
7/6/2020 Why our ‘resilient’ kids will be alright after COVID-19, despite being isolated from peers | The Star

https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2020/07/02/why-our-resilient-kids-will-be-alright-after-covid-19-despite-being-isolated-from-peers.html 1/3

This copy is for your personal non-commercial use only. To order presentation-ready copies of Toronto Star content for distribution to colleagues, clients or customers, or inquire about
permissions/licensing, please go to: www.TorontoStarReprints.com

Why our ‘resilient’ kids will be alright after COVID-19,
despite being isolated from peers

By Braydon Holmyard Toronto Star

Thu., July 2, 2020  5 min. read

Editor’s note: This story is part of a new occasional series and community at the Star called Life with Kids — a place for parents and

caregivers with young children to feel heard, informed and connected.

Seamus Brown’s first sentence was an exciting milestone for his family.

The words he strung together for the first time reminded his mother of just how much harder it has been to make progress since the

COVID-19 pandemic began. The “smart little guy,” who turned three in May, has a developmental delay that affects his motor skills

like speech and walking. It means he has to work extra hard to make gains.

“He doesn’t speak, but his first sentence was, ‘I wanna go on the swings,’” his mother Krista Prendergast said. “I find with Seamus he

goes through periods where he’s really developing and has periods where he sort of plateaus. This happens to be a period where he’s

really, really developing and I only can imagine what he would have been learning if he had proper support.”

Seamus, who is described as friendly, playful, fun, loving and caring by his mom, started preschool for children with special needs in

January after a six month stint on the waiting list. After a challenging first month at school, he was a “rockstar” in February and

made rapid progression. In March, everything shut down, and it has been a difficult time in the Brown household ever since.

“He loves other kids. He loves being around other kids. He’s definitely missing that and we can definitely see just in terms of

increased tantrums, trouble sleeping, just anything that a typical three-year-old would do, he’s doing it even more right now,”

Prendergast said. She works in the field as a teacher, which helps, but as much as her and her husband try to replace what school and

therapy had to offer, it’s simply not possible.

“It’s so hard. We try to do playtime, read a lot of books, sing songs and sort of have somewhat of a routine. It’s difficult because we’re

not as fun as kids his own age and we also have a new baby. We’re busy on that front.”

This juggling act has become a new reality for many families whose children have had minimal to no interactions with other kids for

months. More than a dozen caregivers expressed concerns and worry about the lack of socialization for their preschoolers during the

pandemic in response to a social media callout by the Star. Many of them noted signs of regression, behavioural issues, shyness and

sadness in their kids.

Emily VanderGriendt, mom to a two-and-a-half-year-old in Brampton, says her son is struggling to adapt to life without his friends.

“My son is very up and down with how he’s expressing things. Sometimes we have meltdowns and tantrums because he wants to go

to so-and-so’s house to play,” VanderGreindt said. “Not having daycare has been hard for him. There is sadness and anger but he is

beginning to shrug and say ‘one day soon.’”
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Dr. Shimi Kang is a mother of three, a Harvard-trained psychiatrist and an expert in mental health and relationships. She says

relationships are the nutrition for the developing brain, but the lack of social bonding with other kids won’t neccessarily have long-

term effects.

“Children are extremely resilient. Our brain is what’s called neuroplastic, so we can always change, it’s not fixed,” said Dr. Kang,

whose upcoming book titled “The Tech Solution” takes a science-based approach to how to raise kids in a digital world. “Just like our

bodies, when we provide the brain with the appropriate environment, nutrients, social experiences, we can certainly reactivate that.

There’s not this sense of permanent damage.”

As restrictions loosen and children return to social settings in the short and long-term, Dr. Kang says parents should look very

intensely at their child’s behaviours with other kids to recognize any skill deficits that need to be addressed.

“They may have trouble making friends or knowing when to assert themselves or how to say no, and all those important social skills.

If those haven’t been developed, we can’t just assume they will come, and that can stunt future growth,” Dr. Kang said. “So we want

to look very intensely at what might be the skill deficit my child has. Are they shy, are they a bit of a bully, are they a bit pushy, are

they a jellyfish and let people walk all over them? Then give them some tools and scenarios where they can develop that skill.”

More from the Life with Kids series: ‘All we need is love’: How Toronto parents can make this a summer to remember

If there’s a silver lining of all the time spent at home and missing activities with peers, Dr. Kang says the pandemic could help kids

form more meaningful relationships, rather than several less-intimate ones.

“There’s an opportunity to slow everything down and get a deeper quality connection. Yes, we’re social beings, but we don’t need to

be running around schedules with a million activities where they actually don’t get a chance to talk to a friend,” Dr. Kang said. “So I

think it’s been an interesting course correction for kids. The data showed prior to COVID kids were too busy, too stressed, sleep

deprived, rates of anxiety were going up. We certainly have to be aware of the social isolation piece, but I feel that this reset could

provide a good balance moving forward.”

In the meantime, with social distancing measures in place for the foreseeable future and small social bubbles reccommended from

health officials, primary caregivers will continue finding creative ways to give kids the social connection they crave.

Tracy Morgan, who works for a province-wide preschool speech and language program in Toronto, says one way she has tried to

keep her toddler involved with other kids is by watching videos of activities they are doing. A group of parents have been uploading

them regularly to a Google Drive.

“It’s nice because you can kind of refer back to that if you have a similar experience. Like, ‘isn’t it fun that you get to do the same

kinds of activities?’” Morgan said. “You’re making them aware of people who are also going through the situation and doing the same

things at home, and I guess building a bit of a community in some ways.”

While the pandemic has made life hectic and brought unique challenges into every home, it’s important to keep an emphasis on

making sure kids are getting plenty of physical contact.

“This is a good time to do more hugs, back rubs, baby massages for toddlers. Again, we know that it releases oxytocin, which is that

neurohormone of connection and love. We get it from our social relationships and also from physical touch. I think it’s important

that we’re being physically affectionate to the young kids in our lives,” Dr. Kang said. “And of course the kids love it too.”

Have a story idea? Want to sign up for the Life with Kids weekly email bulletin and join our growing community with other parents and

caregivers? Contact Braydon Holmyard at bholmyard@thestar.ca.

BH Braydon Holmyard is a Star digital producer based in Toronto. Follow him on Twitter: @braydonholmyard
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