 
warriors—these are not people you see on 
television every day, but the ones who live in 
and around you. Someone asked me, “Are 
you not late on this?” I said what life has 
taught me is that we have to do our best 
today, and that best can be a game-changer. 
Dettol Banega Swasth India has given space 
to heroes, people like Jaitli behen and Rajdi 
Sardana, and has woven lots of stories of 
hope. Yes, everyone is a hero. We mark and 
celebrate that idea within our ranks also. 
Don’t be surprised if you see me in one of the 
campaigns! For, I too have been labelled by 
Reckitt as one of ‘Our Protectors’ for creating 
social impact. I would accept the honour 
with utmost humility on behalf of all those 
silent warriors out there. And in service of a 
world based on empathy, a future where we 
can again share our stories. O

 History will 
 recall the 
 value we 
 created by 
 reaching 
out to a 
 generation 
that was 
 almost born 
imprisoned.
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y the time things get back to normal in 
India, our kids will have spent two years or 
more confined to their homes under the 
shadow of the pandemic. Forget about 
school, they wouldn’t even have seen the 
local playground or interacted with other 
children their age during this period. As 
parents, we have been passively waiting for 
the situation to change for the better, look
ing for cues from doctors, WHO, central 
and state government bulletins, while we 
keep busy with work from home, house 
cleaning, food, booze and online shopping 
without realising that two years in the life 
of a child or young adult is two of their 
formative years—having a disastrous, pos
sibly irrevocable psychological and physical 
impact on them. After all, these are our 
children. We need to be the CEOs of our 
own families and train our children to bec
ome CEOs of their own lives. 

Percentage wise, children contracting 
COVID19 in the first and second waves 
isn’t much different, but absolute numbers 
have increased manifold in the second. 
Without getting into statistics, let us just 
say that when it’s our loved ones, it bec
omes personal. In any case, besides the dis
ease itself—what with no vaccine tailored 

B
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Regular exercise under lockdown is not only a must 
for the mental health of our children, but also for their 
ability to perform in other areas of life
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for them available just yet—children have 
been affected in a lot more ways than we 
are ready to acknowledge. 

Covid leaves the affected in a situation simi-
lar to participants of La Ultra-The High, an 
ultra marathon I put together in Ladakh, 
where oxygen availability can be as low as 
half of that in the plains. Also at La Ultra, psy-
chological layers peel off and participants 
claim they find their “true self”. People get 
knocked out in more ways than one, but what 
is important is that they need to learn to get 
back up. We need to help our children do the 
same in these tough conditions. 

Shweta Puri, a psychologist in Delhi spe-
cialising in Rational Emotive Behaviour 
Therapy, has been dealing with psycholog-
ical trauma from the pandemic in a lot of 
children and their parents. Here’s what 

she had to say: 
As a mental health professional and a par-

ent of adolescent twin boys, I see a spate of 
behavioural and emotional issues impact-
ing young minds. To begin with, children 
embarking on their school journey in their 
formative years have only been exposed to 
screen time. The school is not only an edi-
fice for imparting education, but is ext-
remely important in shaping the 
personality of children, and this has been 
non-existent for the last 16 months.

Enhanced screen time only increases 
their dopamine levels and leads to hyperac-
tivity and excess stimulation. Government 
and educational institutions have added to 
their anxiety, due to the lack of clarity on 
everything, from admissions to kindergar-
ten to conduct of board examinations for 

school leavers and entrance exams to un-
dergraduate courses for young adults.

The second wave has been extremely 
challenging for children, as the transmissi-
bility of the Delta variant is high within 
households, often affecting both parents. 
Losing either or parents to the disease is 
traumatic, and will increase insecurity and 
instability in their lives.

A lot of effort will be needed in their reha-
bilitation in the near future. As a society, we’ll 
need to contribute collectively tow ards it.

As parents, we will be failing our children 
if we are unable to proactively improve the 
situation for them. None of us have any 
exp erience dealing with a pandemic, but 
then, as Michael Jordan once said, you will 
miss 100 per cent of the shots you don’t 
take. We need to start somewhere. 

Child psychologist Nupur Dhingra Paiva, 
co-founder of Art of Sport and mother of 12 
and 9 year olds, shares her Covid experience 
that we all should learn from. 

Before the pandemic hit us, our children 
used to be involved in vigorous sports for 
about two hours, 3-4 times a week, apart 
from whatever they did at school. As soon as 
the lockdown was imposed last year, their 
moods plummeted and they became lethar-
gic. As a child psychologist, I would attribute 
this to them adapting to the situation. Their 
only movement was from couch to bed and 
back. They were thriving on chips and ice 
cream. We were expecting things to return 
to normal soon, but by June 2020, we de-
cided to take a proactive role. We started 
doing exercises at home. The kids were now 
moving, but they were still miserable, be-
cause there wasn’t enough socialising and 
exposure to the outdoors. 

LATER last year, when things started 
imp roving, my husband and their fa-
ther, Richard, started to take them 

out to play once a day. They would run on 
the grass and do squat jumps and other ex-
ercises. Their mood picked up. As much as 
we are in the business of sports for chil-
dren, we now realise firsthand how impor-
tant physical activity was for them. Then, 
the second lockdown was anno un ced ear-
lier this year. We made sure that this time, 
we weren’t going into a shell. We carried on 
with indoor exercises, doing stair circuits, 
etc. The children still don’t enjoy it as 
much as the outdoors, but are definitely in 
a better mood throughout compared to the 
first lockdown. They are fitter and happier.

Did Nupur and Richard get lucky with 
their children, or is there any evidence 
that physical activity plays a role in the 
current situation? 

A study conducted in the US in 2020 
looked at 48,440 adult patients who tested 
Covid positive between January 1 and 
October 21. It looked into their physical 
act ivity levels over the last two years and 
found that people who were active for less 
than 10 minutes in a week, had more than 
double the risk of hospitalisation and death 
from Covid, compared to those who did 
exe rcises for more than 150 minutes a 
week, which is the optimal amount of phys-
ical activity recommended by most inter-
national guidelines. This isn’t a lot. It’s only 
30 minutes a day for 5 days a week, and 
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req uires exercises or sports that raise your 
heart rate and make you a bit breathless. 

