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Abstract
Aim: To examine how school nurse practice evolved as a result of the Covid-19 
pandemic.
Design: A scoping review of international literature, conducted and reported in line 
with Arksey and O'Malley's (2005) framework.
Data Sources: Searches were conducted in September 2021. Ten databases were 
searched: The British Nursing Database, CINAHL, Cochrane Library, Consumer Health 
Database, Health and Medicine, Nursing and Allied Health, Public Health, PsycINFO, 
PubMed and Web of Science. Relevant grey literature was identified through hand 
searching.
Review Methods: A minimum of three reviewers independently screened articles and 
two reviewers independently undertook data extraction, with any decisions made 
collaboratively with the wider team. Much of the literature was not empirical work 
and so it was not possible to apply a traditional quality appraisal framework.
Results: Searches identified 554 papers (after deduplication) which were screened 
against title and abstract. Following the full-text review, 38 articles underwent data 
extraction and analysis. The review findings highlighted that school nurses adapted 
their practice to ensure they were able to continue providing their formal and informal 
school health offer to children, young people and their families and continued work-
ing closely with the multidisciplinary team. In addition, the expanded public health 
role generated by Covid-19 for school nurses' work was considerable, multi-layered 
and added to their routine workload. School nurses displayed resilience, adaptability 
and creativity in their response to delivering services during Covid-19.
Conclusion: School nurses took on a leading public health role during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Some developments and practices were highlighted as beneficial to con-
tinue beyond the pandemic. However, formal evaluation is needed to identify which 
practices may merit integration into routine practice. Continued investment in staff 
and infrastructure will be essential to ensuring school nurses continue to expand their 
practice and influence as public health experts.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

This review presents a global perspective on the responses of school 
nurses (SNs) to the public health challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
During the pandemic, SNs faced the challenge of delivering remote rou-
tine statutory and non-statutory services and multidisciplinary working, 
as well as an increased infection control and safeguarding role. This was 
alongside additional constraints on staffing through sickness and rede-
ployment and personal additional caring and/or home-schooling respon-
sibilities. Reports show that SNs responded positively and proactively 
to these demands, and there are many examples of SNs taking on new 
or expanded public health roles, as well as using creative and innovative 
practice to overcome barriers. This review brings these examples and evi-
dence together from the literature to give an overview of new, adapted 
and extended practice, and the benefits and challenges of the changes 
required. Findings from this review highlight the specialist public health 
role of the SN. The review strengthens the evidence base regarding SN 
practice, which can in turn inform policy regarding the vital public health 
role of the SN, and be a resource for SNs regarding effective practice.

2  |  BACKGROUND

The Covid-19 pandemic led to remote curriculum delivery for 
many children across the globe over a significant period of time. 

This was followed by ongoing disrupted on-site schooling due to 
isolation requirements and/or sickness. SNs' informal and formal 
in-person contact with children, young people, their families and 
the multi-disciplinary team (MDT) was initially halted, and then 
interrupted with the ensuing changes in social contact guidance. 
For SNs this has been a significant challenge for maintaining both 
universal and targeted support for children and young people 
(CYP) as usual modes of contact through school drop-in sessions, 
classroom activities and in-person professional meetings were no 
longer viable. As lockdown extended, and isolation and shielding 
became a regular occurrence, it became apparent that safeguard-
ing CYP was also a significant public health issue as child protec-
tion concerns and referrals increased. Several reports highlighted 
the increased vulnerability of CYP during the mandated lockdown 
periods (Green, 2020; United Nations [UN] Women, 2020; Young 
Minds, 2021).

This review presents a synthesis of change in school nursing 
practice in the international literature as a result of Covid-19, lock-
downs and decreased in-person contact. The review included all 
direct practice delivery changes. It also sought to specifically fore-
ground change in practice that relates to SNs' safeguarding work 
with CYP, their families, and the MDT. A global perspective was 
taken to facilitate an understanding of how SNs across nations re-
sponded to challenges in practice incurred by the pandemic, and 
widen the learning landscape.

