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Abstract

The closure of schools, social hubs, and extracurricular

activities due to lockdown measures imposed to curb the

spread of SARS‐CoV‐2, has increased the risk factors

for students' mental health. This cross‐sectional study,

conducted from March 2020 to March 2021, aimed to

estimate socio‐emotional, cognitive, and affective disorders

and substance use in a sample of first‐ and second‐grade

high school students in Northern Italy. This study compared

data from 284 Italian students' self‐perceptions along with

the perceptions of their parents and teachers through a

web‐based survey. The differences in the perceptions of

the three groups (students, parents, and teachers) were

analyzed using an analysis of variance test, applying a

Bonferroni correction. The χ2 test was used to assess the

comparison between students, parents, and teachers in the

substance use questions. The results showed statistically

significant differences among the three groups. The most

important outcomes were sociality, scholastic performance,
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extracurricular activity, emotional symptoms, affective

disorders (depression and anxiety), and substance use.

These findings could be interesting for the promotion of

mental health and prevention of psychopathological risks in

students.

K E YWORD S

affective disorders, cognition, emotion, parents, sociality, students,
substance use, teachers

1 | INTRODUCTION

The COVID‐19 pandemic is a traumatic event that disrupted the daily lives of young people (El Keshky et al., 2021;

Imran et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2023), with the closure of schools due to the national lockdown, represented a big

change (Viner et al., 2020) and had adverse effects, particularly evident in the underage population (Danese

et al., 2020; Gabbrielli et al., 2022). School closures affected the normal academic routine of 1.5 billion learners

(84% worldwide) across 169 countries (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

[UNESCO], 2020). The education system was forced to make a rapid and unexpected change, with negative

effects on students' cognitive and learning abilities (Sievertsen & Burgess, 2020; United Nations Children's

Fund, 2020), presenting a reduction in their ability to concentrate and motivation to learn (Abudaqa et al., 2021;

Niemi & Kousa, 2020; Senft et al., 2022), and several academic gaps and difficulties (Krause et al., 2022; Panagouli

et al., 2021). A systematic review detected a decline in their scholastic performance (Hammerstein et al., 2021),

with a learning loss of approximately three percentile points or 0.08 standard deviations (SD), an effect equivalent

to one‐fifth of a school year, the same period when schools remained closed (Engzell et al., 2021). Prolonged

interruption of education services, along with an increase in school attendance problems that caused refusals,

truancy, withdrawal, and exclusion (Nathwani et al., 2021; Simoës‐Perlant et al., 2022; Walters, 2023) therefore,

negatively impacted children's and adolescents' learning experiences, which are necessary for their overall

development (Buonsenso et al., 2021). Italy being one of the most affected countries in the world had one of the

most restrictive home confinement rules (Orgilés et al., 2020), therefore leading to closure of schools, which

resulted in negative effects on learning for students (Pellegrini & Maltinti, 2020; Tosi & Campi, 2021).

The closure of schools had negative consequences on children and adolescents not only from a cognitive point

of view but also, especially for sociality, and reductions in social‐emotional skills, prosocial behavior, and resilience

have been reported (Martinsone et al., 2022). However, not all studies agree on this aspect; some have detected an

increase in prosocial behavior, expressed by a greater willingness to benefit others (Daniunaite et al., 2021; van de

Groep et al., 2020). The lack of social contact and interactions with peers, together with an unstable quarantine

routine, significantly worsened emotional symptoms (Li et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2021) and conduct problems

(Bosch et al., 2022) with an increase in internalizing, externalizing (Martinsone et al., 2022), and behavioral

difficulties in young people (Andrejko et al., 2022; Bera et al., 2022; Viner et al., 2020) compared to prepandemic.

A prevalence of 61.17% among adolescents reported emotional and behavioral problems, with a higher percentage

(54.49%) related to peer relationship problems (Peterle et al., 2022).