Another recent study looked at other stud
ies done between 1980 and 2020, and found 
that physically active people were 50 per 
cent more likely to have a higher antibody 
count after receiving vaccines, than some
body who wasn’t that active. It didn’t look at 
Covid or vaccines specifically developed for 
its treatment, as it was completed early into 
the pandemic, but the findings are relevant 
to our topic.

Disappointingly, far from removing res
trictions to movement and encouraging 
physical activity, governments across the 
world haven’t been enthused by these find
ings one bit. On June 13, Delhi chief minis
ter Arvind Kejriwal announced that malls 
and restaurants will open as part of the gov
ernment’s relaxation of lockdown norms, 
but not public parks. One wonders if this 
isn’t because maintenance of public parks 
cost the government money, whereas malls 
and restaurants generate revenue for it.  

MeAnwhIle, schools have let go of 
physical exercise, yoga and dance 
teachers. In fact, one of the few 

schools that haven’t—the chain of Shiv nadar 
schools—claims they make sure their stu
dents don’t ignore exercise and sports even 
when at home.

Gopal Karunakaran, the CeO of Shiv 
nadar schools and executive director of 
Shiv nadar University, had this to say:

we consider our 40strong sports staff at 
the same level as other teaching staff in both 
status and salary. They have been using tech
nology to build online curricula to get our 
students moving during lockdowns. Of 
course, the experience is limited by the con
straints of indoor space and lack of interac
tion. we have 34 counsellors in each school, 
as mental health is crucial. The teams work 
together on physical and mental health, as 
one can’t be separated from the other.

Anju wal, director and principal of Shiv 
nadar School in Faridabad spoke passion
ately about the institution’s belief in sports.

we have a strong sports programme that is 
more of a philosophy and belief. we don’t 
separate academics from sports. There is a 
transference of skills to excel in life. Sports 
are ingrained in our pedagogy and we instil 
the belief not only in our students, but also 
in their parents and our teachers. During 

Covid lockdowns, our sports instructors 
shared videos of exercises, sports skills and 
rhythm with all students, so that their con
nection with a physically active campus life 
is not severed.

we need more schools like Shiv nadar. Till 
then, parents need to fill in. After all, fami
lies are the primary institutions in our lives. 
Personally, since the beginning of the pan
demic last March, my team and I have been 
putting together online exercise activities 
like Squats UniVArse, Run and Bee high 
Camp, Dandi March and PUSh, where we 
have got folks from over a hundred cities 
from over 20 countries together to exercise 
in tandem. Their ages have ranged from 5 
years to 65. The sessions are free for front
line Covid “warriors” and anyone else who 
sees money as a roadblock. what we have 
learnt is that parents and children need to 
do activities together, and these activities 
need to be fun. 

Movement is the most basic animal ins
tinct. There are studies showing that farm 
animals living in small confinements, una
ble to move, are not as happy as those who 
have bigger pens. In the netflix series 
Connected, Mel Smith, a professor of mac
hine vision, makes an interesting observa
tion. “If the animal is in pain and is 
suffering, it is likely that it won’t be very 
productive from a purely commercial 
sense.” To extend the analogy, even from a 
performance angle, we need to get our kids 
moving for them to be happier, and produce 
better results in whatever they do. 

when we began, we were unsure how en
gaging our online exercise sessions would 
be, but we were pleasantly surprised. After 
all, human beings are social animals, and 
our online sessions brought people from 
different backgrounds together. 
Participants connected so well that they 
would motivate each other on social media 
to get back on track, and appreciate each 
other’s achievements. It’s amazing how, 
ins tead of lofty goals, when the steps are 
smaller, all of us can carry on the path for a 
lot longer. 

If you were to ask what a good exercise 
reg ime is, and when one should start, the 
answers are pretty obvious—the best exer
cise is the one you can do, the best time to 
start was yesterday, and the second best is 
now. So get on with it. now. As a family. And 
keep miling and smiling. O
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S India tries to wriggle out of the mayhem 
caused by the second wave of COVID-19, a 
sense of anxiety hangs in the air. People are 
speculating, and shuddering as they speculate, 
that an impending third wave could hit chil-
dren and adolescents more than the other age 
groups. Scientists and experts have been 
quashing such speculation, highlighting that 
there is hardly any data or evidence to support 
these conjectures. But whether or not the 
third wave is impending, and regardless of 
what its precise nature will be, India must 

squarely place its onus on one thing: improv-
ing the diet quality and nutrition of its chil-
dren. This is non-negotiable. Food nutrition, 
safe food and positive lifestyles, after all, are 
the cornerstones of great immune function. 

It is common knowledge that malnutrition 
is pervasive among India’s poor children. But 
in a real sense, nutritional deficiency also cuts 
across class. You see the twin problems of 
 under-nutrition or excess weight/obesity 
 coexisting with deficiencies of micronutrients 
like iron, zinc, calcium and several vitamins. 

What’s Eating 
You? Do not fight pandemic stress with that cycle of cravings and binges. 

The basic do’s and don’ts on children and nutrition in Covid season
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Even among the relatively well-to-do, it’s a 
pincer grip. India has a huge task not to be a 
contributor to globesity—the global obesity 
epidemic—with all the associated health 
 issues. This was the state of affairs even before 
Covid—for how the pandemic might have 
 impacted the nutrition landscape of India’s 
children, we must await objective data from 
national-level surveys in the future.

Childhood and adolescence are two 
 conjoined periods of continuous growth and 
development—a seamless duration, but one 
marked by various changes. For instance, 
 between 2 and 10 years of age, children tend to 
grow at an average of 6-7 cm in height and 1.5 
to 3 kg in weight every year. The adolescent 
period is spread almost over a decade—10-19 
years—and it’s characterised by rapid increase 
in height and weight, hormonal changes, 
 sexual maturation and wide swings in 
 emotion; ‘environmental’ factors have an 
 impact. But specifically, when the growth 
spurt happens at about 10-12 years in girls and 
two years later in boys, their nutritional needs 
are vastly increased, and for girls their 
 nutritional status impacts not only their 
health, but that of generations to come.

