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ABSTRACT

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE: Governments across the world were forced to impose social distancing 
and lockdown measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19, caused by coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 
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that emerged in December 2019. Following the declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic, the dis-
ruptions, including restrictive measures such as school closures had severe impacts on the physi-
cal, emotional and mental health of all people, especially children with special needs. There was 
also scant data, particularly in low-to-middle-income countries. Existing literature stems mostly from 
western countries, thus the need to perform a comprehensive review on this topic. 

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM AND METHODS: The primary objective of the systematic review 
is to understand the impact of COVID-19 and restrictive measures such as school closures on the 
educational outcomes and physical and mental health of school-going children with special needs. 

THE PROCESS OF ARGUMENTATION: This systematic review used the PRISMA 2020 checklist 
where four databases (Google scholar, ERIC, EBSCO and PubMed database) and grey literature 
were searched for full text articles, peer reviewed publications in the English language that were 
published during January 2019–December 2021. 

RESEARCH RESULTS: The literature search identified 1294 publications, of which 25 key papers 
were selected. These studies investigate the impact on children with special needs across the globe, 
with a majority of papers from Europe. The ongoing pandemic affected the education and learning 
outcomes for children with special needs as online schooling methods did not cater to their particu-
lar needs. We found that COVID-19 and the digitalization of schooling had severe impacts on the 
physical and mental health of children with special needs and their parents/caregivers. 

CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND APPLICABLE VALUE OF RESEARCH: These 
studies highlight the need for an inclusive school environment to ensure that the learning outcomes 
for children everywhere are achieved. Further, a hybrid model that includes classroom learning with 
novel inventive methods would be beneficial for children with special needs.

 → KEYWORDS:  covid-19, children with special needs, education, mental 
health, physical health

STRESZCZENIE

CEL NAUKOWY: Rządy na całym świecie zostały zmuszone do nałożenia środków dystansowa-
nia społecznego i izolacji, aby zapobiec rozprzestrzenianiu się choroby COVID-19 wywołanej przez 
koronawirusa SARS-CoV-2, który pojawił się w grudniu 2019 r. Po wydaniu oświadczenia uznają-
cego COVID-19 za pandemię wprowadzono wiele środków ograniczających, takich jak zamykanie 
szkół, które miały poważny wpływ na zdrowie fizyczne, emocjonalne i psychiczne wszystkich ludzi, 
zwłaszcza dzieci ze specjalnymi potrzebami. Dane obrazujące sytuację były nieliczne, zwłaszcza 
w krajach o niskich i średnich dochodach. Istniejąca literatura wywodzi się głównie z krajów za-
chodnich, stąd potrzeba dokonania kompleksowego przeglądu tego zagadnienia. 

PROBLEM I METODY BADAWCZE: Głównym celem przeglądu systematycznego literatury jest 
zrozumienie wpływu pandemii COVID-19 i wprowadzonych w związku z nią środków ograniczają-
cych, takich jak zamykanie szkół, na wyniki w nauce oraz zdrowie fizyczne i psychiczne dzieci ze 
specjalnymi potrzebami szkolnymi. 
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PROCES WYWODU: W przeglądzie systematycznym wykorzystano listę kontrolną PRISMA 2020, 
w ramach której przeanalizowano cztery bazy danych (Google Scholar, ERIC, EBSCO i PubMed) 
oraz tzw. szarą literaturę pod kątem artykułów pełnotekstowych i recenzowanych publikacji w języku 
angielskim, które ukazały się w okresie od stycznia 2019 r. do grudnia 2021 r.

WYNIKI ANALIZY NAUKOWEJ: W rezultacie badań wyłoniono 1294 publikacje, spośród których 
wybrano 25 kluczowych. Badania podejmowane w analizowanych publikacjach dotyczą wpływu 
restrykcji pandemicznych na dzieci ze specjalnymi potrzebami na całym świecie, przy czym więk-
szość artykułów pochodzi z Europy. Trwająca pandemia wpłynęła na edukację i wyniki w nauce 
dzieci ze specjalnymi potrzebami, ponieważ metody nauczania online nie zaspokajały ich szcze-
gólnych potrzeb. Ustaliliśmy, że pandemia COVID-19 i cyfryzacja szkolnictwa miały poważny wpływ 
na zdrowie fizyczne i psychiczne dzieci ze specjalnymi potrzebami oraz ich rodziców/opiekunów. 

