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Guidance on Mask Exemptions in Children and Adolescents 

Medical experts agree that COVID-19 vaccination, masks/cloth face coverings and social distancing are essential 
to prevent the spread of COVID-19. As schools require children to wear masks, parents may have questions for 
their pediatricians about medical conditions that make wearing a mask unsafe for children. 

The following guidance regarding medical mask exemptions for children reflects the consensus of the American 
Academy of Pediatrics Nevada Chapter. 

This guidance does not replace conversations between parents and their medical home about the risks and 
benefits of individual children attending school in person or using only remote learning during the pandemic. 

Because most children who meet mask exemption criteria for school attendance universally need an 
Individualized Education Program (IEP) to access their education, we do not believe additional documentation 
from the medical home is necessary. However, please discuss this with the student, family, medical home, 
school nurse and/or subspecialty team if you are uncertain. 

In most cases, a child who is unable to wear a mask safely for medical reasons should not attend school in 
person, especially in an outbreak setting or in a community with substantial or high transmission.1 

General Mask Guidance: 

• All children should wear a mask at school unless physical, developmental or behavioral impairments
make wearing a mask unsafe.  Typically, with consistent positive reinforcement and gradual
desensitization, most children can get used to wearing a mask.

• Masks should not be worn by anyone who is having trouble breathing, is unconscious or incapacitated. If
a student desires a mask to attend school and is unable to remove the mask on their own, s/he should
be supervised by a caregiver who is able to immediately assist if needed.

The physical, developmental and behavioral conditions that may make wearing a mask unsafe for children are 
very rare. They include the following: 

• Developmental delays
• Limited physical mobility
• Severe autism
• Structural abnormalities of the head or neck, however, some of these children may be able to wear

bandanna-style coverings.

Guidance for specific conditions: 

• Allergies. There is no medical reason that allergies should prevent children from wearing masks. If a
child is suffering from allergy-associated nasal congestion, over-the-counter or prescription steroid nasal
sprays may provide relief.

• Anxiety. This is a difficult time for children who suffer from anxiety. Parents can support them by
modeling appropriate mask wearing and providing factual, reality-based information about COVID-19.

1 https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#datatracker-home 
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For children with mask related anxiety or distress who are going to school, please refer to the additional 
resources and information provided at the end of this document.  Anxiety is not a medical reason for not 
wearing a mask and your child’s pediatrician can help provide support.  Families who do not have a 
provider can find a pediatrician near them at https://nevadaaap.org/families.  Your doctor can utilize 
the Nevada Pediatric Access Line (PAL) to find the right mental health resources and providers for your 
child.    

• Asthma. Children with asthma should not be exempt from wearing masks, nor should masks cause 
asthma symptoms. It is always important for children to follow their prescribed asthma action plan, 
including their maintenance medications. Masks should be removed if a child experiences active asthma 
symptoms. If the asthma symptoms prevent wearing a mask, then the family should see their physician 
to work together to improve their asthma care. 

• Communication Differences.  Students who are deaf, deaf-blind, hard of hearing or speech impaired 
may require the use of face shields to promote adequate communication to access their education. 

• Cardiology. There are no cardiology conditions that make wearing a mask unsafe for children who are 
well enough to attend school. 

• Developmental Pediatrics. Some children with limited physical and/or mental capacity may not be able 
to wear masks safely. Masks may agitate some children with autism, behavioral challenges or 
intellectual disability. However, with consistent positive reinforcement and gradual desensitization, 
most children can get used to wearing a mask.  Support should be provided at school to continue to 
encourage students in this category to wear masks, without excluding them from school if they cannot. 

• ENT. Children who have structural abnormalities of the head, neck or face may not be able to wear a 
traditional mask safely, but may be able to use a bandanna-style mask. These may also be helpful for 
children with tracheostomies. 

• Hematology/oncology. If cancer and blood disorder patients are well enough to attend school in 
person, they should wear masks. 

• Neurology. There are no neurological conditions that make wearing a mask unsafe for children who are 
well enough to attend school. 

• Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation. Some children with limited physical mobility may not be able to 
wear masks safely and/or require an individual to monitor their facial covering at all times. 

• Pulmonology. There are no pulmonology conditions that make wearing a mask unsafe for children who 
are well enough to attend school. 
 