Nutrition and Immunity
Malnutrition in any form can put children 
and adolescents at risk of compromised 
 immune function, thus making them 
 vulnerable to infections. So our focus should 
be not just on meeting their minimum 
 calorie requirements, but to ensure 
 adequate diversity in order to ensure the 
 required balance of all necessary nutrients. 
The availability, accessibility and affordabil-
ity of foods for some sections got impacted 
due to the economic upheavals caused by the 
pandemic, making many children vulnerable 
to under-nutrition and compromised 
 immunity. On the other hand, physical 
 activity has reduced tremendously for many 
urban children, screen time has gone up 
considerably (due to online classes, games or 
networking), eating schedules have gone 
awry, and consumption of high fat, sugar and 
salt foods may have increased. This again is 
likely to make them vulnerable to infections. 
It is our collective responsibility to see that 
India’s children are nurtured, nourished and 
safeguarded. We urgently need an aware, 
vigilant society here. In such a situation, 
what should be our approach to ensure our 
children/adolescents are healthy? Here are 
some guidelines:

For Infants and Young Children
Breast milk is the best source of nutrition for 
most infants, and it provides protection 
against many illnesses. Even during Covid 
 infection, WHO recommends breastfeeding. 
Mothers should practise respiratory hygiene 
during feeding. If they have respiratory symp-
toms such as being short of breath, mothers 
should use a medical mask when near the 
child. Wash hands thoroughly with soap or 
sanitiser before and after contact with the 
child. If mothers are severely ill with Covid or 
suffer from other complications that prevent 
them from direct breastfeeding, breast milk 
can be expressed and fed to the child. In case 
of inability even to do that, wet nursing 
 (another woman breastfeeding the child) or 
using donor human milk can be options.

From six months onwards, breast milk alone 
is not adequate for the infant to sustain 
 optimal growth. Introduction of adequate and 
appropriate complementary foods is 
 necessary for infants soon after completion of 
six months of age—and breastfeeding should 
be continued at least up to 2 years to prevent 
malnutrition and susceptibility to infection. 
Complementary foods should be adequately 
diversified and include cereal, pulses, nuts, 
milk, vegetables and fruits. Since infants 
 cannot consume bulky complementary food 
in sufficient quantities, energy-rich foods like 
nuts, oilseeds and small amounts of fats/oils 
can be included. Gradually, they can be 
 introduced to thoroughly cooked whole eggs, 
fish and meat in small quantities. 
Alternatively, adequate amounts of beans, 
 legumes and pulses can be added.

Children of about one year of age should be 
introduced to the family diet. Additional nut-
ritious foods—milk, fruits, small amounts of 
nuts, oilseeds—are needed to enhance the 
nutrient density of the family diet. Sugar and 
salt must be kept to the bare minimum, as 
the very young are likely to develop a taste 
for these, a pattern that will run far into the 
food habits even in their adult life. The mini-
mum number of meals needed for the child, 
apart from breastfeeding, varies depending 
on the age of the child and on whether the 
child is being breastfed. During 6-8 months 
of age, a breastfed child needs to be given 
complementary feeds at least twice a day. 
During 9-24 months, this frequency needs to 
be at least 3-4 times a day. Importantly, all 
the routine immunisation measures sug-
gested for children should be continued to 
keep other infections and diseases at bay.
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Obesity Pandemic?
There are many ways in which the 
 disruptive social environment is affecting 
diet quality seriously. On the one hand, 
many children are at serious risk of 
 under-nutrition—owing either to factors 
like displacement/migration or even 
 familial sharing of rations meant to meet 
about a third of the child’s daily require-
ment. So safety net programmes and sup-
plementary nutrition programmes—being 
kept afloat through take-home rations or 
home delivery of rations for those enrolled 
in ICDS or mid-day meals schemes—may 
not suffice. On the other hand, in cities, 
towns as well as among middle-class and 
 affluent communities, restricted move-
ment, constrained socialisation, curbs on 
outdoor games and even dwindling physical 
contact have become normal. School 
 closures are not only preventing children 
from access to learning, but also limiting 
their interactions with peers. All this 
 naturally has an impact on their psychoso-
cial well-being—confusion, anxiety and 
frustration are the norm, with overexpo-
sure to mass media and social media often 
the only reprieve. This state of generalised 
stress naturally leads to cravings and binge 
eating. If you add to these diets lacking in 
diversity, consumption of high-carbohy-
drate and high-sugar foods, what you get is 
a long-term impact on child health.

In fact, as per the CNNS 2019 report, 
while 29 per cent of adolescents aged 10-19 
years were anaemic and about 25-30 per 
cent were deficient in micronutrients such 
as B12 and vitamin D, ironically, a sizeable 

proportion also had metabolic biomarkers 
showing early signs of risk of non-commu-
nicable diseases (NCD) such as diabetes and 
hypertension. About 56 per cent of children 
had at least one of the biomarkers with an 
abnormal value. One tends to believe these 
are indicative of over-nutrition/obesity. 
However, micronutrient deficiencies 
 associated with unhealthy diets lacking in 
legumes, beans, vegetables, fruits, nuts, 
seeds and milk might also be contributing 
to disrupted metabolism. This 
 less-than-ideal situation is what may be 
getting exacerbated in the unprecedented 
situation we have now.

What can you do? Certainly do not sit 
back. Promote regular and healthy eating 
habits, lifestyle patterns and regular exer-
cise within the confines of home. Empower 
children to check the nutrient contents 
printed on the food labels before they 

choose their foods—parents doing so 
 themselves would help. We cannot do 
 without social interventions at a 
 bio-psychosocial level and let things drift.