WNIOSKI, REKOMENDACJE I APLIKACYJNE ZNACZENIE WPŁYWU BADAŃ: Przepro-
wadzone badania podkreślają potrzebę stworzenia włączającego środowiska szkolnego, które za-
pewni dzieciom na całym świecie osiągnięcie efektów uczenia się. Co więcej, model hybrydowy 
obejmujący naukę w klasie z wykorzystaniem nowatorskich, wynalazczych metod byłby korzystny 
dla dzieci ze specjalnymi potrzebami.

 → SŁOWA KLUCZOWE:  covid-19, dzieci ze specjalnymi potrzebami, 
edukacja, zdrowie psychiczne, zdrowie fizyczne

Introduction

The recent global COVID-19 pandemic initiated by the severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) strain, named in December 2019, and since then has in-
fected approximately 618 million individuals across the globe (Johns Hopkins Universi-
ty, 2021). To contain the spread of the virus, many countries around the globe adopted 
new policies to enforce physical and social distancing and isolation measures. This was 
done through suspension of usual economic activities and human mobility lockdowns 
which include travel restrictions, workplace closure and remote work, school closures 
and online teaching, and cancellation of public events. Although the impact of the virus 
has been considered mild for children, the pandemic had unwarranted effects on their 
mental, physical and emotional health (Aishworiya & Kang, 2021). The shift to online 
education did not only impact their learning outcomes but also reduced their social and 
physical movement (Xiang et al., 2020). 
 India had one of the strictest lockdowns for long periods of time. The “Oxford COVID-19 
Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT),” created by The Blavatnik School of Govern-
ment collects global information about the government policy responses to the epidemic 
and scores the strictness of these measures (Ray & Sreenivasan, 2020). According to 
this index, India had the highest score from April 2020 to May 2020 and has had consist-
ent high scores during every surge in COVID-19 cases. The high scores are indicators 
of the severity of the lockdown and restrictions that were imposed by the government of 
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India. The impact of these lockdowns has been severe on people’s physical, social and 
emotional health; however, it has been harshest on vulnerable populations, especially 
people with disabilities or with special needs (PSN). 
 Persons with special needs include all people that have any long-term mental, physi-
cal, intellectual or sensory impairments, which hinders their regular interaction and par-
ticipation in society. This distortion in interaction and participation in the society is not only 
limited to people with special needs but also impacts their families. Families of children 
with special needs often face various conflicts and challenges related to decision making 
related to the child’s well-being, finances, emotional issues, social interactions, etc that 
can significantly impact their daily lives and well-being. These challenges arise from deci-
sions related to finding appropriate treatment and therapy and the related costs. Further, 
they also have to cope with the emotional needs of caregiving, social isolation, and main-
taining a supportive environment for the child. Making decisions related to appropriate 
education avenues is another financial and time-consuming challenge (Davis & Gavidia-
Payne, 2009; Di Marino et al., 2018; Karst & Van Hecke, 2012; Resch et al., 2010).
 In India, 18,237,600 people are estimated to have disabilities, of which 28% are con-
genital. India’s People with Disabilities Act promote inclusive education; however, the 
reality is starkly different. Only 50% of people with disabilities above the age of seven 
were literate in 2018 and 19.3% PWD above the age of 15 had the highest level of edu-
cation at secondary school or above (MOSPI, 2018). At present, 9% of the population 
with any disability belongs to the school-going age group (5–14 years) (MOSPI, 2018). 
According to the UDISE 2020–2021 report, the existing provisions made for children with 
special needs (CWSN) were already limited in schools, only 24.5% of schools with func-
tional CWSN friendly toilets and 48.3% of schools had ramps with handrails for CWSN. 
 With every surge of the pandemic in India, there was a decrease in the enrolment 
rate of students with special needs, approximately 22.49 lakh students had enrolled in 
2019–2020; however, this number dipped by 3.55% in 2020–2021 (UDISE, 2021). Fur-
ther, the lockdowns have required students to shift to online classes and these classes did 
not accommodate the needs of CWSN and their parents. For example, autistic children 
faced the difficulty of changes including the transformation of their safe place at homes 
into a workplace due to work from home norms as well as the home transformation into 
a school setting for online classes (Canning & Robinson, 2021). The pandemic has af-
fected their mental health resulting in an increase in anxiety, stress, fear, sleep disorders, 
in addition to other mental health conditions (Asbury et al., 2021). Additionally, as CWSN 
require regular health and rehabilitative care in order to function normally, the impact of 
restrictions in movement and social distancing caused by this crisis was greater in CWSN 
and their families than in children without any disability (Jesus et al., 2021).
 CWSN have not only been at a disadvantage with physical and mental health trauma 
due to COVID-19, but they have also faced the challenge of adapting to the change 
from in-person classes to online classes which could have impacted learning and edu-
cational outcomes. The purpose of this paper is to develop a succinct qualitative sys-
tematic review of current literature regarding the impact of lockdown-related policies on 
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the learning and health outcomes for school-going children with special needs and to 
recommend measures to mitigate these impacts in low- and middle-income countries 
(LMIC). Through this paper, we aim:

1. To understand the education and health (mental and physical) outcomes of chil-
dren with special needs and their parents/ caregivers.

2. To understand the advantages and disadvantages of the pandemic induced 
school closures across the globe in the context of children with special needs.

This is a preliminary study to comprehend the impact of COVID-19 on the health and 
education outcomes of children with special needs. In pursuant of this review, we have 
also conducted a primary study using quantitative and qualitative research techniques to 
assess the effects of COVID-19 on the learning and health outcomes of CWSN in India. 

Methods

Using the PRISMA 2020 checklist we searched four global databases PubMed, Educa-
tion Resources Information Center (ERIC), EBSCO and Google Scholar to collate and 
synthesize available data on the educational and health outcomes of school-going chil-
dren with disabilities during the COVID-19 pandemic across the globe from January 2019 
to August 2021. We included studies that were conducted in countries outside of India, 
as there was limited data that focused on the impact of COVID-19 on CWSN in India.

Eligibility Criteria

In this systematic review we included peer-reviewed publications as well as editorial cor-
respondences between January 2019 through August 25, 2021, that summarized the 
effect of school closures or digital teaching on CWSN. Studies published in English were 
included, as well as data on children and adolescents (primary and secondary schools). 

Table 1. Eligibility criteria
No Inclusion Exclusion
1 English language Non-English publications
2 Peer-reviewed Media reports
3 Time period: 2019 – August 2021 Studies dated prior to 2019
4 Primary research Non-primary-research data-based articles
5 Related to school closure effects Unrelated to school closures

Own source.
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Information Sources / Search Strategy

A comprehensive, systematic search of four databases: PubMed, ERIC, EBSCO In-
formation Services (EBSCO), and Google Scholar was conducted to identify publica-
tions on the educational and health impact of children with disabilities or special needs 
during COVID-19 using specific keywords. For health-related literature, we resorted to 
using PubMed and for education-specific data, we used ERIC. To ensure comprehen-
siveness, EBSCO and Google Scholar were used to detect articles that may not have 
been captured by PubMed or ERIC. 
 The following search terms were used: coronavirus, COVID-19, children with disabili-
ties, children with special needs, education, learning, learning outcomes, health, health 
outcomes, and India. Search terms were discussed and determined by all authors after 
a preliminary scan of titles and abstracts from the search engines. 
 Two separate searches were conducted using EBSCO database using the following 
terms with and without “India”: coronavirus, COVID-19, children with disabilities, chil-
dren with special needs. These searches were limited to include full text articles, schol-
arly peer reviewed journals in English language that were published during the time Jan 
2019–Aug 2021. EBSCO automatically removed the exact duplicates from the results 
and presented available literature without any redundancy.
Search criteria#1:
  (“Coronavirus” OR “COVID-19”) AND (“Children with disabilities” OR “Children with 

special needs”) AND (“Education” OR “Learning”) AND “impact”
  (“Coronavirus” OR “COVID-19”) AND (“Children with disabilities” OR “Children with 

special needs”) AND “health” AND “impact”
Search criteria#2:
  (“Coronavirus” OR “COVID-19”) AND (“Children with disabilities” OR “Children with 

special needs”) AND (“Education” OR “Learning”) AND “impact” “India”
  (“Coronavirus” OR “COVID-19”) AND (“Children with disabilities” OR “Children with 

special needs”) AND (“Health”) AND “impact” “India”