Prolonged social isolation is a risk factor for poor mental health (Brooks et al., 2020; Fegert et al., 2020;

Nearchou et al., 2020; Urbina‐Garcia, 2020). Many changes in the daily routine of the students occurred:

relationships and social contacts outside the family were replaced by virtual friends, excessive use of technological

devices, and distance learning (Babore et al., 2022). On the other hand, leisure was restricted indoors as the
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lockdown suspended all sports and extracurricular activities, which are known to be associated with improving

mental health (Buonsenso et al., 2021; Katona et al., 2021; Oberle et al., 2020). A recent meta‐analysis estimated

that the prevalence of anxiety and depression during the quarantine doubled compared to prepandemic estimates,

with higher rates in older adolescents, girls (Racine et al., 2021), and adolescents with pre‐existing mental disorders

(Bera et al., 2022), with worrying effects that continued even after the lockdown. The prevalence of depressive and

anxiety symptoms reported in the literature varies according to the instruments used and the pandemic period.

International studies conducted on students after COVID‐19 confinement reported a prevalence of depressive

symptoms of 23% (Xie et al., 2020), 41.7% (Panda et al., 2021), and 72.1% (Radwan et al., 2021). The prevalence of

anxiety symptoms is 19% (Xie et al., 2020) and 34.5% (Panda et al., 2021), up to 89.1% (Radwan et al., 2021). As life

gradually returned to normal, the negative mental health impact of the pandemic on high school students

decreased, with lower rates of anxiety (7.1%) and depression (12.8%) symptoms among students than the

symptoms recorded in previous studies (Cao et al., 2022). Lockdown and school closure also caused relevant mental

health problems in Italian students (Esposito et al., 2021; Mensi et al., 2021); they were more likely to experience

worsening anxiety (Smirni et al., 2020) and depressive (Meda et al., 2021) symptoms, with percentages of 47.5%

and 14.1%, respectively (Pisano et al., 2021). In addition, aggressiveness emerged as the most characteristic mental

attitude in response to the pandemic (Povero et al., 2022), as well as increased loneliness (Loades et al., 2020),

together with the use of social networks (Nilsson et al., 2022), which allowed them to stay connected and socialize

virtually with their schoolmates and friends. However, this exacerbates the risk of developing addictive behaviors

such as addiction to the Internet (Lin, 2020), smartphones (Serra et al., 2021), social media (Cauberghe et al., 2021),

online gaming and gambling (Cena, Rota, Calza, et al., 2022; Close et al., 2022), and negative behaviors such as

cyberbullying, which has emerged as a notable concern (António et al., 2023).

During the COVID‐19 lockdown, many students experienced emotional dysregulation (Cena, Trainini, Zecca,

et al., 2023) and increased the consumption of substances (Sarvey &Welsh, 2021) such as alcohol (Sen et al., 2021),

tobacco (Cancello et al., 2020; Sidor & Rzymski, 2020), and drugs (Bartel et al., 2020). Approximately one in three

students who had never used substances reported using them more frequently (Brener et al., 2022; Chaiton

et al., 2022). Italian students drank alcohol (43.1%); 4.2% became intoxicated, 16% engaged in binge drinking by

consuming five or more drinks in a row, 18.4% smoked at least one cigarette, 5.9% used cannabis, and 0.9% used at

least one illegal substance (Biagioni et al., 2023). Studies in this regard are contradictory: the results of other

surveys suggest that the prevalence of substance use declined (Zolopa et al., 2022) because the availability of and

access to them was limited (Layman et al., 2022), with students forced to stay at home. However, spending more

time at home is not always a consistent factor of protection, as an Italian study found (Acuti Martellucci et al., 2021)

young people were drinking and using substances with their parents shortly after social distancing measures were

imposed, suggesting the existence of permissive parental attitudes and behaviors that encourage and facilitate the

youth's consumption of substances.

The effects of the pandemic on youth's mental health and the social well‐being of children, adolescents, and

students have led to concerns expressed by parents, educators, and teachers (Cowie & Myers, 2021; Liu

et al., 2021). A considerable proportion of parents (85.7%) perceived changes in their children's emotional state and

behaviors, and reported that the most common changes were that children had more difficulty concentrating

(76.6%), were more restless (38.8%), were more likely to argue with the rest of the family (29.7%), were more

anxious (28.4%), and were angrier (25.9%) (Orgilés et al., 2020). Increased levels of anxiety–depression,

aggression–irritability, impulsivity–inattention, and dependence‐withdrawal have been reported, as well as a

reduction in positive affect (Andrés et al., 2022) and a lack of scholastic motivation (Poll, 2020). Other studies

reported that parents spent more quality time with their children and found it easier to handle them, with more

positive parent‐child interactions (Laufer & Bitton, 2023).