Does Micronutrient 
Supplementation Work?
There is not enough evidence to come up 
with any guidance on micronutrient 
 supplementation for prevention of Covid in 
healthy individuals or for its treatment. 
Nevertheless, micronutrients, if consumed 
from food sources like fruits, vegetables, 
nuts and whole grains and nuts, can play a 
key role in a well-functioning immune 
 system. For a nation, people are its capital. 
We must pivot on children’s nutrition, using 
the pandemic to better understand the 
 nutritional brick and mortar that holds up 
the body fortress. Plugging those gaps will 
build our future. O

For children and adolescents
•    Micronutrients (vitamins and minerals) and phytonutrients that are 

primarily available in fruits, vegetables, greens, nuts and whole grains play 
a crucial role in several metabolic pathways that aid in optimal immune 
function. They enhance both native and adaptive immune function and 
prevent infection. They also aid ‘immune memory’ formation. A substantial 
serving of fresh fruits and vegetables, as much as 300-500 gm per day 
per child depending on the age group, is suggested to enhance their 
micronutrient intake.

•    Fruits, vegetables, curd, yogurt and nuts increase beneficial probiotic 
bacteria in the intestine, regulate gut microbiota, maintain intestinal 
integrity and thereby reduce transmission of toxins from the intestine to the 
blood. Better to prefer fresh fruits to fresh fruit juices.

•    Consuming meat, poultry and eggs is not risky. Thoroughly cooked meat/ 
poultry may be included in moderation. Sea fish are very good sources of 
some essential fatty acids and nutrients.

•    Milk and milk products like curd supply good quality protein and other 
nutrients. Ideally, about 300 to 400 ml is recommended.

•    Indulgence in frequent munching of high-calorie and empty-nutrient-value 
snacks such as salty snacks, biscuits, bakery products, noodles, ice 
creams, cookies and cakes, fried snacks and sweetened beverages should 
be avoided.

•    Consumption of highly processed foods, juices and carbonated drinks 
should be discouraged. These are high in fat, salt and sugar, and poor in 
nutrients (vitamins, minerals, phytonutrients).

•    Consumption of fat, salt and sugar should be monitored. Fat—no more than 
25-50g/day—and preferably more than two varieties of oils.

•    Children must maintain ideal body weight for their age and height. Being 
underweight or overweight/obese impairs immunity and increases 
inflammation. Therefore, moderate physical activity/yoga should be 
promoted. This also reduces stress and helps burn calories. It is possible to 
engage in this activity in the confines of home.

•    Adequate water intake should be encouraged.
•    Screen time should be reduced. Children must be engaged in conversations, 

household chores and cooking activities.
•    Adequate sleep must be ensured.

We must pivot 
on children’s 
nutrition, using 
the  pandemic 
to better 
 understand 
the  nutritional 
brick and 
 mortar that 
holds up the 
body fortress.
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was a month short of turning 13 when I saw 
my father flop to the floor. It wasn’t until my 
mother ran up to him and I heard some 
 frantic mumblings before I realised my 
 father was in the middle of suffering a heart 
attack. The aftermath of that is now a 
blurred cloud of fragments that can barely 
pass off as memory.

My father survived and recovered well. 
What became a casualty was my sleep; I 
 remember fighting my insomnia and 
 insecurities with books. My uptake from the 
school library more than doubled in the 
months that followed. But more interesting 
was my going back to a couple of books that I 
had stopped reading years ago.

These were illustrated versions of two 
 popular fairy tales, both with illustrations on 
each page dunked in an ethereal sublimity 
that none of the other books had shown me 
before. There was something magical about 
them. As a young child, I remember poring 
over the pages for hours on end as they 
transported me to a land where the 
star-studded sky turned a delicate, 
 shimmering azure at night, not black; where 
the snow felt more unspoilt than the first 
morning look at the curd my mother had set 
overnight. I had seen nothing like any of it 
before. The air of my hometown, Dhanbad, 
was a stubborn mix of soot and dust that 
stuck to us like a leech.

In the wake of all the uncertainties that 
 fermented in the wake of my father’s health 
emergency, these are what became my go-to 

Paint Me a 
Painbow
Picture books, with their interplay of words and art, 
have a compelling inbuilt persuasiveness that draws in 
children, even adults, to ease up and heal with time

I

Richa Jha,  
an author, is founder  
and publisher of  
Pickle Yolk Books

When I hear 
someone scoff 
at the idea 
that books are 
therapeutic, I 
want to take 
them back 
to my house 
where the 
young me lost 
herself among 
those pages, to 
hope and heal.
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books for comfort. They reached out to me 
and gave me refuge like nothing or no one else. 
It wasn’t the story; it wasn’t the words, either. 
It was the soothing, hypnotic art, including 
that one particular illustration of a joyful king 
holding his newborn Aurora up to the skies, 
that latched on to my imagination in a way 
that made me forget my fears—and the fear of 
losing my father was a real one—and embraced 
me in its warm glow like nothing else could.

The two books have accompanied me wher-
ever I have moved since leaving home for 
 college. Three decades and eight cities later, I 
still turn the pages during some particularly 
dense moments in life. Beautiful as they still 
are, the illustrations no longer hold that same 
enchantment, but they wrap me in the 
 reassuring comfort that this too shall pass.

When I, therefore, hear someone scoff at 
the idea that books are therapeutic, I want 
to take them back to my house where this 
young me lost herself among those pages, to 
hope and heal.

Years later, I was to find myself at the heart 
of another powerful happening that both 
shook me to the core and reaffirmed my 
 belief in the power of a book with 
 illustrations. In 2017, soon after the release of 
Boo! When My Sister Died, a picture book I 
had worked on with filmmaker, artist and 

writer Gautam Benegal, I took it on its first 
reading session to a bunch of about a 
 hundred  eight-to-16-year-olds from 
 underprivileged backgrounds.

Within minutes of my beginning, I could 
hear sniffling and gentle sobs building inside 
the room from some corners. “Inke sab koi 
na koi abhi mar gaye hain” (all of them have 
been recently bereaved), a young girl 
 explained, rather nonchalantly.