 Two separate searches were conducted using Google Scholar. The first search uti-
lized the keywords:
  “COVID-19” AND “education” AND “india” AND “english” AND (“children with disabili-

ties” OR “children with special needs”).
 The second search utilized the keywords:
  “COVID-19” AND “health” AND “india” AND “english” AND (“children with disabilities” 

OR “children with special needs”).
 Both searches were narrowed to a custom time range of 2019–2021 and citations 
were not included. Results were sorted by relevance.
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Selection Process/Data Collection Process/Data Synthesis

All search results were entered in an Excel spreadsheet and publications were screened 
by their title and abstract by an independent reviewer and checked by another review-
er. Discrepancies were discussed in consultation and resolved via a third reviewer. The 
Google Scholar results were populated using an automation tool called Publish or Perish 
(Harzing, 2007). Duplicates were removed and relevance of articles were determined by 
reviewers for inclusion in systematic review. Pertinent articles were retrieved and down-
loaded on to Microsoft Teams for review and data extraction. Data was categorized as 
health (physical, mental, social) or educational (school closure, digitalization, lack of re-
sources) impact on children with disabilities.

Methodological Quality Assessment

We used the Grading of Recommendations, Assessment, Development, and Evalua-
tions (GRADE) approach to assess the examine the type of evidence. We considered 
randomized controlled trials as high certainty evidence (level 1), observational data in-
cluding cohort data as low certainty evidence (level 2) and any other data as very-low 
certainty evidence (level 3).

Results

Screening Articles

We identified 1294 publications for this review, of those 689 were screened for titles and 
abstracts after duplicates were removed. There were 33 primary studies that were re-
viewed with full text and eligibility was assessed. A final selection of 25 key papers were 
included reporting health and/or educational impact on CWSN (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. PRISMA 2020 flowchart of the systematic review inclusion and exclusion process
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Study Characteristics

A summary of the objective and findings of the key identified 25 papers is shared in 
Table 1. Of the 25 studies, 23 (92%) studies involved children with special needs, one 
(4%) paper studied individuals with disabilities and one (4%) paper focused on the impact 
of COVID-19 on school going children. Most studies were conducted in populations out-
side India with nine (36%) in Europe, four (16%) each in Middle East and South Asia 
excluding India, three (12%) in the United States, two (8%) in South Africa, two (8%) 
studies explored the Indian population one (8%) study was based in Mexico.
 The studies employed both qualitative and quantitative research methods. Among 
the 25 studies: 10 (40%) studies were quantitative, 11 (44%) studies used qualitative re-
search techniques and four (16%) studies employed a mixed methods approach. In these 
twenty-five studies, qualitative or quantitative surveys were conducted among a total of 
10,765 participants, of which, 7543 (70.07%) were parents/caregivers of CWSN, 2149 
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(6.21%) were parents of middle and high school children (including parents of CWSN), 
661 (6.21%) CWSN, 373 (3.46%) teachers of CWSNs, and 31 (0.29%) PSN. 

Effect of School Closures and Digitalization of Virtual School

The themes explored in these studies are CWSN’s attitudes, behavioural change, mood 
changes, social determinants of health, symptoms of anxiety, unusual repetitive move-
ments and increase in sleep disorders. These impacts were due to school disruptions 
from multiple surges of COVID-19. These papers also aimed to understand the educa-
tional outcomes of CWSNs, and the support provided by schools during online classes. 
Some studies explored the challenges that parents’ of CWSNs faced with home-schooling 
and the measures taken to overcome these challenges. They aimed to identify parents’ 
experiences, concerns, challenges, coping strategies, and perceived needs during the 
lockdown. Further some of these studies also discussed the difficulties that teachers 
faced in adapting to the virtual setting the inclusive methodologies adopted to ease the 
learning process of CWSNs. These studies also highlighted some outcomes that posi-
tively impacted the wellbeing of CWSNs and their families. 