Impact
What problem did the study address?: School nurses play a key role in delivering rou-
tine services (statutory and non-statutory) to young people and their families, as well 
as working extensively with other professionals to support and safeguard children 
and young people. During the Covid-19 pandemic, it was necessary for school nurses 
to develop and evolve their practices to be able to continue to deliver their services. 
However, there is little detail about the nature of these changes and if any may be of 
benefit to school nursing practice in the future.
What were the main findings?: During the pandemic, a range of innovative and adap-
tive practices were identified as being adopted by school nurses across the world to 
allow them to: i. continue providing their formal and informal school health offer to 
children, young people and their families, as well as continue working closely with 
other professionals and ii. carry out their expanded public health role.
Where and on whom will the research have an impact?: It is important to formally evi-
dence the public health expertise of the school nurse. Further research and formal ser-
vice evaluations (from both school nurses and children and family perspectives) of new 
school nursing practice which evolved as a result of Covid-19 are needed to identify 
those which may have value post-pandemic. Key stakeholders such as policy-makers 
and funders need to consider necessary investment in resources and infrastructure.

K E Y W O R D S
adolescent health, family care, health services research, literature review, public health 
nursing, school nursing
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    |  3COOK et al.

3  |  THE RE VIE W

3.1  |  Aim(s)

This review identified the ways in which SN practices evolved as a 
result of the Covid-19 pandemic. We documented how SNs worked 
with CYP and their families, the wider SN community and the MDT. 
In doing so, we identify the benefits and challenges in SNs' new 
working practices. Recommendations are made to inform future 
practice in CYP's public health care; strengthen service delivery in 
the longer term; and inform policy going forward.

3.2  |  Design

This review was registered with PROSPERO (CRD42021296878). 
Throughout the design and conduct of the review, expert stake-
holders (practising SNs, representatives of professional SN organi-
zations) were consulted. The intention had been to undertake a 
systematic review to provide a quality appraisal of research evi-
dence; however, due to the low number of empirical studies and 
wide range of includable grey literature, a scoping review was 
conducted, in line with Arksey and O'Malley's (2005) framework. 
As there was limited literature focusing on the impact on vulner-
able children, a broad definition of ‘vulnerable’ to encompass all 
children (in addition to those requiring mandatory support and 
monitoring) was adopted. This decision was made in considera-
tion of the social, economic and psychological challenges incurred 
by Covid-19 which increased the vulnerability of all CYP (Young 
Minds,  2021). The review is reported in line with the PRISMA 
guidelines for scoping reviews (Tricco et al., 2018).

3.3  |  Search methods

A broad initial search strategy was adopted due to an awareness that 
a range of different publication types may constitute relevant lit-
erature (i.e. providing examples of new ways SNs worked with CYP 
as a result of Covid-19). The framework for our searches was based 
on population: school nurses and condition/exposure: Covid-19. A 
range of specific terms within each category were identified. Search 
filters included the publication being available in English and pub-
lished between 2019 and 2021.

Searches were conducted in 10 electronic databases, supple-
mented by hand searching a range of grey literature associated 
with SN professional organizations. Where full-text articles were 
not accessible, the authors were contacted directly to request 
access. The full search strategy is provided in Supplementary 
File S1.

3.4  |  Eligibility criteria

3.4.1  |  Inclusion

•	 All types of publications
•	 Sample/focus is SNs
•	 An actual change in SN practice
•	 Change in practice is the result of Covid-19

3.4.2  |  Exclusion

•	 Publication does not clearly include SNs
•	 Change in practice was not the result of Covid-19
•	 Publication does not report a specific change in practice but more 

generally discusses what could/should have happened

3.5  |  Search outcome

One thousand and thirteen references were identified from data-
base searches (n = 997) and grey literature searches (n = 16). After 
deduplication five hundred and fifty-four references were included. 
After screening by title and abstract, 93 records were assessed as 
eligible for full-text review (n = 82 database and n = 11 grey litera-
ture). We excluded those articles where a full-text version could not 
be retrieved (n = 2), leaving 91 records for full-text review, following 
which 38 articles were included (see Figure 1).

3.6  |  Screening

One reviewer (GC) undertook an initial filter of duplicates. A minimum of 
three of the four reviewers (GC, JA, SB and DS) independently screened 
all titles and abstracts and then full-texts of the identified relevant pub-
lications. Disagreements were resolved through discussion between 
the reviewers. During this process, pragmatic decisions had to be made 
around certain issues that lacked clarity within the articles. These deci-
sions were made collaboratively, with at least three reviewers being in-
volved in all inclusion decisions. The software package Rayyan was used 
to record screening decisions and justifications (Ouzzani et al., 2016).

