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Editor’s note:  This is the first story in a 
series examining the unfolding mental health 
consequences of living through the protract-
ed COVID-19 pandemic.

By Randy Rieland
Foothills Forum

Kids are resilient.
Right?
At least that’s the conventional wisdom 

-- that children innately bounce back from 
adversity. 

But what about during a prolonged pan-
demic, when they’ve been isolated from not 
just their friends, but also their teachers and 
other supportive adults? When their home 
life is likely to be roiled with uncertainty and 
angst -- or worse -- and when no one can an-
swer the question “When will this be over?”

It’s a matter that will come into sharper focus 
as their lives begin to take on a hint of normal-
cy. By next week, students in all public schools 
in Rappahannock and Fauquier counties will 
be able to choose a four-day, in-person sched-
ule. The hope is that once students fall back into 
more typical routines, their stress will fade and 
fears about the future will ease. 

But like so much of what’s happened over 
the past year, this is uncharted territory. One 
thing that is clear is that the number of kids 

in “crisis” in the region is climbing. 
“The children who do not have consistency 

and structure and stability at home are the ones 
who’ve been struggling,” said Kathy Sickler, 
social worker for the Rappahannock County 
School District. “That’s why I support having 
these kids come back to school four days a 
week. School can provide those things.

“But everyone is experiencing this pan-
demic in a different way, and for some peo-
ple it’s been very traumatic,” she added.  
“Trauma can be very long-lasting.”
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Can kids bounce back?
As most students return to classrooms, 
counselors are alert to signs of trauma

Deb Panagos 
is a school 
counselor who 
splits her time 
between Cedar 
Lee Middle 
School and 
Liberty High 
School.
TIMES STAFF 
PHOTO/COY 
FERRELL

See HIDDEN TOLL, page 12
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Fannie Lawrence. The caption calls her a “redeemed” slave child.
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Dr. Michael Jenks is the director of the 
Emergency Department at Fauquier Hospital.

Criminal complaint: Gainesville 
man stole gun in Opal, then shot 
at occupied vehicles in Remington

By Coy Ferrell
times staFF Writer

The Gainesville man ac-
cused of shooting at three 
occupied vehicles on James 
Madison Highway (U.S. 
29/15) in Remington on Sat-
urday had rented the firearm 
from a local gun shop to use 
at a shooting range on the 
premises, the criminal com-
plaint filed with his arrest al-
leges. He stole the gun, drove 
to Remington and began shooting, hitting at least two occu-
pied vehicles on the highway, according to the complaint.  

The suspect then called 911 to report the incident and told 
investigators “he wanted to spend the rest of his life in jail 
and wanted to kill people,” the document says.  

Sammie Nasser Abulaban, 25, was arrested April 3 and 
charged with three felony counts of shooting maliciously 
at an occupied vehicle, three felony counts of using a fire-
arm in the commission of a felony and one felony count 
of larceny of a firearm. He was arraigned in general dis-
trict court Monday and remained in custody as of Tuesday 
morning, according to court records. 

See SHOOTING, page 8
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Mental health 
emergencies 

Last November, 
the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and 
Prevention released 
a report that includ-
ed this sobering find-
ing: Between April 
and mid-October of 
2020, the proportion 
of mental health-re-
lated emergency room 
visits for children in 
the United States in-
creased significantly 
from the same period 
in 2019. For kids aged 5 to 11, they rose 24%; for 
those 12 to 17, they jumped 31%. 

Michael Jenks, director of Fauquier Hospital’s 
Emergency Department, has seen this firsthand. 
“We are seeing an increase in mental health cas-
es generally, but it seems to be disproportionately 
impacting our children and adolescents,” he said. 
“When I talk to my fellow providers, this is some-
thing that we’ve all noticed.” 

Many of those cases have involved children 
who probably were already at risk of mental health 
issues, he said. They may have lacked good cop-
ing skills, and, at some point, felt out of control 
in the fluid uncertainty of a pandemic. “They talk 
about not being able to engage with other kids,” 
Jenks said. “This is not mysterious. Everybody 
recognizes that it’s an important part of the psy-
chological development of children.” 

