CORRESPONDENCE

Managing Children with Special
Needs in COVID-19 Times

Children with special needs are facing additional predicament
of understanding and dealing with the challenges brought about
by the ongoing pandemic due to their unique health conditions.
We herein, underscore some of the important issues.

Challenges. Interruption of requisite therapies can have long-
term consequences on children with developmental
disabilities. Cessation of regular physiotherapy may worsen
functional ability and cause complications like hip dysplasia in
children with cerebral palsy [1]. Lack of a daily schedule can be
challenging for children with autism who require reliable
routines, resulting in irritability and temper tantrums. Lack of
understanding of the effects of pandemic, resistance to change
and inability to adapt to new strategies can lead to pre-existing
behavioral problems intensifying or development of novel
ones in these children, especially those with autism and
intellectual disability. Children with attention deficit and
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and learning disorder may not
be able to make effective use of online school sessions due to
poor attention span or difficulty in comprehension [2].
Additionally, children with disabilities are at a greater risk of
contracting Covid-19 because of their health-related challenges
and inability to understand and follow recommended measures
for infection control [3,4].

Parents of these children are also facing tough times. Their
children’s health related stress, which was earlier shared
between parents, schools and therapy centers, has to be dealt
with by them alone. Perception of delay in child’s progress,
inaccessibility to remedial services along with economic
constraints due to lockdown and inability to engage children in
activities throughout the day may impose a huge mental
burden. Thus, mental health counselling for parents is an
additional intervention required.

Suggestions for care: Since children with special needs may
not be able to follow the standard respiratory etiquette like
wearing of masks and social distancing due to their health
conditions and behavioral issues, parents can create a circle of
protection for their children by stringently following safety
measures. Visual charts for hand hygiene and social distancing
may help children with autism and intellectual disability. For
children with visual impairment clear verbal instructions along
with physical prompts can help [4]. Along with this,

disinfection of the adaptive devices like wheelchairs, orthotics,
hearing aids etc. should be stressed upon.

Parents should try to maintain some schedule for their
children by following online school sessions and engaging them
in fun based household chores. Wherever possible, these
children should be encouraged to continue social interaction
through supervised telephonic and video calls. Avoiding extra
demands and unrealistic expectation from children during these
times may help in eluding frustration and behavioral issues.

As far as possible, clinical focus of specialised treatment
should shift to telehealth services and ‘virtual first” approach
must remain standard practice [5]. Tele-intervention is a viable
service model for continuing intervention in children with
disabilities. Apart from questionnaire-based assessments and
guided therapies, it can be helpful for giving psychological
support to the families and thus reduce chances of abuse and
neglect.

To summarize, during the current pandemic when
accessibility to essential services is difficult, children with
disabilities and their parents are a high-risk group for various
physical and mental health issues, and need appropriate
guidance and support.
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