We initially sought to capture innovative practice with a specific 
focus on CYP. However, early engagement with the literature highlighted 
accounts of diverse adaptations and extensions of existing practice, as 
well as discussion of the benefits and challenges to SNs fulfilling their 
role within the constraints of the pandemic. We therefore felt it was im-
portant to maximize the opportunity to document the full extent of what 
SNs were doing in their work with CYP, families and their partnership 
relationships.
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4  |    COOK et al.

3.7  |  Quality appraisal

Much of the available literature obtained through our searches was 
not empirical research, therefore it was not possible to apply a tradi-
tional quality appraisal framework.

3.8  |  Data abstraction

Following initial familiarization with the literature during a parallel phase 
of the project (survey development), subheadings were chosen for data 
extraction based on (1) topics and issues that were prominent in the litera-
ture, (2) the content we thought to be most appropriate for meaningfully 
answering our research questions and (3) input from our steering commit-
tee. Once the final list of 38 includable articles was identified, the relevant 
data from each article were extracted onto an Excel spreadsheet. The data 
extraction form was piloted using a sub-sample of 20 articles to ensure it 
was easy to use, able to be interpreted consistently and captured all rel-
evant information.

The data extraction headings were developed through a pre-
liminary iterative process by the two data extractors (GC and DS) 
(see Table  1 for extraction headings). Data were extracted from 
each paper by one of two reviewers (GC or DS) with the other data 
extractor independently checking the extracted data for rigor and 
quality. Pragmatic decisions, uncertainties or disagreements were 
resolved through discussion between the independent reviewers in 
the first instance and wider project team as necessary.

3.9  |  Synthesis

The headings of our data extraction sheet formed the framework for 
our synthesis. Two members of the team (GC and DS) independently 
grouped the extracted data to produce initial themes in the context 
of each heading (i.e. CYP, parents, etc.). Preliminary groupings were 
reviewed by another independent reviewer (SB) and extensively dis-
cussed (if necessary also with the wider team) until consensus was 
reached on the final themes.

F I G U R E  1  PRISMA 2020 flow diagram showing included searches of databases and grey literature. *Databases: British Nursing Database, 
CINAHL (EBSCO), Cochrane Library, Consumer Health Database (ProQuest), Health and Medicine (ProQuest), Nursing and Allied Health 
(ProQuest), Public Health (ProQuest), PsycINFO, PubMed and Web of Science (Clarivate). **Grey literature: School and Public Health Nurses 
Association (SAPHNA) and Community Practitioner (Community Practitioners' & Health Visitors' Association journal), Public Health England 
(PHE), Department of Health (DH), National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) and Early Intervention Foundation. 
From: Page MJ, McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron I, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, et al. The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for 
reporting systematic reviews. BMJ 2021;372:n71. doi: 10.1136/bmj.n71. For more information, visit: http://www.prism​a-state​ment.org/
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4  |  RESULTS

4.1  |  Literature characteristics

The included publications were from the United States of 
America (USA) (n = 22), the United Kingdom (UK) (n = 13), Hong 
Kong (n  =  2) and Sweden (n  =  1). A range of publication types 
were represented: commentary (news, opinion pieces, editorials, 
etc.) (n = 27), case studies (n = 5), empirical research (n = 5) and 
a service review (n = 1). The included articles were published in 
2022 (n = 1, originally published online in 2021), 2021 (n = 17), 
2020 (n  =  15) and some had no date (n  =  5). See Table  1 for a 
summary of extracted data.

4.2  |  Thematic findings

As proposed by Bradbury-Jones et al.  (2021), a patterning table, 
summarizing the key ways SN practice changed and evolved during 
Covid-19, is presented in Table 2. The identified patterns, advances, 
gaps, evidence and research recommendations are presented in 
Table 3. Themes are organized based upon whether they relate to 
the ongoing school health offer or the new expanded SN role arising 
from Covid-19.

4.2.1  |  The continued school health offer

Themes that relate to the continued school health offer addressed 
how SNs adapted their practice to ensure they were able to continue 
providing formal and informal support to CYP and their families, and 
continue working closely with the MDT.