Another telling statistic comes from the Rap-
pahannock-Rapidan Community Service Board: 
Between last July and February, 98 “crisis” cas-
es were referred to the children’s services office. 
That’s almost triple the number during the same 
period a year earlier. 

“We’ve definitely gotten more calls from par-
ents who say, ‘I’m really not sure what to do,’” said 
Taisha Chavez, director of Children’s Services. 
“There’s a lot of family disruption now. Parents 
have lost jobs. Kids are sensing that things are not 
that stable. There may be domestic violence.”

Then there’s the loss of what is often the first 
alert system for distressed kids: daily contact with 
teachers or coaches who might notice early signs 
of emotional problems. “When kids were in school, 
there were more eyes on them,” Chavez said.

Without that, struggling children and teens are 
more likely to develop acute symptoms over time, 
such as becoming more physically aggressive or 
threatening harm to themselves.  
The “rut of COVID” 

Most students, fortunately, have not spiraled 
into crisis. More often they’ve slid into what 
Deb Panagos calls the “rut of COVID.” A social 
worker at Liberty High School and Cedar Lee 
Middle School in Fauquier County, Panagos said 
she has made more home visits the past year than 
any other time in her career. Her visits have been 
part of the school district’s efforts to keep stu-
dents motivated. 

“We do see kids who are profoundly affect-
ed,” she said. “My impression from talking to 
a lot of kids is that they’re tired of COVID and 
the restrictions. But they’ve become used to the 
horrible rut they’re in, and they don’t know how 
to get out of it.”

Lack of school routine obviously is a factor. 
But so is the prolonged sense of isolation from 
friends and teachers and teammates, which for 
teenagers, in particular, has come at a time when 
they’re shaping their identities and trying to find 
their places in the world. And even when stu-
dents have been back in the classroom a few days 
a week, they tell social workers and counselors 

that it hasn’t been the same. They say that the fun 
parts of school are gone—the hallway chatter, the 
lunchroom laughs, the pep rallies. 

Many have found it hard to adapt to virtual 
learning and have dropped off the track academ-
ically. Often when that happens, they keep their 
struggles to themselves and, without a teacher’s 
support, fall further behind. 

“Kids have had a lot of loss,” said Carl Street, vice 
president for Behavioral Health Services at Youth 
for Tomorrow, a mental health counseling nonprofit 
with an office in Warrenton. “Some have lost sports. 
Some have lost graduations. They’ve lost a lot of so-
cialization. A lot used to have part-time jobs. Some 
have lost loved ones during the pandemic.

“We’ve had a lot of individuals who had fin-
ished counseling come back in,” he said. “Maybe 
four or five months into the pandemic, they came 
back and said, ‘I need the support right now.’”
Fear and frustration

For younger children, the pandemic’s impact has 
been more fundamental. The loss of familiar rou-
tines drains their sense of security, so they’re more 
likely to react emotionally to changes in schedules 
and structures. As more natural hands-on learners, 
they can get bored or frustrated with online lessons. 
When they have returned to school, with new rules 
to follow, they were often fearful that they were go-
ing to do something wrong, said Candy Lamma, a 
counselor at Rappahannock Elementary School. 

“The younger ones don’t always have the words 
to express how they’re feeling,” she said. “You’ll 
sometimes see their eyes start to tear up.”

Also, because they’ve spent much more time 
at home the past year, children are more likely to 
have been more exposed to any financial or person-
al stress their parents are experiencing. “Kids are 
very good at picking up emotional cues,” said Lisa 
Paine-Wells, executive director of the Child Care 
and Learning Center in Rappahannock. “When we 
hear anxious feelings, that’s often where it’s com-
ing from. We’ll hear, ‘Mommy cries.’”

The shift to Zoom classes brought its own form of 
anxiety. Fauquier social worker Amanda Shenk said 
a number of students, particularly in middle school, 
stopped turning on their laptop cameras because 
they felt uncomfortable being watched by others. 