Teachers were also a valuable source of information for students, and their biggest concerns were the lack of

direct contact with their pupils (Hatzichristou et al., 2021), how to increase their engagement and motivation to

learn, and how to promote peer interactions, particularly when the entire class was online (Bhatnagar &
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Many, 2022). During the COVID‐19 lockdown, the divide created by computers or smartphones hindered dialog

and teachers' ability to provide adequate, personalized feedback to their students (Iwai, 2020), as well as identify

individual emotions and/or learning difficulties among students (Zaccoletti et al., 2020). Teachers reported a need

for adaptive teacher‐student relationships and collaborative learning (Tzankova et al., 2022).

Parents and teachers are important educational adult figures who live and have contact with students, at the

same time, provide valid and complementary information that helps them understand their children/students

better. The functioning of individuals can vary from one context and interaction partner to another

(Achenbach, 2001; Achenbach et al., 1987); multiple sources of data from different informants' perceptions are

needed for a comprehensive assessment of adolescents and children (Meyer et al., 2002) and no one source of

assessment data can substitute for the other (Achenbach et al., 2005). By examining various data comparisons from

different informants, mental health service providers can identify important consistencies and differences in the

functioning of the person being assessed from different perspectives (Achenbach, 2015). In international studies,

the possibility of analyzing the perspectives of different informants, such as students, parents, and teachers has

been considered relevant for mental health (Indredavik et al., 2005; Van Meter et al., 2018), with respect to

internalizing and externalizing disorders (Salbach‐Andrae et al., 2009), cognitive disorders (Brenne &

Rimehaug, 2019; Raiker et al., 2017), and emotional and behavioral problems (Dias et al., 2022).

In light of the above, this study aimed to examine the prevalence of socio‐emotional, cognitive, and affective

disorders and substance use assessed while schools, social hubs, and extracurricular activities were closed due to

COVID‐19 in a sample of public school students (13–18 years) in Northern Italy and compare students' self‐

perceptions along with the perceptions of their parents and teachers.

2 | METHOD

This work is part of a larger study (Cena, Rota, Trainini, et al., 2022) conceived by the University of Brescia in

collaboration with the Ufficio scolastico regionale per la Lombardia Ufficio IV Ambito Territoriale di Brescia

(Regional School Office for Lombardy, IV District of Brescia) and the Osservatorio Provinciale del contrasto alle

ludopatie e al gioco d'azzardo di Brescia (Provincial Observatory for the Prevention of Compulsive Gambling

Disorders and Betting of the Lombardy region).

2.1 | Study design

The present cross‐sectional study involved students from five first‐grade secondary public schools (“middle school”) and

five second‐grade secondary public schools (“high school”) in Northern Italy and their parents and teachers. It was

conducted from March 2020 to March 2021. Information about the research study was presented both orally and in

written form to the Heads and teachers of 10 selected schools by researchers of the University of Brescia during a

meeting at the Ufficio scolastico regionale per la Lombardia Ufficio IV Ambito Territoriale di Brescia (Regional School

Office for Lombardy, IV District of Brescia). Teachers communicated the information about the research study to

parents and students during school meetings. Participants agreed to take part in the study after reading an information

note and by signing a specific informed consent form (the study included an Informed Consent form for students, one

for parents and one for teachers). The inclusion criteria were: being in first grade or second grade at high school; being

parents or teachers of the students taking part in the study. The exclusion criterion was insufficient proficiency in Italian

language to complete the questionnaires. Selected sample received an email asking them to participate in a web‐based

survey, together with a link to the survey and a detailed description of the study. They were informed that the

participation was voluntary and that the survey was completely anonymous. Via the link, participants were asked to

confirm their informed consent to take part. The web‐based survey was created using LimeSurvey (www.limesurvey.
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org), a proprietary survey tool that allows completely anonymous data collection; the software automatically sends via

email a personal link to the survey to each participant. Once a participant completes the survey, LimeSurvey removes

any participant identifiers from the survey data; only deidentified data were delivered to the investigators to preserve

participants' anonymity. The survey was implemented following the guidelines proposed by Pealer and Weiler (2003).