Engagement with CYP and families
Online or digital platforms were used for consultations or appoint-
ments with CYP (Barbee-Lee et al.,  2021; Gingell & Spencer,  n.d.; 
Marrapese et al.,  2021; Martinsson et al.,  2021; Unknown,  n.d.; 
Various, 2020b; Waters, 2021; White, 2020a, 2020b). Technology 
was also used to maintain contact with CYP (Booher,  2020), in-
cluding the use of ChatHealth (Evans,  2020; Unknown,  2020c; 
Various,  2020a; Various,  2020b), online platforms (White,  2020b) 
and social media (Combe,  2020a). Telephone calls replaced 
in-person health dialogues with CYP (Gingell & Spencer,  n.d.; 
Martinsson et al., 2021; Various, 2020b), including for the conduct 
of routine health assessments and annual reviews (Tomkinson, n.d.; 
Unknown, 2020; Unknown, 2020c) and informal contacts with CYP 
(Combe, 2020a; Lee et al., 2021; Various, 2020a).

Technology and virtual platforms were also used in commu-
nications with parents (Barbee-Lee et al.,  2021; Evans,  2020; 
Flaherty,  2020; Marrapese et al.,  2021; Martinsson et al.,  2021; 
Waters, 2021; White, 2020a). The purpose of these virtual interac-
tions included formal care plan reviews (Various, 2020b), digital in-
terventions (Gingell & Spencer, n.d.) and provision of informal advice 

and support (Unknown, n.d.). SNs used telephone calls to communi-
cate with parents for informal chats and check-ins (Lee et al., 2021), 
consultations (Gingell & Spencer,  n.d.; Martinsson et al.,  2021; 
Unknown, 2020c) and annual reviews (Unknown, 2020d). Changes 
to routine screening consultations, such as sending questionnaires 
to parents, were reported (Barbee-Lee et al., 2021). Email and post 
were also utilized with both CYP and parents (Tomkinson,  n.d.; 
Unknown, 2020c; Unknown, 2020d).

Technology was reported as beneficial for ongoing CYP consul-
tations (Martinsson et al., 2021), communications (Lee et al., 2021; 
Unknown,  2020c) and engagement (Gingell & Spencer,  n.d.; 
Unknown, 2020). Remote options saved time for some SNs, CYP and 
families, although others felt the increased frequency of contacts 
increased demand (Martinsson et al., 2021). CYP were reported to 
prefer virtual over face-to-face contacts (Tomkinson,  n.d.), citing 
ease of discussing personal/sensitive issues, and young carers appre-
ciated the support this provided (White, 2020b). Informal feedback 
highlighted that SNs were able to gain a more in-depth understand-
ing of CYP's home situation and families' needs (Tomkinson,  n.d.; 
Martinsson et al., 2021; White, 2020b). Though not ideal, conduct-
ing telephone assessments allowed CYP to share new concerns 
without delays to appointments (Unknown, 2020d).

However, virtual platforms could negatively impact the quality of 
SNs' conversations with CYP and families (Martinsson et al., 2021). 
Video conferencing capabilities were necessary because some SNs 
felt telephone contacts were not sufficient (Gingell & Spencer, n.d.). 
Also highlighted was the impact of digital poverty and resulting 
unequal access to services (White,  2021). Increased contact with 
students and families—often via virtual platforms—made additional 
demands on SNs' time (Martinsson et al., 2021; White, 2020b; Yip 
et al., 2020). Some reported a change in methods of communication 
to electronic only (Hoke et al., 2021).

SNs utilized alternative environments to ensure service delivery 
continued. Venues such as children's centers and empty offices were 
used (Barbee-Lee et al., 2021; Evans, 2020). Various services were 
also delivered outdoors (Barbee-Lee et al.,  2021; Combe,  2020a; 
Fauteux, 2021; Martinsson et al., 2021; White, 2020a; White, 2021). 
Outdoor meetups (such as walk-and-talk sessions) were reportedly 
beneficial for a range of reasons including providing a ‘physical con-
nection’ that was missing from virtual communication and being 
viewed positively by CYP and their families (Various, 2020b), result-
ing in improved attendance from CYP (Driscoll et al., 2021) and re-
laxed engagement (Evans, 2020). SNs also collaborated to distribute 
resources such as food and school supplies via drop-offs and deliver-
ies (Combe, 2020a; Fauteux, 2021; Robarge, 2021; Robinson, 2021). 
An extension to the timing of available services, such as routine vac-
cination access, was reported (White, 2021).