But some students embraced online learning 
because it allowed them to avoid classmates or 
school situations that made them anxious. That 
has raised concerns about potentially higher rates 
of absenteeism with schools moving to a four-day, 
in-person schedule.
Bouncing back? 

The question remains: How long will it take 
kids to bounce back from a crisis that has disrupt-
ed every part of their lives? Brittany Dwyer is one 
who believes it may take time, but with enough 

A year without school
HIDDEN TOLL, from page 1

Connecting children 
to mental health services

Now that in-person classes are available four 
days a week in Fauquier and Rappahannock public 
schools, it might seem that things are almost getting 
back to normal. But the ripples of the pandemic 
won’t fade so easily. School counselors and social 
workers know this is yet another transition for kids 
who have been through a year navigating emotional 
and academic obstacle courses. 

Teachers and staff will be paying almost as 
much attention to their students’ mental health as 
to how they readjust to more classroom learning. 

In Fauquier, students are being given an 
assessment called SAEBRS, or Social, Academic 
and Emotional Behavior Risk Screener. They’ll 
answer the same questions again next month, then 
next school year. 

“Our social workers have spearheaded getting 
this tool to get a gauge of where our students are 
from a mental health perspective,” said Frank Finn, 
the school district’s executive director of student 
services. “We want to be able to be responsive.”

Many of Fauquier’s teachers received Youth 
Mental Health First Aid training before the 
pandemic, Finn said, which could help them spot 
early signs of students struggling. 

In Rappahannock, a survey last fall showed that 
40% of responding parents didn’t know where to get 
counseling for their children. Their children’s anxiety 
and depression were among their top concerns. 

Soon Rappahannock students will be able to 
meet with a Health Connect America therapist at 
both the high school and the elementary school, 
said Susan Stoltzman, coordinator for the school 
district’s Wellness Center project. The therapist 
will be in each school half a day each week to 
start, but she expects demand to ramp up quickly.

The nonprofit Child Care and Learning Center 
is working closely with Rappahannock-Rapidan 
Community Services to connect children to mental 
health professionals, said executive director Lisa 
Paine-Wells. 

Talk therapy isn’t for every kid, so the Learning 
Center has initiated a therapeutic riding program 
with Serendipity Equine in Amissville. So far, eight 
children have participated through a private grant, 
with another four starting soon.  The physical 
work of caring for horses has helped several of the 
children deal with anxiety, Paine-Wells said. 

This summer, the center plans to start a “Parent 
Café,” where parents can share child-rearing 

experiences and worries.
To Jenny Kapsa, family financial education 

coordinator for the school district, what many 
students need is a chance to be kids again. Last 
fall, she helped organize what became known as 
“Wonderful Wednesday” on the day no in-person 
classes are held at Rappahannock’s public schools.  
Students of all ages are bussed to the 4-H 
Center in Front Royal for a day of mainly outdoor 
activities.  For the spring session, which started 
early last month, 89 younger kids signed up as 
campers and 56 older ones as counselors. 

“Mentoring is so powerful,” said Kapsa. “The little 
campers love the older students. It’s about having 
these high school students understand that they 
matter. Their words matter. And their actions matter.

“Here we are in this place where we can be 
together and support each other; sing together; 
laugh together; learn together. It’s a support 
system. I hope that once we get back to school, 
people can continue with that feeling.”

-- RANDY RIELAND

TIMES STAFF PHOTO/ROBIN EARL
Frank Finn is the executive director of student 
services for Fauquier County Public Schools.

PHOTO BY LUKE CHRISTOPHER FOR FOOTHILLS FORUM
Lisa Paine Wells is the executive director of the 
Child Care and Learning Center.

See HIDDEN TOLL, page 13
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Children’s Anxiety: 
Symptoms and 
Solutions
�ese are stressful times, and it’s 
natural for a child to feel anxious in 
di�cult moments. But it’s not natural 
for that anxiety to be prolonged and 
interfere with his or her ability to 
handle everyday situations or cause 
him or her to avoid things other 
children enjoy. Symptoms and 
solutions below are compiled from 
mental health professionals:

Signs of anxiety 
in children/teens

Has trouble falling asleep 
or staying asleep.