There was I, sitting pretty on my high 
perch (both literally and figuratively), 
 having experienced the only death I had up 
close in that of a pet rabbit’s, talking about 
personal loss to a group of children who 
were still within its event horizon, for whom 
death had a stinging familiarity. It was 
 disconcerting. Who was I to tell them how 
the little girl copes with her sibling’s passing 
away, or to show them the many shades of 
what grief ‘looks’ like on paper?

I apologised and stopped, immediately. And 
before I could decide how to take our time 
 together forward, those very children began 
insisting I continue. With the same book.

I had carried some copies for them so that 
they could all see the illustrations as well. 
The cathartic release I saw emanating from 
those children, like a mist lifting, has been 
one of the most profound and moving 

 experiences of my life. There they sat, sharing 
their versions of the ways in which they 
 handled real pain. A dead mother, a 
 murdered brother, a father who flung himself 
under the train, an uncle killed in custody—
their stories getting muffled and garbled in 
the tears and sobs, but not one hesitating 
with the act of narration itself. And they held 
their copies close to them for a long time, all-
owing their torment to merge with Gautam’s 
riveting, multi-layered visual interpretation 
of coping with the sudden vacuum, to eventu-
ally regain their moment of stoic acceptance.

We clicked our massive group picture at the 
end of the session. I later realised the chil-
dren sitting closest to me were the ones who 
had had their meltdown just moments ago.

ArT therapy, lived and practised via 
the many forms of creative expres-
sion, has long been acknowledged as 

a credible healing aid. Art in its multitude of 
visual and performative forms—dance, 
 theatre, role play, drawing, painting—has a 
quiet, compelling persuasiveness inbuilt 
into it that draws in the children (adults, 
too) to ease up, with time. Unlike speaking, 
which in most instances insists on and gets 
trapped in immediate logical responses, art 
unfolds a more reflective territory that 

 respects a child’s need for space and privacy 
to whatever level the situation demands. It 
allows children to open up with their fears 
in a manner that talking cannot. It gives 
them an intimate language to first process 
their own thoughts, and then to express 
themselves in a form that flows from there, 
sometimes freely, sometimes tentatively.

A picture book, with its rich, nuanced, 
 skilful interplay of art and words, is known 
to be effective in much the same way. Long 
before children begin to mutter 
 indistinguishable babble, their minds have 
already started assimilating complex 
 emotions. Some of the picture books that 
have touched me the most as an adult are 
the ones that carry universal emotions of 
love, fear, grief, joy and empathy. These are 
also the very same books that I found my 
children responding to deeply, even as 
 toddlers. At various points in time through 
my adult life, I have reached out to picture 
books that have helped me gain clarity. But I 
have also picked them up to help make 
 introducing difficult realities to my own 
children easier for myself.

Many years ago, my (then) little daughter 
and I were up in bed reading Oliver Jeffers’ 
sparkling gem, The Heart and the Bottle, a 
touching story of a girl finding the courage 

Unlike 
 speaking, 
art unfolds a 
more  reflective 
 territory that 
respects a 
child’s need 
for space and 
privacy to 
whatever level 
the situation 
demands.
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to reclaim her aching heart, years after her 
father’s death. When I got to the point in the 
book where I always choke back a rogue tear 
or two, I paused, and asked her if she would 
continue to read picture books if I were to 
die. A pregnant silence later, she snuggled 
closer to me and said, she would. “It’ll still 
keep you alive for me. Like in this book.” 

The pandemic has been a matrix of complex 
contraries. The sense of isolation has been 
most acute for the children, given that they are 
usually the most social among humans of all 
age groups. On the one hand, staying at home 
is robbing them of their critical developmental 
building blocks. On the other hand, the 
 pervasive paranoia, at once, plunges them into 
the thick of the collective fear where no one 
around them has a clue about what comes 
next. Children are having to contend with the 
impermanence of life and livelihoods, whether 

within home or around them, accompanied by 
the stresses induced by their own home-
bound existence and unending hours of 
screen-based education, and changed family 
dynamics, sometimes violence, too. Besides, 
even if the child has not been overtly scarred 
by the pandemic up close, and their world as 
they know it is ‘safe’, knowing about the 
 tenuousness of this security is enough to 
 create a vague miasma of fear.

A month before I began working on this 
piece, there was an ‘ask’ on a social media 
 platform for book recommendations for a 
 six-year-old who had just lost her mother to 
Covid. Heart-breaking as it was for the group 
members to absorb this, recommendations 
poured in from all sides, mostly for picture 
books. Not surprising, as picture books could 
help a child make sense of this devastating, 
 upended state of being. In the company of a 

well-chosen title, the characters and the visual 
settings place the child either in the middle or 
on the periphery of familiar surroundings, the 
words bring them closer to their own fragile 
 realities, and together, they often show a way 
out. In this combination of illustrations and 
words lies a promise of hope in situations that 
may seem daunting to the child. They help 
them feel less alone. But, above all, in being 
able to identify with characters that tend to 
speak directly to them, these books give 
 children courage to deal with their own fears 
and problems. Way after the book has been put 
away, these helpful strains and ‘takeaways’ 
 linger on the child’s mind until she picks it up 
again and discovers a newer way of looking at 
herself or the world around her.

IT is beyond the scope of this piece to show 
the many ways in which an adult could 
‘use’ a picture book with a child through 

these trying times, but we are fortunate to 
have access to an inexhaustible wealth of 
 explanatory resources (and carefully curated 
must-read theme-wise lists) on the web. It’s 
not difficult to identify the ones that would 
work best for a child’s specific needs. The new 
generation of urban parents are keen on 
 trusting picture books as conversation 
 starters with their children on topics that they 
would otherwise be unsure about how to. At 
the same time, progressive librarians, 

 committed storytellers, book creators and 
NGOs have begun creating more virtual 
 platforms for these to widen the reach.  