Education (CYP and families)
Virtual platforms were used to deliver routine health education (e.g. 
sexual health) to CYP and their families (Barbee-Lee et al.,  2021; 
Fauteux, 2021; Flaherty, 2020; Marrapese et al., 2021; Martinsson 
et al., 2021; Unknown, 2020b; White, 2020b).
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Liaison with professionals
SNs used technology to facilitate engagement with professional 
networks, for example, virtually conducting Individual Education 
Planning, case conferences, core groups, child in need, disability 
support and safeguarding meetings (Flaherty, 2020; Unknown, n.d.; 
Unknown, 2020b; White, 2020b). Video conferencing was used for 
daily handovers, multi-agency meetings (Gingell & Spencer,  n.d.) 
and to connect with social work managers (Unknown,  n.d.). 
Technology platforms were also used to help SNs carry out their 
roles and responsibilities with school-based colleagues (Barbee-Lee 
et al., 2021; Evans, 2020; Flaherty, 2020; Martinsson et al., 2021; 
Unknown, 2020b; Various, 2020b; White, 2020b; Yip et al., 2020). 
Digitally delivered training for school-based colleagues around med-
ical conditions was offered (White, 2020b).

Specific benefits of using technology for partnership work were 
reported as follows: the flexibility, time and travel cost savings, and 
greater attendance at meetings (Gingell & Spencer, n.d.). Virtual commu-
nication technology was also credited with providing new dimensions 
to relationship building and opened new communication channels, in-
creasing the depth of discussions and improving the focus on children's 
needs (Unknown, n.d.). However, sometimes virtual platforms made it 
harder to discuss sensitive topics (Martinsson et al., 2021).

SNs offered emotional support to school staff (Lee et al., 2021), 
and similarly, peer meetings served as a way of providing mutual 
mental health support (Yip et al., 2020). SNs collaborated with their 
school-based colleagues to address new challenges, such as work-
ing with adjustment counsellors to improve student ‘connectedness’ 
(Marrapese et al., 2021), with teaching staff to identify students at 
risk of chronic absenteeism, and with school counsellors to produce 
resource lists to meet families' needs (Combe,  2020a). SNs inter-
acted with their peers in new ways such as convening support groups 
(Fauteux, 2021); in some cases technology was used to facilitate this 
interaction, including online support groups (Cogan, 2021), provid-
ing mutual support (Combe, 2020b), and using apps to communicate 
informally to help overcome professional isolation (Lee et al., 2021).

A virtual ‘town hall’ (where points of interest, policy and legis-
lation are discussed) was also used by SN organizations to connect 
with members (Combe,  2020a), and an annual conference transi-
tioned to a virtual environment (Robarge, 2021). The use of tech-
nology was beneficial to communication with other professionals 
(Lee et al., 2021; Martinsson et al., 2021). Increased technological 
use and advancement such as the increased use of online systems 
resulted in services being ‘safer, smoother and more efficient’ and 
access to online systems assisted SNs in protecting the most vulner-
able (White, 2021, p. 50).

4.2.2  |  The expanded school health offer

This theme captures the ways in which the SN role expanded be-
yond its pre-pandemic remit, albeit in keeping with SNs' expertise as 
public health practitioners. This expanded role included a variety of 
novel and Covid-19-specific responsibilities.

Infection prevention and control: CYP and families
SNs took on numerous new Covid-19-specific roles and responsibili-
ties with CYP. These included symptom monitoring and contact trac-
ing (Combe,  2020b; Lee et al., 2021; Robinson,  2021; Sorg,  2020; 
Unknown, 2020a; Unknown, 2020b). Adaptations were made to ex-
isting daily practices, such as wearing personal protective equipment 
(PPE) for nebulizer administration (Barbee-Lee et al., 2021); physical 
setups were altered to create isolation areas; and SNs were required to 
enforce public health isolation and quarantine requirements (Barbee-
Lee et al.,  2021; Combe,  2020b; Ferrara,  2021; Lee et al.,  2021; 
Robinson, 2021; Sorg, 2020). A telephone response service that par-
ents (and schools) could contact for advice helped to relieve the pres-
sure of calls to schools about Covid-19 (Various, 2020b). Additionally, 
SNs sent reminder emails to parents encouraging them to screen their 
children (Combe, 2020b). SNs educated parents and carers on issues 
relating to Covid-19 (Barbee-Lee et al., 2021; Traut, 2020), and com-
munication with parents often increased for pandemic-related issues 
(Hoke et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2021; Unknown, 2020a; Yip et al., 2020).