Quality Assessment

All the studies in this literature review were observational and thus can be character-
ized as low certainty evidence.
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Discussion

Closure of schools due to COVID-19 affected the learning outcomes for children with all 
backgrounds; however, the impact has been greater on children with socially and eco-
nomically disadvantaged backgrounds and CWSN. Online classes have not only dis-
rupted the education outcomes for CWSN but have also severely affected their physi-
cal and mental health. The articles used in this study focused on primary data collection 
methods. The following section will discuss the themes that were uncovered in the sys-
tematic literature search.
 The sudden closure of schools across the globe due to the on-going pandemic re-
sulted in many schools opting for a digital home-schooling model. The shift from in-per-
son classes to online classes had been difficult for all students across the world; how-
ever, it was particularly more challenging for CWSN. CWSN are often schooled in set 
routines that provides them with stability in everyday life. Schools have been regarded 
as learning and interactive spaces, while homes are considered safe and autonomous 
spaces for CWSNs. The sudden shift to the online schooling model has breached the 
boundaries of safe home spaces with schooling and remote work interactions (Canning 
& Robinson, 2021). Further, online class models often do not accommodate the spe-
cial needs for CWSN. Parents of CWSNs reported that they were dissatisfied with the 
material and resources provided to address their child’s educational and psychological 
needs.

Educational Impact

Online teaching models that were introduced to address the challenges posed by the on-
going pandemic did not cater to the needs of CWSN. The curricula ordinarily focused on 
the requirements of children without any disabilities and did not incorporate the resources 
and support for CWSNs education and psychological needs. Children with autism had dif-
ficulty in adapting and adjusting to home schooling where their private home space was 
transformed to become shared spaces for both school and work (Canning & Robinson, 
2021). Online classes also increased screen time for CWSNs and decreased in-person 
interactions (Canning & Robinson, 2021). Physical education of CWSNs was another 
concern caused by online schooling. Physical education teachers required appropriate 
information and communications technology that were lacking in many circumstances 
in order to incorporate physical education in the online home-schooling format (Ng et 
al., 2021). A majority of European educators (66%) faced difficulty in teaching CWSNs 
because students lacked a structured learning environment and interactions with their 
peers that was provided in normal in-person classes (Ng et al., 2021). From a metric 
standpoint, CWSN scored lower in all measures of the Participation and Environment 
Measure-Children and Youth (PEM-CY) scores when compared with children without 
disabilities in India (Srinivasan et al., 2021). 
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Effect on the Mental Health of CWSN

The sudden change in the world caused by COVID-19 has disrupted the routines of 
CWSNs and affected their mental health by increasing anxiety, fear, distress, low mood 
and stress. Schools do not only provide students with an academic atmosphere, but 
they also hone their social, emotional, physical development (Larsen et al., 2021). They 
played a pivotal role in encouraging physical, mental and emotional well-being. The 
lockdown periods increased the number of schools providing a specialized on-line cur-
riculum to accommodate for the needs of CWSN and to promote their mental health 
(Sakız, 2021). However, this did not particularly improve the mental health of CWSN as 
well as their parents/caregivers. The pooled prevalence of deteriorating mental health 
in CWSN in three studies was 55.5%.

Effect on Parents/Caregivers of CWSN

Online school models had negative impacts on parents and caregivers as well. They had 
to adapt to the new online teaching methods while also managing caregiving responsi-
bilities, especially mothers (Daulay, 2021). These online methods introduced challenges 
such as a lack of coordination and communication, limited use of mobile phones, and 
limited time to support their children’s education (Supratiwi et al., 2021). These double 
responsibilities of managing the education and managing households had serious im-
plications on the mental health of parents/ caregivers (Castro-Kemp & Mahmud, 2021). 