At the height of the second wave of the 
 pandemic, when friends, family members and 
acquaintances were getting added to the 
 galloping Covid statistics, either as the 
 infected or the succumbed, there were two 
images that got passed around from person to 
person over every form of social media—visual 
excerpts from a recent global bestseller, The 
Boy, the Mole, the Fox and the Horse. On one of 
the pages in Charlie Mackesy’s masterpiece 
picture book, the boy, who has just been 
 rescued by his friend, the horse, from the river 
he fell into, holds on tight to its nape, still 
shaken, and the wise horse says, “Everyone is 
a bit scared. But we are less scared together.” 
In yet another poignant page, made more 
evocative by the exquisite depiction of a rag-
ing storm in all its indescribable splendour, 
the wise horse says, “This storm will pass.”

These messages of collective hope kept 
 uplifting anxious hearts and seemed to unify 
this world in despair. There was something 
about these uncomplicated words coupled 
with breathtakingly plain artwork that drew 
hundreds and thousands of adults into its 
folds. And in that one moment, this picture 
book connected children and grown-ups 
through its deceptive simplicity. That’s what 
picture books do. O
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he pandemic and...
dance? What do they 
even have to do with 
each other? How can 
they be spoken of in 
the same breath? Now, 
engaging in any art 
pursuit in times of 
the pandemic seems 
a fine thought at a 

facile level, but what does it really mean? 
Especially when we’re dealing with the natu-
ral, unforced expression of children? It’s easy 
enough to understand poetry and painting 
allowing our inner selves to speak, or music 
relieving boredom or lightening feelings of 
anxiety or a sense of doom—even if you’re 
only listening. But let’s take a deep dive into 
an artform that is sometimes seen to be less 
accessible and more complex and difficult: 
dance. Firstly, we must grasp how natural 
it is for us to express ourselves via the body. 
Return to that first sentence. Think of dance, 
then think of the lockdown...and boil both 
down to their essence. They are perfect 
antonyms. Lockdown means immobility, 
paralysis. Dance equals movement, fluidity, 
freedom. Let that be our starting point.

From the days of the ancients, the concept 
of aesthetics—or engaging with beauty as 
an end in itself—took some time to be dis-
entangled from other human functionalities. 
The word ‘art’ itself derives from the Latin 
“ars”, a term whose literal definition covers 
“skillfulness”, “technique” and “craft”. You 
can see that sense subsisting even now in the 
word “artisan”. The idea of this conveying 
a connotation of pure beauty, of being a 
connoisseur or one who has dev eloped 
aesthetic capabilities or an appreciation 
of beauty, emanated from the acquiring of 
skills. The older Greek term that referred to 
“art”—tekhne—likewise combined it with the 
sense of “craft”, as is obvious from the word 
itself (being the parent term for words like 
“technique”, “technology” etc). In India too, 
the arts in the times of the ancient classic on 
aesthetics, Natya Shastra, were des cribed as 
“kridanyakam”—objects in the realm of play 
and sport, affording us entertainment. Arts 
existed, but as a concept it was still nebulous 
and blurring into other categories.

We have travelled a fair distance since then, 
of course. Beauty, as a pursuit in itself, has 
long been established as a valid goal. But can 
it still have a functionality? Can beauty do an-

T
Guru Kanaka Sudhakar 
is a Bharatanatyam 
exponent, choreographer, 
mentor and research worker

Ripples in An 
inneR lAke

Yes, it’s a spiritual desert out there. But Indian 
classical dance can be like monsoon rain for 
arid young souls—joyous and life-affirming 
in a myriad ways. Here’s a list of 12 benefits: 
physical and mental
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ything? How does it affect us as we imm erse 
ourselves in it? Here, I would like to present 
to you a retrospective of my res earch—you 
could broadly title it as the “Therapeutic 
Value of Indian Classical Dances on the 
Mental and Physical Well-Being of a 
Learner”. I would like to focus on the inci-
dental benefits of learning ‘Indian classical 
dances’—take a moment to appreciate the 
fact that this term is a very comprehensive 
one, encompassing skills relating to theatre, 
music, painting, literature, mathematics and 
body movement. We will see in detail how 
what we’re talking about is not just not skill 
or technique or mere entertainment, but 
something much beyond that.

But for a moment, let’s return to the 
pandemic—and children. It’s lasted almost 
18 months now. A year-and-a-half is an 
ext remely long duration for young minds, 
all the more aggravated since a near-total 
soc ial deprivation was imposed on them. It 
was like jail. School closures left them bereft 
of vital socialising space—peer presence and 
interactions in actual, buzzing classrooms 
and playgrounds filled with laughter, the 
sheer physicality of sports, and so many 
other precious microcosms of life that lead 
to the overall development of a child. In its 
stead, they got long hours in front of a screen, 
trying to understand lessons through black, 
stamp-sized boxes, online tests with or 
without understanding, not to speak of a total 
blocking out of physical activities.

Now, counterpose that picture against 
what I have observed in my work on 

children as a researcher, practitioner and 
teacher of Bharatanatyam—you could think 
of them as a set of tangible, invaluable 
benefits that were confirmed to be so even in 
feedback from many parents. Benefits that 
must count as holistic, since they encom-
pass the physical, emotional, aesthetic and 
logical universes.

1
Indian classical dances need both the 
mind and body to achieve the desired 
result: the creation of rasa or aesthetic 

appeal in the audience. Performing nritta or 
pure dance entails the use of over 10,000 
muscle fibres from the major, minor and 
subsidiary body parts, named anga, upanga 
and pratyanga by Bharata muni.

2
All classical dances involve meticu-
lously controlled, simultaneous, sym-
metrical motion—they are ideal 

movement systems, very compact in their de-
lineation. For example, in Alarippu, the 
smallest item of Bharatanatyam, which lasts 
only three minutes, we find about 350 coordi-
nated movements involving the head, eyes, 
neck, shoulder joint, arms, elbows, wrists, fin-
gers, waist, knees, legs and feet. Interesting 
choreographies can make it more challenging 
and, consequently, beneficial.