Lesson plans to address Covid-19-related issues were devel-
oped (Booher,  2020). SNs produced pre-recorded informational 
videos predominantly focused on Covid-19 public health messag-
ing (Combe,  2020a; White,  2020b; Yip et al.,  2020), and some-
times shared these via social media platforms (Robarge,  2021; 
Various, 2020b). The videos had the reported benefit of providing 
advice and reassurance to CYP and parents (Various, 2020b). SNs 
were also involved in developing infographics to consolidate public 
health messages (Barbee-Lee et al., 2021).

There were challenges to implementing new infection pre-
vention and control measures, such as having to socially distance 
from younger children who may experience affectional neglect 
(Martinsson et al., 2021). Similarly, PPE requirements created bar-
riers to expressing empathy and ‘building relationships with pupils’ 
(Evans, 2020, p. 7), while limited space in some schools made social 
distancing difficult (Lee et al., 2021; Sorg, 2020). SNs were also tasked 
with ensuring students' compliance with hygiene practices, which 
was reported to be challenging for example, among younger children 
and those with intellectual disabilities (Lee et al., 2021). Further, SNs 
found themselves ‘bearing the brunt’ of negative social responses to 
Covid-19 regulations from parents (Cogan, 2021, p. 2) and teachers 
(Lee et al.,  2021). The responsibility of ensuring families complied 
with guidelines, which carried implications for the wellbeing of the 
entire school community, was considerable (Robinson,  2021). SNs 
also faced the challenges of taking on new and extended roles with 
no additional training (Robinson, 2021; Yip et al., 2020), having to 
adapt practice in accordance with ever-changing guidelines and a 
lack of information (Combe, 2020b; Lee et al., 2021), and balancing 
professional judgement with official guidance (Combe, 2020b) and 
school requests (Maughan et al.,  2021). Some SNs also reported 
impacts on their ability to carry out their usual (non-Covid-related) 
duties (Combe, 2020b). Despite these challenges, SNs indicated that 
their role in preparing for students' return to school and developing/
implementing Covid-19 guidelines led to an increased professional 
visibility (Hansen, 2021; Lee et al., 2021; Maughan et al., 2021).
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Infection prevention and control: Broader role
Beyond their daily work with CYP, SNs took on additional re-
sponsibilities to mitigate the risk of Covid-19 transmission within 
the wider school community. These included planning for school 
reopening (Maughan et al.,  2021; Robarge,  2021; Traut,  2020; 
Unknown,  2020b), providing staff with information and advice 
(Combe, 2020b; Lee et al., 2021; Traut, 2020; Various, 2020b), sup-
porting management with data collection and usage (Hansen, 2021), 
supporting disinfection processes (Booher,  2020) and enacting 
quarantines or school closures (Combe, 2020b). SNs were ‘on-call’ 
for conversations regarding evolving state guidelines (Traut, 2020). 
Lastly, SNs were involved in organizing new school-located Covid-19 
vaccination events and required extensive peer and local authority 
collaboration (Park et al., 2021).

SNs assisted or collaborated with local and state-level partners 
to pre-empt and manage Covid-19 outbreaks. These efforts focused 
on case monitoring and contact tracing (Marrapese et al.,  2021; 
Robarge,  2021; Robinson,  2021; Traut,  2020), developing vacci-
nation plans and follow-ups (Kunz et al., 2022; Park et al., 2021), 
resource development and sharing (Kunz et al.,  2022; Maughan 
et al.,  2021; Unknown,  2020b), collaboratively investigating 
Covid-19 outbreaks in the school community (Fauteux, 2021), ac-
quiring PPE and planning for Covid-related scenarios (Traut, 2020), 
and assisting in planning and guidance for students' return to 
school (Schwind,  2020; Traut,  2020). More broadly, SNs served 
as ‘a professional link’ between districts and local health cen-
ters (Booher,  2020, p. 22). SNs also networked and collaborated 
through ‘town halls’ (Maughan et al.,  2021) and attended similar 
virtual events (Unknown, 2020a).

There were positive impacts of these collaborative efforts. 
A broad increase in cooperation within the school health ser-
vice was reported (Martinsson et al.,  2021). Increased interac-
tion with building administrators led to a greater appreciation 
of SNs and their role (Hansen,  2021) and partnerships with 
local health boards elevated their profile (Flaherty,  2020). SNs 
garnered a ‘seat at the Executive Team table’ (Combe,  2020a, 
p. 186) and strengthened relationships with public health of-
ficials (Fauteux,  2021). There was variability in support and 
working practices (i.e working from home) across schools and 
managers (Martinsson et al.,  2021). Similarly, professional con-
flicts emerged between some SNs and senior decision-makers 
(Combe, 2020b; Sorg, 2020; Traut, 2020).

