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Whilst the New Zealand Government has recently recommended using face
coverings or fabric masks as a strategy to contain COVID-19 pandemic virus
transmission, the uptake of mask use in the public has been suboptimal. In this
blog, we explore using “Mask Day” at school to promote positive public
messages on masks, which may lead to increased public engagement of mask
use within the wider community.

Aotearoa New Zealand is currently experiencing a second outbreak of COVID-19,
necessitating Alert Level 3 restrictions in Auckland and Alert Level 2 within the rest of the
country. Despite the welcome change in the Government’s recent promotion for mass
masking [1], mask wearing in public is still not mandatory at this stage (though will become
so on public transport, planes and taxis on 31 August). This voluntary approach has led to
suboptimal public engagement with masking.

The current low level of mask uptake in New Zealand is perhaps unsurprising, due to the
previous lack of support by the NZ Government and the World Health Organization. Our
successful elimination of SARS-CoV-2 from the first stringent lockdown has led to
complacency by the general public in maintaining infection control measures throughout
Alert Level 1. The public’s risk perception of pandemic virus transmission is likely low, and
as a consequence low levels of mask uptake are being observed, particularly in the South



Island.

Asymptomatic transmission of SARS-CoV-2 has emerged as a major driver of virus
circulation: a recent evaluation from Spain of 61,000 people found that around a third of
those infected were asymptomatic [2]. This significant proportion of asymptomatic
transmissions forms the basis for the ‘mass masking’ strategy to curb the spread of silent
infection with the COVID-19 pandemic virus. There is strong evidence that face coverings
are effective as ‘source control’ by limiting the spread of potentially infected droplets [3],
which can travel further than the 1-2 m distancing guidelines indoors [4]. As policy-makers
grapple with a second outbreak of infection in Aotearoa (the “Auckland cluster”), mass
masking can assist with providing disease control while Alert Levels are lowered [5].
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Currently, the lack of public engagement with masks can potentially lead to stigmatisation
of those wanting to mask [6]. Insights from behavioural science suggests that people
perceive an action as correct if they observe others performing it [7] [8], this is described
as ‘social contagion’. One way to promote mass masking as an act of social contagion, in
the absence of a mask mandate, may be via schools holding ‘Fun Mask Days’.

Observational survey at a school ‘Fun Mask Day’

The North East Valley Normal School in Dunedin held a ‘Fun Mask Monday’ on 17 August
2020, with the Principal’s aim being to socialise the idea of masking amongst the school
children between ages of 5-11 years. The activity was not compulsory, but children were
encouraged to wear a mask to school. An observational survey was conducted by the lead
author (Dr Chan – who has a child attending this school) where the teachers were asked to
count the number of children wearing masks during roll call and the number of children
wearing masks at home time. A Google form was used for the teachers to input the data. A
majority (10/12) of the classes in the school responded. Out of a total of 184 children



(range 12-22 per class), 94 (51%) wore masks at roll call (range per class: 5-13). Just over a
third (35%; 57/163) of children wore masks at home time (range per class: 1-11).

Children engaged with fun mask sewing activities during the day in some of the classes,
whilst learning about the pandemic and how masks work to protect others in the
community. The teachers reported the children “remain confident and supportive” of masks
and “became accepting and relaxed whether others wore masks or not”. There was an
atmosphere of excitement as pupils put on masks at the school gates. Some older pupils
are continuing to sew masks for their “COVID preparation bags” and other classmates
beyond the Mask Monday.

More children were noted by teachers to wear a mask to school the next day, due to
improved confidence and a lack of stigma from masking.
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Comment on this initiative

Our impression is that this “Mask Day” was a very successful event and notably, the event
was entirely an initiative of the school. Collective action such as this can potentially foster a
sense of social solidarity which can lessen the fear of the pandemic and help reduce
infection rates [9].

The initiative showed an around 50% uptake of masking within the primary school on Mask



Day. This level of engagement is higher than the observed masking levels in the general
public in the South Island at the present time (eg, supermarkets, public transport). Children
appear more adaptable to new norms than adults, as it was reported by teachers that
children who had parents expressing concern over masks, still remained supportive and
accepting of classmates who wished to mask.

Schools as powerful places to spread positive public health
messages 

Mass masking is a new norm in many non-Asian high-income countries and behaviour
change requires not only verbal recommendations, but also real interventions in the
environment with possible added legislation [9]. As the pandemic continues with threats of
repeated outbreaks in the future, particularly if border restrictions in NZ relax, children will
be exposed to more masked adults which may induce fear. In many areas of the world
where there are high levels of community transmission, children are also required to wear
masks at school.

Where mask hygiene cannot be easily complied with amongst the younger school children,
hand washing and social distancing remain key measures to reduce the risk of SARS-CoV-2
transmission in this group; as highlighted by the American Academy of Paediatrics [10].
Esposito et al reason that universal mask use seems necessary to continue with daily lives,
and to obtain maximal compliance, preparing healthy children to use a mask is strongly
needed [11]. Young children should not be compelled to wear masks; if they experience
difficulty with mask wearing they could instead focus on good hand hygiene and distancing.

Within Aotearoa, our first strict lockdown brought us precious time to be proactive.
Preparing the youngest members of our team of 5 million to mask up and educating them
on mask hygiene will avoid anxiety and fear, should mandatory masking requirements
extend beyond public transport in the future. As the WHO’s latest recommendation on the
21 August states that all children over the age of 12 should use face coverings within areas
of community transmission [12]; initiatives such as School Mask Days may have a valuable
contribution to make in normalising mask use.

Effective health communication is a key factor in fighting the COVID-19 pandemic [13] and
schools are well placed to provide health promotion. This need has been demonstrated by
this Dunedin primary school where there was a swift increase in mask use confidence by
the children. This change may in turn lead to an improvement in mask use in the adults
within the wider school community. Using schools to develop a positive mask ‘social
contagion’ effect may be necessary to combat silent COVID-19 transmissions and so
minimise the need for going back up the Alert Level system.
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