O�en complains of 
stomach aches or 
headaches.

Makes a point of avoiding 
certain situations.

Refuses to eat lunch or 
snacks at school or day 
care.

Has trouble focusing on 
school work; seems very 
fidgety and distracted.

Has lost interest in 
activities they once 
enjoyed. 

Unusually moody and 
irritable.

Disruptive behavior and 
explosive outbursts.

Changes in weight.

Harsh self-assessment. 
(I’m ugly.” “I’ll never make 
friends.”)

Frequently asks “What if” 
questions. (What if 
everyone gets sick?”)

For younger children, cries 
easily or is very clingy with 
parents or caregivers. 

What parents can do to help:
1. Manage your own anxiety and 
model calm behavior.

2. Help your child maintain 
structure and routine through the 
day.

3. Check in with them regularly 
and help them express what they’re 
feeling.

4. Acknowledge their feelings of 
anger, disappointment, frustration; 
try to help them turn to positive 
things they can do.

5. Help them focus on the 
positives, not “what-ifs.”

6. Encourage regular exercise; 
share walks or suggest physical 
activity they can do on their own

7) Focus on gratitude. Encourage 
kids to list and reflect on people and 
things they feel grateful for.

8) Practice mindfulness with the 
child, such as calm concentration 
on deep breathing, and encourage 
them to take mindfulness breaks.

!!!

?

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

BY LAURA STANTON FOR FOOTHILLS FORUM

adult support, most students will re-
gain their step. 

“Mentors can help them know 
they’re not alone in what they’re go-
ing through,” said Dwyer, outreach 
coordinator for the Mental Health 
Association of Fauquier County and 
director of the Starfish Mentoring 
Program in Rappahannock. “They 
can also help them set goals and pro-
vide hope for the future.”

Some mental health professionals 
are warier. They’ve sensed in students 
more pessimism about the future, a 
realization that worldwide catastro-
phes can happen. Youth for Tomor-
row’s Carl Street said he wouldn’t be 
surprised to see a wave of “secondary 
trauma” in coming months.

“When things settle down, kids 
may have some feelings they need to 
talk out,” he said.

Others think this generation of 
children could be more phobic about 
germs and contagious illnesses. Or 

that given their parents’ financial 
tribulations, they might become 
more frugal to be better prepared for 
unexpected calamities.

But for all the disruptions, therapists 
and social workers say the pandemic’s 
impact hasn’t been all negative. They 
point to the benefits of families spend-
ing so much time together working 
through difficult situations and how 
parents have become much more in-
volved in their children’s education. 
Virtual learning has made schools 
find innovative ways to incorporate 
technology into curriculums.

The greatest benefit, though, may 
have to do with mental health itself.  
The fact that the coronavirus affect-
ed everyone seems to have reduced 
the stigma of anxiety and depression. 
That’s especially true of how trans-
parently those conditions are being 
viewed and treated in children.

“If there’s been a silver lining 
about COVID, it’s that we’ve all 

been placed in the same boat,” said 
Dwyer. “I think people are more 
open about and better understand 
mental health issues. And that un-
derstanding facilitates change.”

Randy Rieland is a longtime 
newspaper and magazine report-
er and editor, and a digital media 
producer. He wrote the “Opioid 
Ripples” series that appeared in the 
Fauquier Times in the fall of 2019.

A student’s story: ‘Some people — 
including me — are going to struggle’

“Eden” is a junior at Rappahannock County High School. 
That’s not her real name, but she asked not to be identified. 
For most of this school year, she has been on a hybrid 
schedule of two days in school, three at home. Next week, 
she will start attending in-person classes four days a week.

This is her take on what her past year has been like. 

What was it like when all this started?
I thought, “OK, I can do two weeks of nothing.” For 

a while COVID was like this really nice break. Then they 
extended the time we weren’t going to school. My biology 
class was supposed to have this huge final exam that was 
worth a lot of points. But instead, because things had to 
shift so quickly, we were given a pretty easy study guide. 
So, I passed biology. I was so happy.