2.2 | Participants

Of the 1628 subjects of selected schools (students, parents, and teachers) who were informed and were asked to

participate in the study, a total of 901 (55.3%) agreed to take part in the web‐based survey. The reasons given by

those who did not participate included: difficulty reaching all students and parents (reported by teachers); lack of

technological tools or internet connections (students); lack of time (parents). Only students, parents, and teachers

with valid and complete instruments were included in the analysis. The study only analyzed the questionnaires of

students, parents, and teachers that could be matched. The sample consisted of 284 students, 284 parents, and 38

teachers, who provided data on their 284 students (Figure 1). The youth sample was mainly composed of female

students (72.5%), with a mean age of 16.0 (SD = 1.9). Almost all of the students (95.1%) were born in Italy and the

majority lived in rural areas (86.3%). Most of the students (67.3%) lived with both parents and siblings. The adults

who filled out the questionnaire were mothers (80.3%) and female teachers (77.5%).

2.3 | Measures

For the purposes of this study the following tools were used:

The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) is a short emotional and behavioral screening questionnaire

for youth, parents, and teachers (Goodman, 1997), composed of 25 attributes, some positive and others negative,

each rated on a three‐point Likert scale ranging from 0 (Never) to 2 (Certainly true). The 25 items are divided across

five subscales: Conduct Problems, Emotional Symptoms, Hyperactivity/Inattention, Peer Relationship Problems,

and Prosocial Behavior, each of which with a range score from 0 to 10. A Total Difficulties score was obtained from

the sum of the first four scales (based on 20 items). A higher score corresponds to a higher degree of difficulty

except for the Prosocial Behavior scale, where a high score indicates significant positive behavior (Tobia

et al., 2011). The subscales score and the Total Difficulties score are compared with a normative scale that defines

the cut‐off for normal, borderline, or abnormal results (De Giacomo et al., 2012) as shown below:

• Conduct Problems: abnormal 4–10, borderline 3, normal 0–2

• Emotional Symptoms: abnormal 5–10, borderline 4, normal 0–3

• Hyperactivity/Inattention: abnormal 7–10, borderline 6, normal 0–5

• Peer Relationship Problems: abnormal 4–10, borderline 3, normal 0–2

• Prosocial Behavior: abnormal 0–4, borderline 5, normal 6–10

• Total Difficulties: abnormal 17–40, borderline 14–16, normal 0–13

The Italian version of the SDQ proved to be a reliable instrument, as indicated by a Cronbach's α ranging

between .70 and .88 (Tobia et al., 2011). In this study Cronbach's alpha values ranged from .60 to .86.

The Achenbach System of Empirically Based Assessment (ASEBA) is a collection of questionnaires used to

assess adaptive and maladaptive behaviors and overall functioning in individuals (Achenbach, 2001; Frigerio

et al., 2004). The system includes report forms for multiple informants. For this study, we used the Child Behavior

Checklist (CBCL), the Youth Self Report Form (YSR), and the Teacher's Report Form (TRF). The CBCL is used for

caregivers, theYSR (11–18 years) is used for young people, and theTRF is used for teachers. The scales for parents

CENA ET AL. | 5
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and teachers measured their perception regarding the students. The ASEBA includes 119 items for students, and

120 for parents and for teachers that cover a broad spectrum of problems. Informants rate the problem items as

0 = Not true, 1 = Somewhat or sometimes true, 2 = Very true or often true. The ASEBA is divided into different

scales, which include: DSM‐oriented scales (Depressive Problems that we report in the text as “Affective disorders”;

F IGURE 1 Sampling procedure flow chart. *38 teachers completed multiple questionnaires related to their
students.

6 | CENA ET AL.
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Anxiety Problems; Somatic Problems; Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Problems; Oppositional Defiant Problems;

Conduct Problems) with a score ranging from 50 to 100; Competence scale, that assesses Activities (e.g., sports

activities, etc.), Sociality (e.g., participation in organizations, clubs, friendly relationships, etc.), Total Competence

(e.g., scholastic performance), and Academic scale with a score ranging from 20 to 65; Syndrome scales that include

internalizing, and externalizing problems, anxious/depressed, withdrawn/depressed, somatic complaints, social,

thought and attention problems, rule‐breaking and aggressive behavior, other problems with a score ranging from

50 to 100. The results were interpreted as meeting one of three intervals. For the DSM‐Oriented and Syndromic

Scales are: normal < 60, borderline 60–63, clinical > 63; for the Competence Scale are: normal > 40, borderline

37–40, clinical < 37. The Italian version of ASEBA proved to be a reliable instrument, with Cronbach's α values

ranging between .71 and .95 (Pace & Muzi, 2019). In this study Cronbach's α values ranging from .60 to .95.