3
All muscle fibres are connected to the 
nervous system and brain. Like a bat-
tery to a bulb, the muscular system 

needs the brain and nervous system to spark 
life into it—the special demands made on it 
by Indian classical dance forms instil in a 
child a much higher level of neuromotor ef-
ficiency. The ears listen to the music and 
words, the brain translates it into the appro-
priate elements of abhinaya and movement, 
and the whole body cooperates to convert it 
into a beautiful piece.

4
The tala system is a very unique thing 
that exists in all Indian classical dance 
forms. These rhythmic patterns may 

seem complex to the uninitiated, but it’s a 
marvel how young minds respond so sponta-
neously to them. Think of what young brains 
accomplish here: rendition of talas in the 
hand, uttering the mnemonic syllables or bol 
to perfect timing, and then performing it 
with accurate pauses that help complete a 
rhythm cycle in the complex, knitted pattern 
of a korvai. I have observed in my classes, in 

dance and music examinations and on stage 
how young artists gain immense confidence 
when they render talas! Whether it is the 
paran of Kathak or the jathis of 
Bharatanatyam, they act as a tonic to the 
brain or, as I call it, “food for the brain”. The 
rhythmic patterns contained in a jathi, or a 
sequence of dance, have to be converted into 
body movements. Many parts of the brain are 
targeted during the learning process of these 
movements. Dance, thus, entails visualising 
movements in response to rhythm: the im-
mense benefits for the mental faculty of 
memory can well be imagined, besides the 
sheer joy and delight it brings to the learner.

5
If we consider Bharatanatyam, a 
dance form with a lot of variety, vigour 
and inherent challenges, it helps in 

gaining general coordination, spatial aware-
ness and even improving mental strength—
convincing the body to push its limits. The 
motor cortex is an essential part of the 
brain: it’s the region responsible for our 
ability to learn and train in new patterns of 
movement. A rigorous, dedicated training in 
this art form thus strengthens the motor 
cortex immeasurably. My experiments show 
that the sheer variety of movements in 
training increases the oxygen transport ca-
pacity to the brain and improves IQ. Most 
school-going children training in classical 
dance are, almost inadvertently, also excel-
lent performers in academics.

6
The holding of postures and coordi-
nated movements strengthens the 
cerebellum, refining motoric control. 

Children who attend classical dance classes 
twice or thrice a week have a strong hip-
pocampus region, marking an improved ca-
pacity to memorise, recapitulate and recall 
things learnt. The learning of long, compli-
cated dance sequences not only helps in that 
aspect but also improves sequential percep-
tion. You can imagine the spinoff benefits in 
learning patterns in any language (including 
English spellings!) or in other subjects that 
call for sequential learning.

7
A vital part of the study related to the 
release of several hormones from the 
pituitary gland during an enactment 

of dance. These include adrenaline, dopa-
mine and serotonin—happiness hormones 
that help in coping with depression in chil-

dren and youth. Imagine the effects during 
the pandemic on children who train in 
dance, compared to those who do not. I can 
testify that the majority of my students ben-
efited from this and were able to cope with 
their online studies and tuitions better.

8
Another vital aspect of psychoneuro-
logical development through classical 
dance: the direct positive effect it has 

on the neuromaturational clock. Children 
who suffer from neuromaturational delays 
are slow learners/bad academic performers, 
besides often being plagued by finger agno-
sia and choreiform movements. The param-
eters we worked on included alternate, 
synchronous and simultaneous move-
ments—these curative, therapeutic move-
ments are found in all classical dances. 
Engaging in even isolated aspects of classi-
cal dance actually eases neuromaturational 
delays and the child starts performing well. 
Imagine the value of full training.

9
Children sitting at home without any 
exercise—a phenomenon rampant now 

School clo-
sures left them 
bereft of vital 
socialising 
space—peer 
presence and 
interactions in 
actual, buzzing 
classrooms and 
playgrounds.
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due to the lockdown—tend to develop weak-
ened lungs and heart. Routine shallow breath-
ing creates a low reserve capacity. In my 
experiments, it was found that the vital capac-
ity (lung capacity) and the stationary heart 
rate both improved in students learning dance 
and dropped in those who did not. The unique 
alternation of slow and fast movements in 
classical dance and the special deep breathing 
techniques needed for performance helps the 
lungs attain a steady state with improved ca-
pacity. Each of our 10,000+ voluntary muscle 
fibres have intramuscular capillaries passing 
through them. A trained muscle fibre is in a 
constant state of vibration; this presses on the 
capillaries, pushing the blood back towards 
the heart, thus helping in venous return. The 
resting heart rate of trained artistes is as as-
toundingly low as 50-60—a sureshot marker 
of cardiac resilience and longevity.

10
The use of bare feet beating down on 
the ground—found in all classical 
dances—works wonders on children. 

Little knowing that they are performing a 
perfect acupressure exercise, these children 
benefit from the pressure applied on differ-
ent parts of the planta (or base of the foot) 
and knees. The spinoffs come in terms of 
immunity, regularising blood pressure, bet-
ter eyesight, and the stimulation of almost 
every organ system.

11
Everyone now knows about yoga 
asanas. But do you know that the kara-
nas and tandava movements men-

tioned in the fourth chapter of Natya 
Shastra are nothing but dynamic yoga move-
ments? Take Kuchipudi, Odissi or 
Bharatanatyam. The hundreds of move-
ments they entail all require breath control, 
flexibility, agility, keeping the spine straight 
and focusing on keeping the body controlled 
and poised…make no mistake, Indian classi-
cal dances are perfect dynamic yoga.

12
Creativity. Till now, we focused on the 
more tangible, physiological benefits. 
But the real juice, the source of end-

less delight for children, is the way Indian 
classical dance offers limitless scope for cre-
ativity and self-expression. The same music 
can be depicted or choreographed in multi-
ple ways, using the myriad foot movements, 
mudras, jumps, swirls, walks, karanas and 

angaharas. The same music can be trans-
lated into nritta or pure dance, nritya or ex-
pressional dance, and natya, that is, 
dramatic elaboration. The joy that so many 
children felt as they choreographed their 
own variations and uploaded them on 
YouTube can only be contrasted against the 
boredom and angst felt by the vast majority 
of children out there.