Additional Resources About Masks and COVID-19 (all are available in English and Spanish): 

Mask Mythbusters: Common Questions about Kids & Face Masks 

Face Masks for Children During COVID-19 

Youth Sports: A COVID-19 Safety Checklist 

Do Masks Delay Speech and Language Development? 

Mental Health During COVID-19: Signs Your Child May Need More Support 

How to Practice Gratitude & Improve Your Family’s Mental Health 

General resource for anxiety related to the pandemic 

American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry Anxiety Disorders Resource Center 

 

https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fnevadaaap.org%2ffamilies&c=E,1,3YZZ0_iBnV3vahlk43GeDtIvEdptKxYunX2Gqudppm4HWK2n7gmYgcyemc2zCj_4AJ-Rs9ulYswNFGAQqiwnx6I8a3j5T_zO22aeeVZPsmNFhA,,&typo=1
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwww.healthychildren.org%2fEnglish%2fhealth-issues%2fconditions%2fCOVID-19%2fPages%2fMask-Mythbusters.aspx&c=E,1,oTE8l6f7g6lUNFW-c-Yk9qKSBPvC5yQ5tg8OkxuTD8RjmYwpeA7h75AfvsbzzWBGV5kTs9tGSJ-4jQE6R6n-8CI1i8kwqt-z4ogyK_nOqTcY&typo=1
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwww.healthychildren.org%2fEnglish%2fhealth-issues%2fconditions%2fCOVID-19%2fPages%2fCloth-Face-Coverings-for-Children-During-COVID-19.aspx&c=E,1,jL9IT4EI0k-6pP9BUtrPKzxMJoTq5DUmbA5kpISGGcmaXl55XY9U10uZcm2SGFFIN-J111LIDbsHmAN4duJlE0xV4GoyIRAd5FBUh0my&typo=1
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwww.healthychildren.org%2fEnglish%2fhealth-issues%2fconditions%2fCOVID-19%2fPages%2fYouth-Sports-Participation-During-COVID-19-A-Safety-Checklist.aspx&c=E,1,UkRl33vcvWoCkHzfidC-6nQbBzLuAJnOZf8XjRli4kMQ3inDI4tc02jz5wDXMjWy_U3lYWM19myQD-9-Ku8VOZL9NACoromIJLBO3ntObRWrtodw&typo=1
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwww.healthychildren.org%2fEnglish%2fhealth-issues%2fconditions%2fCOVID-19%2fPages%2fDo-face-masks-interfere-with-language-development.aspx&c=E,1,EqNdzfLWtQGdYycIzej6WunDqdt27QbGcgj6DJbEqaLIiZoaABzQIx-o3k2ohWGJDz7YnTc3E3ZL2dpHFUA-5EvPZEydLJJmEt1Mtz_O9kZqjWI,&typo=1
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwww.healthychildren.org%2fEnglish%2fhealth-issues%2fconditions%2fCOVID-19%2fPages%2fSigns-your-Teen-May-Need-More-Support.aspx&c=E,1,guwi1q-xRLa9L8f7ut6LEQWFszI3C5XhRYm_mlNqkY-mFO2uDzasltyEyubprbwHSaQemEdH91KgYp1SfNJ8EWwjYBtP_jFGjMt9Fdaba1J1EsuCDeJLadb8&typo=1
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwww.healthychildren.org%2fEnglish%2fhealthy-living%2femotional-wellness%2fBuilding-Resilience%2fPages%2fhow-to-practice-gratitude.aspx&c=E,1,7z9OhEtUOEPQK5DPVDDsMOa6WOgmfS70abUUwwLaMOBFrSkgRffb78Rrez1GWlxOepb8ttLFLY4xVDFLBOJsrcfj6pCea1g6xtf5R0c8&typo=1
https://www.nctsn.org/what-is-child-trauma/trauma-types/disasters/pandemic-resources
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fwww.aacap.org%2fAACAP%2fFamilies_Youth%2fResource_Centers%2fAACAP%2fFamilies_and_Youth%2fResource_Centers%2fAnxiety_Disorder_Resource_Center%2fHome.aspx&c=E,1,noFEtHKNHSudfwaoBGwQaz6x1iy5PeQUj81t6l2gQsJT9Z2kmmO2vmGafOBu4KyE_YBben3-4b9WvmVMkKAsrCgEnnKaBEf_XuT2zx8Vz7JQ&typo=1