Substance use was evaluated using three items of the ASEBA. The question on alcohol use was only included in

the youth (“I drink alcohol without my parents' approval”) and parents' (“My child drinks alcohol without parents'

approval”) version. Instead, the questions on tobacco and other drugs (i.e., marijuana) were contained in the version

of all three groups: students (“I smoke, chew, sniff tobacco or use e‐cigs”, “I use drugs for nonmedical purposes—

don't include alcohol or tobacco), parents (“My child smokes, chews, sniffs tobacco, or uses e‐cigs”, “My child uses

drugs for nonmedical purposes—don't include alcohol or tobacco), teachers (“The pupil smokes, chews, sniffs

tobacco, or uses e‐cigs”, “The pupil uses alcohol or drugs for nonmedical purposes—don't include tobacco).”

2.4 | Statistical analysis

The descriptive statistics for socio‐demographic characteristics are given in terms of mean and SD for continuous variables,

whereas frequencies and percentages are reported for categorical variables. The t test or the corresponding non‐

parametric Mann–Whitney test (for non‐Gaussian distributed variables) were used to compare quantitative variables

between students' and parents' groups. The analysis of variance (ANOVA) test, applying a Bonferroni correction, was used

to compare quantitative variables among three groups (students, parents, and teachers). The effect sizes are reported for

the differences between student and parent groups using Cohen's d, and for the differences among the three groups

(students, parents, teachers) using Partial Eta Squared (η2) for ANOVA. In our analysis, 0.2 was considered a small effect,

0.5 a medium effect, and 0.8 or above a large effect. The χ2 test was used to assess the comparison among students,

parents, and teachers in the substances use questions. We calculated the adjusted residuals (z scores) and their associated

p values to detect positive (z>1.96) and significant (p< .05) relationships among the variables analyzed. All tests were two‐

tailed, and the probability of a type I error was set at p< .05. All analyses were performed with SPSS 28.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Differences among students, parents, and teachers in the SDQ

The ANOVA showed statistically significant differences among the three groups in all SDQ subscales, except for Prosocial

Behavior (Table 1). In the Conduct Problems, Emotional Symptoms, Hyperactivity, and Total Difficulties subscales, the

scores by the students were higher than those given by the parents and teachers, and the parents' scores were in turn

higher than those given by the teachers. This means that students had a greater perception of emotional and behavioral

difficulties than their parents and teachers. Parents also revealed a greater perception of student difficulties than teachers.

It should be noted that the mean students score for Emotional Symptoms (4.14) was slightly above the standard cut‐off

(>4) and the reference adults, who reported lower scores, failed to detect this malaise. In the Peer Relationship Problems

subscale, students also reported higher scores than parents and teachers, indicative of greater discomfort in relationships

with peers. In this case, there were no statistically significant differences between the scores of parents and teachers. In
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the Prosocial Behavior subscale, the mean scores of students, parents, and teachers were high and the informants'

perceptions are very close, with no differences found among the three groups.

3.2 | Differences among students, parents, and teachers in the ASEBA questionnaire

Again, for the ASEBA scales, the ANOVA shows statistically significant differences among the three groups (Table 2). In the

Competence Scale, the score of the students was 36.88, which is within the clinical range. This score was lower than that

given by parents and teachers. This shows that students had a poorer perception of their functioning with regard to

activities, sociality, and scholastic performance than observed by their parents and teachers. Concerning the Activity Scale,

a subscale of the Competence Scale, parents' and students' scores fell within the clinical range: the students showed higher

mean score than parents (respectively 35.88 vs. 34.22). This difference was statistically significant (U=32.936, p= .038,

Cohen's d=0.17). With regard to the Sociality Scale, that is also included in the Competence Scale, there were no

statistically significant differences between students and their parents. These subscales were only administered to the

students and their parents, because the teachers had no knowledge of their students' extracurricular activities. In the