Innovation
Some SNs were directly involved in the development and imple-
mentation of new and innovative processes and tools, including IT 
systems such as password-secured enrollment portals, electronic 
health records and e-consent (Marrapese et al., 2021; White, 2021). 
For CYP, these included an electronic pass system to control the flow 
of students on campus (Bullard et al., 2021), a triage flow chart (Lee 
et al., 2021), and a standardized student wellness form (Barbee-Lee 
et al., 2021). A state SN consultant collaborated to develop a system 
to identify and deliver PPE (Maughan et al., 2021). Online systems TA
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were also developed to meet specific new needs, including the track-
ing and reporting of staff and student symptoms and quarantine re-
lease procedures (Barbee-Lee et al., 2021; Kunz et al., 2022; Traut, 
2020), the provision of vaccine notifications and online text support 
services (White, 2021).

SNs also delivered regular ethical guidance to school-based 
colleagues about the confidentiality of student information shared 
electronically (Marrapese et al.,  2021). SNs were also involved in 
making adaptations to document sharing (Fauteux,  2021), data 
sharing and the use of hotlines for schools to report to the district 
(Hansen, 2021).

5  |  DISCUSSION

This scoping review identified 38 articles that described changes 
to the way SNs worked during the Covid-19 pandemic. All articles 
were published in and about developed countries, predominantly 
the USA, followed by the UK, Hong Kong and Sweden. Analysis 
yielded two overarching themes: (1) the continued school health offer, 
which described the adaptations SNs made to continue providing 
their usual services during the pandemic, and (2) the expanded school 
health offer, which encapsulated additional SN roles and responsibili-
ties resulting from Covid-19.

The first themes details the ways SNs adapted their practice 
to continue working with CYP, families and the wider MDT when 
government restrictions limited on-site service provision. There is 
a range of evidence supporting the effectiveness of digital health 
interventions with CYP, with efficiency and accessibility being nota-
ble advantages, though much of this evidence has focused on phar-
macological and psychological interventions (see systematic and 
meta-review by Hollis et al., 2017). Though born out of necessity, 
numerous articles described the benefits of shifting to virtual plat-
forms for service delivery, with many citing improved communication 
with and/or access to CYP and families. This ongoing virtual com-
munication also provided SNs with a new insight into CYPs' home 
environments, which may have facilitated a more holistic assess-
ment of family dynamics and even the detection of abuse. Though 
our review did not identify articles discussing domestic abuse, the 
amplification of risk factors during the pandemic increased the vul-
nerability of many CYP to abuse and neglect at home (World Health 
Organization [WHO], 2020). SNs play a key role in detecting and 
responding to child abuse (Harding et al., 2019), and technology was 
vital for bridging the communication gaps created by the pandemic.

Despite many benefits, some articles highlighted the disadvan-
tages of this increased reliance on technology, including digital pov-
erty and the resulting exacerbation of existing health inequalities. 
A joint report from The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) 
and International Telecommunication Union (ITU) (2020) showed 
that two thirds of school-aged children globally have no internet 
connection at home. Evidence from a global systematic review in-
dicates that other factors beyond connectivity can affect children's 
digital skills, including gender and socioeconomic status (O'Connor 

et al., 2016). These issues are important to take into account when 
considering the longevity of SNs' digital health offer. While our find-
ings provide a snapshot of service providers' and users' experiences 
of using virtual platforms during the pandemic, it is important that 
these mechanisms for service delivery are thoroughly evaluated be-
fore decisions are made regarding their continued implementation 
(Perakslis & Ginsburg, 2021).

SNs' ongoing communication and working relationships with 
their school-based colleagues and broader professional partners 
also changed during the pandemic. During a time where many CYP 
were increasingly vulnerable to deteriorating mental health (Panchal 
et al.,  2021), exacerbation of existing physical health issues and 
problems at home (Cohodes et al., 2021), the importance of effec-
tive MDT collaboration was vital. Again, SNs' contact with other pro-
fessionals largely relied on the use of virtual platforms. While much 
has been written on the effects and outcomes of using virtual plat-
forms with service users, little has been published on the impact of 
this transition on health providers' interdisciplinary working. Given 
the likelihood that remote and virtual MDT collaboration will outlast 
the pandemic, this could be an important avenue for future research.