What about over the summer? 
I had a lot of summer camps that I was super excited 

about. Then some got cancelled, and some said they 
were only going to use Zoom. One was an immersive 
language camp. You can’t do that over Zoom. I was so 
bored and didn’t get to see people.

Did you stay connected with your friends? 
I wasn’t able to go to camp with some of them. That 

put a big damper on me. We tried to Zoom, but this is 
Rappahannock, and the internet doesn’t work well.

How was it when you started back at school?
Some kids thrived with online learning. I would like to 

be one of those people, but I am not. School’s hard for me, 
and I don’t like being there all the time. But when I’m there, 
at least I do my work. When I had to start working from 
home, I spent hours at night trying to keep up. Emails had 
to be sent back and forth with teachers. And constantly, 
stuff had to be explained. I was so lost sometimes. 

Were you able to reconnect with your friends?
We used to hang out in the halls between classes. Now 

we can’t. And half my friends are on the other hybrid 
schedule. Another one is all virtual. And another one 
doesn’t even go to Rappahannock anymore because he 
couldn’t do the online schooling.

How has this affected you academically?
I’ve been a good student and have tried hard to do 

all the things I needed to do to go to college. I was 
motivated. Now I’m doing a lot of procrastinating. My 
work is late. And I don’t feel I’m learning as much. I hope 
and pray that I’m passing. I think a lot of my friends are 
also failing classes. They’re usually good students, too. 
We had such high hopes, but we’re failing.

How do you feel about going back four days a week?
I have mixed feelings. I feel like I’ll learn more. And I 

think I’ll do better having the structure of school. On the 
other hand, there are some things about school that give 
me anxiety. There are people I’ll have to see constantly 
when I go back and I’m not ready for that.

How are you feeling about your junior year?
I was super excited about this year. I had gotten into the 

whole school spirit of pep rallies and homecoming. I had all 
these plans. But then all that shut down. I am an animated 
person, but there’s nowhere for that energy to go. 

Anything else that you feel you’ve lost?
I’m really grateful for the friendships I do have. But 

with friendships that were just starting or getting better, 
all that progress has been lost. That’s really sad. Because 
I want to be more outgoing, I made a goal of making 150 
new acquaintances. But I made that goal right before 
COVID. Then it was like, ‘Well, dang.’

Do you think you’ll be able to bounce back from this? 
I think some kids adapt really well. But others — and 

sometimes I’m included in that group — depression and 
anxiety can become such a big aspect of your life. Part 
of my mental health requires knowing that I’m loved, and 
that people still care.

Some people will be able to pick right up after COVID, 
and it will be great. But some people — including me 
— are going to struggle coming out of the box again and 
being the happy, charismatic people we were. I think a lot 
of the depression and anxiety are going to take a while to 
go away. It may never go away completely.

--RANDY RIELAND

Escalated stress, anxiety in children
HIDDEN TOLL, from page 12
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Brittany Dwyer is the outreach 
coordinator for the Mental Health 
Association of Fauquier County and 
director of the Starfish Mentoring 
Program in Rappahannock
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FOR FOOTHILLS FORUM

Kathy Sickler is a social worker for the 
Rappahannock County School District.

About this series  
“COVID-19’s hidden toll” is an 

ongoing series produced jointly by four 
organizations: Foothills Forums  and 
the Piedmont Journalism Foundation, 
two independent, nonprofit civic news 
organizations; and Rappahannock 
Media and Piedmont Media, two 
media companies. In this series, 
Foothill Forum provided the research 
and reporting; the media companies 
decide when and what to publish 
in their newspapers and on their 
websites.   

Foothills Forum focuses on 
Rappahannock County. See 
foothills-forum.org.

Piedmont Journalism Foundation 
focuses on Fauquier County. 
For more information, see 
piedmontjournalism.org.  

Community support of the 
nonprofits makes this and other 
projects possible. Funding for this 
series comes in part from the PATH 
Foundation, which provides grants to 
improve health and vitality in Fauquier, 
Rappahannock and Culpeper counties.   