Depression Problems, Anxious/Depressed, Attention Problems, Aggressive Behavior, Internalizing, and Total Problems

scales, the students showed higher scores than adults (both parents and teachers). In theWithdrawn/Depressed, Anxiety

problems, Oppositional Defiant Problems, Thought Problems, Rule breaking Behavior, Somatic Problems, and Somatic

Complaints scales, the students showed higher scores than teachers only. It should be noted, however, that the high scores

of students were never within the clinical range; only the score for the Anxious/Depressed scale was borderline. It is also

interesting to note that the teachers reported higher scores than the parents only in the Depression Problems and

Anxious/Depressed scales. This would seem to reflect a greater perception of student malaise (anxiety and depression) by

teachers than by parents. In the Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Problems and Social Problems scales, the students scored

lower than parents but higher than teachers. In turn, parents scored higher than teachers, indicative of parents perceiving

more hyperactivity and social problems in their children than observed by teachers. For the Conduct Problems and

Externalizing scales, students scored lower than teachers, who in turn gave lower scores than parents.

3.3 | Differences among students, parents, and teachers in the substance use questions

The results relating to the substances use are shown in Table 3. Substance use was evaluated using three items of

the ASEBA. The question on alcohol use was only included in the youth version and parents' version. The questions

TABLE 1 Comparison among students, parents, and teachers for the Strengths and Difficulties
Questionnaire (SDQ).

Students (1)
Mean

Parents (2)
Mean

Teachers (3)
Mean p Value (post hoc)* η2

Conduct Problems 2.16 1.64 0.65 <.001 (all compared) 0.14

Emotional Symptoms 4.14 2.76 1.08 <.001 (all compared) 0.24

Hyperactivity/Inattention 3.45 2.34 1.37 <.001 (all compared) 0.14

Peer Relationship Problems 1.87 1.53 1.22 <.001 (1 vs. 2, 3) 0.02

Prosocial Behavior 7.60 7.94 7.65 NS –

Total Difficulties Score 11.61 8.54 4.37 <.001 (all compared) 0.25

Abbreviation: NS, not significant.
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on tobacco and other drugs (e.g., marijuana) were included in the version for all three groups: students, parents, and

teachers. The results show that students reported higher frequencies of alcohol use than observed by their parents.

For tobacco too, students reported a higher rate of use than their parents and teachers observed. For other drugs,

students reported a higher rate of use than their parents and teachers observed, but in this case, the teachers

reported a higher rate of use than parents.

4 | DISCUSSION

This study examined the perceptions reported by high school students (13–18 years) in Northern Italy and those of

their parents and teachers, collected from March 2020 to March 2021, during the COVID‐19 pandemic. Data were

collected through a web survey during the period when governments imposed measures to contain the spread of

the virus, including social isolation and school closures. The literature confirms the importance of assessment from

multiple informants who can report on different aspects of children's and adolescents' functioning in different

settings, such as home and school (Rescorla et al., 2013, 2014). The differences between parents and teachers

TABLE 3 Comparison among students, parents and teachers in the substance use questions derived from the
ASEBA.

Students (%) Parents (%) Teachers (%) χ² p Value

Alcohol use 13.704 .001

False 72.5 81.7 –

Adjusted residuals −3.6 3.6 –

Sometimes true 19.7 11.3 –

Adjusted residuals 2.6 −2.6 –

Very true 7.4 2.8 –

Adjusted residuals 2.4 −2.4 –

Tobacco 31.320 <.001

False 78.2 84.2 93.7

Adjusted residuals −5.1 0.7 4.4

Sometimes true 8.8 4.6 1.4

Adjusted residuals 3.6 −0.2 −3.4

Very true 12.7 7.0 4.6

Adjusted residuals 3.4 −0.6 −2.7

Other drugs 9.855 .043

False 95.4 95.4 97.5

Adjusted residuals −2.7 2.6 0.2

Sometimes true 2.8 0.0 1.4

Adjusted residuals 2.4 −2.4 0.0

Very true 1.4 0.4 0.7

Adjusted residuals 1.3 −1.0 −0.3
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(Dumenci et al., 2011) reports can reflect both differences in how a child behaves at home versus school and

differences in how the child is perceived by parents versus teachers (Achenbach, 2019). Some meta‐analyses have

also revealed important discrepancies between the problems reported by parents, teachers, and children

themselves (De Los Reyes et al., 2015).