Beyond the impacts of the pandemic on SNs' traditional (i.e. pre-
pandemic) work, this review also identified various ways in which 
their role expanded. Though SNs around the world have long been 
key to shaping and delivering public health activities, the pandemic 
elevated this critical role. Many articles noted that SNs' central 
role in coordinating the pandemic response helped to strengthen 
working relationships, many of which arose as a direct result of 
Covid-19, and provided SNs with new platforms to engage with pol-
icymakers. This improved policy-level collaboration and influence 
is arguably one of the most important outcomes that needs to be 
sustained post-pandemic. A recent guideline from WHO and the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(WHO & UNESCO, 2021a) on school health services—the first of its 
kind—presents 87 specific interventions for improving the equity, 
quality and consistency of health services for school-aged children 
globally. This guideline underscores the fundamental relationship 
between health and educational institutions, while also pointing 
out the inadequacy of SN coverage across many regions, despite 
policy calls for minimum staffing levels (WHO & UNESCO, 2021b).

Despite SNs' elevated profile, there is a wealth of evidence sug-
gesting that SNs' rapidly evolving role had a detrimental impact on 
their ability to carry out routine practice. In a USA bulletin article, 
Robarge (2021) noted that mitigation efforts—something that would 
previously have occupied a small portion of SNs' time—suddenly 
became the predominant focus. Having responsibility for review-
ing and implementing new school policies also meant that SNs bore 
the brunt of many peripheral social repercussions, such as the ‘info-
demic’ (WHO, n.d.) and politicization of mask-wearing and vaccina-
tions (McIntosh et al.,  2022). These challenges were compounded 
by the emotional burden of the pandemic, increased workloads and 
short staffing (variously exacerbated by SN redeployment). It is con-
cerning to note that global SN numbers continue to fall short of what 
many authorities consider to be safe (WHO & UNESCO, 2021b).
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Maughan and Luehr  (2022) have drawn parallels between 
Covid-19 and the 1918 Spanish Flu pandemic, noting that many of 
today's SN activities mirror practices from the early 20th century. 
Yet global development, new technology and nurses' ever-increasing 
professional autonomy have meant that SNs were able to take on 
a leading public health role in this most recent global health crisis. 
Though this undoubtedly brought new challenges to an already 
stretched workforce, the profession was also strengthened by the 
increased visibility and reach of their expertise. SNs were quick 
to embrace new ways of working and proactively adapted their 
practice to meet new needs, including contributions to the devel-
opment of numerous innovative solutions that will likely endure 
post-pandemic. However, without adequate investment in staff 
and infrastructure, SNs' power to enact the changes envisioned by 
the WHO and UNESCO (2021b) and other global health authorities 
(NASN, n.d.; SAPHNA, 2021) will be limited.

5.1  |  Strengths and limitations

Though we had hoped to capture a range of international literature, 
the majority (n = 23) of our included articles came from the USA, lim-
iting the generalizability of our findings. This will be especially true 
for low- and middle-income countries where SN practice and cover-
age are more limited (or even non-existent) (see WHO & UNESCO, 
2021a). Our findings are further limited by the nature of the data we 
retrieved. The fact that the majority of our included articles were 
opinion and commentary pieces meant that most data were anecdo-
tal, impeding our ability to undertake a systematic review. However, 
our findings reflect the global attention afforded to SN practice dur-
ing the pandemic, highlighting a significant literature gap and un-
covering important avenues for future research. The authors of this 
review are currently undertaking follow-on research exploring SNs' 
experiences in more depth. By including grey literature we were able 
to capture a wider scope of evidence.

Our review was strengthened by its methodological rigor, in-
cluding the comprehensive search strategy, screening and data ex-
traction processes. Key expert stakeholders were actively involved 
throughout the process of developing, conducting and finalizing this 
review. Multiple researchers were involved in undertaking each of 
these processes, enhancing the reliability of our findings.

6  |  CONCLUSION

This scoping review presents global evidence describing how SNs' 
practices changed over the course of the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
pandemic accelerated SNs' need and/or ability to devise creative so-
lutions to emerging problems. SN knowledge and skills came to the 
fore, enabling continued delivery of child-focused services along-
side the additional demands of Covid-19. Many of these innovative 
practices could be useful post-pandemic. However, formal evalua-
tion is needed to identify which practices may merit integration into 

routine practice. It is hoped that this review, together with other 
phases of this project and other research, will contribute to the dis-
cussion of innovative SN practices and the vital expert public health 
role of the SN.
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