Impact on Physical Health and Other Health Aspects

COVID-19 pandemic has also affected the physical health of children by confining them 
to their houses8. The change in routine due to the lockdown restrictions across the globe 
has affected the mental health of CWSN. Disturbance of set routines has also impacted 
the sleeping patterns of children and adolescents. The multiple lockdown periods of iso-
lation and uncertainty has led to an increase in sleeping disorders which include prob-
lems with staying asleep, falling asleep, nightmares and other sleep disturbances. As 
a positive outcome, lockdown strategies did not have a major impact on children with 
epilepsy. Self-management strategies for caregivers helped to mitigate stress, adapt to 
the new normal situation, and prepare for future outbreaks (Wanigasinghe et al., 2021). 
 Closure of schools has altered the learning outcomes for children across the globe; 
however, it has also significantly impacted access to various therapies for CWSN. This 
decrease in access to traditional care has not only affected the CWSN but also had 
a negative impact on the parents and caregivers of the CWSN. It was reported that this 
reduced availability of in-person therapy sessions resulted in an increase in the demand 
for virtual therapies. Virtual therapies received a mixed response to the impact they had 
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on the mental health of CWSN and caregivers (Sutter et al., 2021). School closures and 
absence of social interactions have deteriorated the health of children; however, it had 
a larger impact on students with hearing disabilities as inclusivity is required for deaf 
children to improve health and educational outcomes (Swanwick et al., 2020).

Social and Gender Inequalities Were Evident During Distance 
Learning

The impact of this closure has been even greater on children with disabilities from eco-
nomically disadvantaged sections of society. There has been a compounding effect of 
school closures on the intersection of gender, poverty and disability that deepens the 
existing inequalities in education. The existing strong patriarchal and gender norms in 
low-to-middle income countries dictate roles for girls and women in the household in-
cludes their time occupied with household chores and domestic care. This subsequently 
has led to a decrease in time for potential studying. Furthermore, the support provided 
by schools for learning via online platforms may not be accessible to those from lower 
income backgrounds. Even if the online platforms are accessible, the support provided 
is not adequate and the responsibility is often transferred to the parents who might not 
be equipped to effectively administer learning (Jones et al., 2021). 

Unexpected Outcomes/Positive Outcomes

Home-schooling due to the lockdowns also had positive impacts on CWSNs. Increased 
time spent with parents and reduced levels of stress of competing with other students 
led to an increase in confidence levels in CWSNs (Canning & Robinson, 2021). Online 
classes adopted various innovative methods to promote cognitive and social interactions. 
Some of these innovative modules included the use of stories, cartoons and music that 
showed better recall and learning (Dovigo et al., 2021). Virtual group music-making ac-
tivities was a helpful tool for children including CWSN for self-expression and emotion 
management, restored lost musical identities and confidence, and preserved treasured 
social connections (Levstek et al., 2021). The use of virtual reality environments is an 
alternative to support the learning process in children with special educational needs 
such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and other associated disorders 
that occur in basic education (Cardona-Reyes et al., 2021).

Limitation of the Current Review

We relied on multi-database search strategy for review of literature, with the inclusion of 
grey literature to broaden the possibility of capturing all articles of relevance. However, 
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we only focused on papers with full texts so may have missed some papers. It is also 
possible that we may have excluded studies especially those not available in English 
language or published in local non-peer reviewed journals. Nevertheless, our search 
strategy was exhaustive in exploring four large databases to study the research ques-
tion from carefully assessed peer-reviewed journals.

Conclusion

The recent pandemic and its lockdown restrictions disrupted the lives of millions across 
the globe. Social distancing restrictions forced schools to shut down and incorporate 
online home-schooling. In this paper, we examine the impact of this crisis on education, 
health, and well-being of children with special needs and their families. From our results, 
it can be concluded that online schooling did not cater for the needs of children with 
special needs. This not only impacted the learning and education outcomes for CWSN, 
but also altered their physical and mental health negatively. The occurrence of a child’s 
disability marks a period of conflict within the family, commencing from the moment the 
disability is diagnosed, regardless of whether it happens before or after birth. Families 
experience internal conflicts on various levels, including social, economic, and psycho-
logical dimensions. The COVID-19 crisis compounded the conflicts and challenges even 
further for their parents and caregivers. Social and gender inequalities were clearly evi-
dent during distance learning. However, there were some unexpected positive outcomes 
arising from innovative online teaching methods that increased the confidence of these 
children. CWSN and their families would benefit from a hybrid model that continues tra-
ditional learning methods while incorporating innovative learning strategies that were 
discovered in the pandemic. 
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