During the COVID‐19 period, Italian studies compared groups of different informants and analyzed the impact

of social isolation on behavior (Patrono et al., 2022). Our research was conducted over the same period, and it was

analyzed that students perceived greater behavioral and emotional difficulties (assessed using the SDQ) than faced

by parents and teachers. These findings suggest that adults fail to fully consider the extent of emotional distress

experienced by the youth. In particular, students scored high for emotional symptoms, as indicated in other Italian

studies that showed an increase in emotional difficulties during the acute phase of the pandemic (Corvasce

et al., 2022; Pisano et al., 2021) with a deterioration of psychological well‐being compared with the prepandemic

period (Mastorci et al., 2021; Pedrini et al., 2022). Regarding students' behaviors, teachers perceived fewer issues

on conduct problems than parents and this is probably because parents experienced greater proximity with their

children during the pandemic due to the large amount of time spent indoors during the COVID‐19 lockdown.

Additionally, the parents' perceptions of youth's behavioral difficulties were also confirmed by international

research (Laufer & Bitton, 2023). Teachers also perceived fewer inattention problems among the students than those

reported by the same students and their parents. However, given the forced separation from their students, due to

distance learning, a proper “learning relationship” was impossible and therefore it could be that they were unable to

detect these difficulties in their students. As reported in international studies, the teachers' biggest concern is the

lack of direct contact with their pupils (Hatzichristou et al., 2021).

These findings are consistent with the ASEBA results. Student scores on the Competence Scale (e.g., scholastic

performance) fell within the clinical range, and these data are in line with those previously reported in the literature

(Pellegrini & Maltinti, 2020; Tosi & Campi, 2021). Students' scores were lower than those of their parents and

teachers, this shows that students have a poorer perception of their current school performance than their parents

or teachers. In the extracurricular activity subscale, evaluated only for students and parents, both groups gave

scores that fell within the clinical range. This could be explained by the fact that owing to the restrictions imposed

under COVID‐19, students were unable to participate in extracurricular activities, such as sports, organizations, or

clubs, and meeting up with friends. Social Problems are therefore, perceived to a greater extent by parents.

Regarding affective disorders (depression and anxiety), the perceptions of parents and teachers did not align

with those reported by students, which were higher. Parents' perceptions of their children's levels of depression

were much lower than those self‐reported by students. On the DSM‐Oriented Scales, higher scores for depression,

anxiety, and somatic problems, very close to the borderline range, were detected among students. Students' somatic

problems are reported more by parents than by teachers, and parents perceive these difficulties more than their

children report them. This can be explained by the fact that during the pandemic, students spent a lot of time at

home with their parents, and contact with their teachers was only through online classes. The lack of direct contact

other than that mediated by technological aid may have prevented teachers from noticing the discomfort of their

students. The findings of the present study are consistent with those reported in other studies on the presence of

anxiety and depressive symptoms in adolescents locally (Babore et al., 2022), and globally during the COVID‐19

pandemic period (Racine et al., 2021; Tang et al., 2021). The results obtained on the DSM‐Oriented Scales were

consistent with student scores on the Syndrome Scales. On the Anxious/Depressed Scale, the score falls within the

borderline range; on the Withdrawn/Depressed Scale and on the Somatic Complaints Scale, the scores are very

close to the borderline range. Furthermore, students reported higher scores on the Syndrome Scale, which included

internalizing symptoms, than on the Externalizing Scale, which included rule‐breaking behavior and aggressive

behavior. The lower score obtained on the externalizing scale seems to be consistent with the prosocial behavior

subscale score on the SDQ. This means that positive behaviors were also observed and students showed kindness,

sharing, and helpfulness towards others. These results align with some data found in the literature that detected an

increase in prosocial behavior in young people during the pandemic (Daniunaite et al., 2021; van de Groep
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et al., 2020). Although adults do not always identify areas of symptomatic risk, they agree with students on their

degree of resilience, such as prosocial behaviors, which could be important in protecting against the development of

psychological disorders.