TRANSLATEd into psychological 
terms, I can say Indian classical 
dances develop both the imitative 

and experimental sides of a child. She first 
imitates the Acharya and, after perfecting the 
movements, starts her own experimentation. 
The creation of the nava rasas have been 
codified in the shastras, corresponding to the 
basic emotions—anger, happiness, sorrow, 
wonder, hatred, love, fear. These combine 
in various ways to form the more composite 
emotions like greed, jealousy, excitement etc. 
Ekaharya Abhinaya is a type of expressional 
communication where children enjoy 
becoming multiple characters while enacting 
the dasavatara, Krishna leela, or scenes 
from the Ramayana and Mahabharata. As 
children play with these during the process of 
learning abhinaya, it actually enhances their 
emotional sensibility.

Taken in totality, therefore, a training in 
various aspects of Indian classical dance not 
only fortifies child physiology and emotional 
well-being in innumerable ways, it helps 
inbuild an aesthetic sensibility that forms 
an inexhaustible reservoir for them to draw 
from. Through exposure to a whole complex 
emotional spectrum via an exemplary 
literary corpus, certain balanced personality 
traits also have a high chance of getting 
instilled: a capacity for humility, poise, 
sweetness of speech, endurance, patience, 
sensitivity and human understanding. Our 
classical dances, combining as they do the 
poetry and literature of our world, music and 
expressional movements, have everything 
you need to fill the emotional void that 
modernity often leaves you with, not to speak 
of the present phase of elongated trauma for 
children. Our policymakers need to seriously 
reimagine the whole pedagogical structure 
in such a way that our artforms are brought 
centrestage, as sources of vital nourishment, 
rather than as also-rans within a framework 
of industrialised education. O

Our classical 
dances have 
everything you 
need to fill the 
emotional void 
that modernity 
often leaves 
you with, not 
to speak of the 
present phase.

Bharatanatyam dancer  
Deepanshi Karwall
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Anhad Singh, 
16, is a student of 
Class 11 at Suncity 
School, Gurgaon

You could say there were two 
 distinct phases in how our lives 

hit, like a meandering sentence, this 
long comma—or is it a coma? Initially, 
every student looked at the lockdown 
as a blessing. Schools were closed! And 
the need to wake up early and get 
ready suddenly vanished. An alterna-
tive was introduced in the form of 
online classes. These heavily impeded 
the learning process because it’s very 
easy to get distracted and lose focus of 
the syllabus from the comforts of your 
own home. Believe me, the only 
 preparation the assessments needed 
was an extra tab open on your browser 
and mediocre acting skills.

Everything was sailing smoothly. We 
had a lot of free time on our hands. 
Some of my friends utilised that time 
meaningfully and improved 
 themselves in certain aspects. 
Some others, like me, didn’t 
do anything to write home 
about, except play video 
games and binge-watch 
movies and shows.

Our sleeping cycles 
were heavily affected 
during the vacations, 
with most people my age 
staying up till 8 am doing 
nothing. Boredom quickly 
set in. We had no way to 
meet each other. This is where 
technology came to the rescue, and 
we relied on our devices to keep in 
touch and also consume copious 
 volumes of entertainment. I would 
also go on walks early in the morning 
with my mom and look at the clear, 
colourful sky, which was, suddenly, 
pristine and unpolluted by fumes from 
cars and factories. Playing games with 
my friends, watching movies with my 
family and listening to music made 
almost everything seem normal.

Around August, everything started to 
become repetitive and mundane and 

the Covid cases started coming under control. As the lockdowns were 
lifted, I started meeting my friends once every few weeks and my offline 
tuitions resumed too. Everything was done while keeping all the 
 necessary precautions in mind. This hiatus from staying at home was 
much needed. It was refreshing to see cars on the road and people 
 living their lives normally. All of this was short-lived, of course. We 
were still dealing with the pandemic, but I enjoyed it while it lasted.

Academically speaking, I had managed to get a vague idea of the syl-
labus. The schools were to open for the class-10 pre-boards and prac-
tical exams in mid-January, so I spent two weeks doing nothing but 
going through my notes, books and YouTube videos of a syllabus that 
had been taught for no less than six months. It wasn’t just me who got 
below average results. I told myself that I’d get my act together for the 
board exams that actually counted. I still had four months for them at 
the time. I studied harder for the second pre-boards and got better 
results than the previous outing, but I knew there was still a lot of 
progress to be made for the boards. I continued studying, meeting my 
friends, and maintaining some sort of balance between the two for the 
next three months. Things were easier than I expected at that stage.

Then a second Covid wave started spreading. This time it was 
more contagious than the first one. People were dying—

and are still dying. Vaccinations started taking 
place. Amid all this, there was talk of the boards 

being postponed or some other alternative 
being brought in. But I kept that thought 

aside and studied, preparing for the boards, 
whenever the authorities decided to hold 
them. It was fun hearing my friends talk 
about the exams and the various 
 possibilities because all their ideas were 

very optimistic—yet everyone had their 
fingers crossed and continued studying as I 

did. I managed to break free of my lethargy 
and immersed myself in a routine where I 

managed to study regularly and with some 
 intensity. Living with a routine and that sense of 

 productivity felt much better than lying around aimlessly, 
doing nothing the whole day, at least to me.

Then came news that the government would address the situation 
vis-à-vis the boards. Everyone was voicing their opinion on whether 
the exams should be held or not, leading to further uncertainty. All 
that got resolved one day when I was sitting in my room and studying, 
when my mom walked in and told me the boards had been cancelled!

No, I didn’t jump out of joy or burn my books. I just accepted that all 
the work that I had been putting in for the past few months had been 
deleted by the government itself, and that the next few weeks would 
be aimless as well. Now I have been promoted to 11th and I am trying 
not to repeat the mistakes I made last year—that of being irregular 
with my studies—and I am living better.  O

I l l u S t r a t I o n :  S a a h I l

Lockdown
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