The important findings of our study are related to substance use and data confirmed by studies conducted

during the lockdown (Biagioni et al., 2023). Significant differences emerged among the three groups of participants

(students, teachers, and parents) regarding substance use. Parents reported less alcohol, tobacco, and other drug

use than what their children reported. Teachers perceived an even lower use of psychoactive substances by their

students than their parents had thought. Neither adult figures adequately reported important data on substance use

in their children or students. Therefore, these data need to be carefully monitored in the future to avoid the risk of

self‐addiction among young people.

4.1 | Limitation, future directions of the study, and practical implications

A limitation of this study is that there are no similar samples evaluated before the COVID‐19 pandemic for

comparisons with the prepandemic period. This study was not conceived with the intention of collecting and

evaluating data on the effects of COVID‐19 on students, but the sample recruitment was conducted during the

pandemic, which was a sudden and unexpected health emergency. The study design did not have pandemic‐specific

measures to detect the effects of COVID‐19. However, the present study found data on students' malaise during

this complex pandemic period, although we cannot conclude that the differences identified are pandemic related.

This study could benefit from future analysis of further data collected on the postpandemic period to assess

whether the results we obtained are due to the impact of the pandemic or not.

One possible route could be to assess the negative influence of the COVID‐19 pandemic on a variety of

population groups, including parents and teachers. Here, we point out that, in this study, we did not collect direct

data on parents and teacher health and on illnesses suffered in the pandemic period, but recent international

research has reported a negative impact of this emergency also on these populations (Fosco et al., 2022; Roos

et al., 2021; Russell et al., 2020). Penner et al. (2022) found a positive association between COVID‐19 stressors and

parental depression/anxiety symptoms: this combination of high COVID‐19 stressors and greater depression/

anxiety in parents may have led to a greater frequency of negative parenting (poor supervision, hostility).

International literature includes research that shows how the COVID‐19 pandemic also impacted teachers' mental

health (Lizana & Lera, 2022), especially those who already had physical and mental health problems prepandemic,

higher levels of negative affect and worry and poor life satisfaction, and resilience (Lacomba‐Trejo et al., 2022). A

recent meta‐analysis that included 54 studies in 22 countries showed a higher prevalence of stress (62.6%),

compared with anxiety (36.3%) and depression (59.9%) among teachers (Ma et al., 2022). If parents or teachers,

adult figures close to students, suffered during the pandemic emergency situation, it is likely that their emotional

resources were weaker and depleted and, consequently, they were less focused on their children and students. This

is very significant since the relational contexts of young people (family, friends, and school) assume particular

importance as protective factors in their development (Rufo et al., 2011). Further research is needed to investigate

concordances and divergences among students, parents, and teachers to understand the role played by other

variables in the ability of adults to detect socio‐emotional, cognitive, and behavioral problems among students.

Practical implications can be derived from these results. First, the data obtained could help governments decide

on the confinement rules to apply to students to preserve their mental health. Second, our results could guide adult

figures such as parents and teachers to recognize and be alert of the most common psychological responses of

young people to traumatic situations such as the pandemic. This could allow early detection when there is a need

for intervention. Vulnerable students, including those with risk factors, should receive special attention. Providing

parents and teachers with training to detect psychological problems in children and adolescents should be the

primary focus of pediatric healthcare professionals. In addition, programs focused on providing students with
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psychosocial skills could be implemented in schools to help them cope with stressful situations such as the

COVID‐19 pandemic. Nevertheless, the implications formulated require confirmation in future studies.

5 | CONCLUSION

The data collected in our study highlight the vulnerability of students' mental health in terms of affective disorders

(anxiety and depression) and the presence of substance use (alcohol, tobacco, and drugs), as well as emotional and

academic performance difficulties, with respect to the perception of their teachers and parents. These caregivers

had difficulty identifying distressing situations that needed to be referred to competent health services and

healthcare professionals. Other difficulties have been reported in extracurricular activities and sociality; however,

positive factors can be identified in some prosocial behaviors detected in students. These positive factors need to

be increased for recovery, and may be important for protection against the development of psychological disorders.

The findings of this study could serve to develop training initiatives to improve teachers' perceptions of their

students and parents' perceptions of their children for the promotion of well‐being and the prevention of early

school dropout, self‐addiction, and psychopathological risks in students.
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