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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This paper reports on a study exploring the impact of the Covid-19 Received 20 November 2023
pandemic on secondary school children’s mental health and well- Accepted 19 June 2024

being in the North of England. It explores three research questions:
to what extent has the Covid-19 pandemic affected secondary COVID-19 -

. ) I . pandemic; Young
school children’s mental healt_h and wellbeing in England? \{Vhat_ did people; Secondary school
students value most for their mental health and wellbeing in a students; Mental health and
secondary school context during the Covid-19 pandemic? What are wellbeing
the implications for the post-pandemic future? A qualitative multi-
method research design was used consisting of an online
questionnaire survey (n =605) and follow-up focus group interviews
(n=16). The findings of the study show that the pandemic and
associated restrictions had a detrimental effect on the lives of a very
large proportion of the young people in our study, with greater
impact on girls than boys. From the analysis the resilience and
ability of the participants to “bounce back” from the upheavals
caused by the restrictions was apparent. However, for a significant
minority the adverse impacts on their mental health and wellbeing
continue to affect their lives. The idea of returning to “normal”
following a period of crisis and turmoil such as the Covid-19
pandemic, emerges as an unhelpful concept because of the implied
associated expectation of a smooth return to the routines prior to
the pandemic crisis. This assumption is problematic as this study’s
findings demonstrate. The “new” normal is experienced differently
by students, especially girls, to what was “normal” experience
before the pandemic and this has significant implications for schools.

KEYWORDS

Mental health is a state of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of
life, realise their abilities, learn well and work well, and contribute to their community. Mental
health is a basic human right. And it is crucial to personal, community and socio-economic
development. (World Health Organization, 2022)

Students’ mental health and wellbeing are matters of continuing concern for schools today,
especially after the discontinuity to education of the Covid-19 pandemic (UNICEF, 2022).
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This study aims to deepen our understanding of what children and young people regard as
factors having an adverse effect on their mental health and wellbeing and those which
might strengthen and improve it, following the disruptive impacts of the pandemic on
the lives of children (Cattan et al., 2023). This paper reports on the findings of a study con-
ducted in 2023 exploring the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on secondary school chil-
dren’s mental health and wellbeing in the North of England. In this study, the following
questions were addressed: to what extent has the Covid-19 pandemic affected secondary
school students’ mental health and wellbeing in England? What do students value most for
their mental health and wellbeing in a secondary school context during the pandemic?
What are the implications for the post-pandemic future?

Young people’s wellbeing and mental health in the time of pandemic
crisis
As the immediate crisis and response to the Covid-19 pandemic gives way to examination,
analysis and attempts to construct a history of events and their meaning and implications
for the future, much attention is focussed on clinical and medical issues and economic
and social impact. Already the official inquiry into the pandemic and the UK responses
to it have thrown up familiar political, social and economic dividing lines. Those respon-
sible for post-2010 policies of austerity maintain the reduction in the public realm and
attendant weakening of economic, health and social conditions in many communities
had no adverse effect on our ability to weather the pandemic storm (see UK Covid-19
Inquiry, 2023, former prime minister David Cameron’s witness statement) whilst those
who suffered personal and family loss and were at the front line of public service offer
powerful testimony otherwise (see, for example, UK Covid-19 Inquiry, 2023, the
opening statement of Covid-19 Bereaved Families for Justice UK and Northern Ireland).
In all the heat and noise about the impact on the economy, the health service, and the
(mis)conduct of government, evidence emerges in the academic literature and a range of
reports from voluntary agencies and think tanks about impacts on children and young
people, in particular the effect on their mental health and wellbeing. For instance, the
Commission on Young Lives as an independent commission launched in 2021 in the
UK to develop proposals for a new national system to prevent crises in vulnerable
young people and support them to succeed in life. In its “Hidden in Plain Sight” report,
the Chair of the Commission on Young Lives stresses that:

The long-term effects of Covid and lockdowns on a generation of young people remain, in my
view and the view of many others who work closely with children, greatly underestimated.
We see an immediate future where there are even more problems like lack of readiness for
school, speech and language development problems, mental health conditions, and
increased poverty (Longdfield, 2022, p. 5)

Before reviewing what this evidence suggests, it is worth setting some context for con-
cerns about children and young people’s mental health. A National Health Service (NHS)
study in the UK (Newlove-Delgado et al., 2022) shows that before the Covid-19 pandemic,
increasing numbers of children and young people were suffering from poor mental health
and wellbeing. Commentators and researchers, taking up Foucault’s analysis (Mills, 2003;
Foucault, 2020), suggest that poor mental health and mental iliness exhibited by children
and young people is a function of social conditions; individual difficulties arise primarily
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from dissonance and disconnect between children’s needs and the social, academic and
organisational requirements imposed on them by institutions (most notably schools) and
social pressure and expectations of responsibilisation imposed by individualistic and
market-driven “normative parameters ... typically provided by a drive for enhanced
efficiency” (Clarke et al., 2021, p. 192). Layard and Dunn (2009) highlight the clear relation
between deteriorating material conditions and inequalities, which have been increasing
over the past decade (Marmot et al., 2020), and parental and family stress and breakdown.
This increase in poverty and family stress has a clear association and correlation with chil-
dren and young people’s poor and declining mental health and wellbeing, as Taylor-
Robinson et al. (2023, p. 1) conclude:

Child poverty is a common, preventable exposure that drives high levels of health and social
care use over the lifecourse ... These exposures lead to large negative impacts on child phys-
ical, mental, cognitive and behavioural outcomes including, for example explaining about
half of the burden of mental health problems in adolescence.

Further, the rise of authoritarian, “zero tolerance” behaviour regimes in schools is contri-
buting to mental health concerns, particularly amongst disadvantaged children and those
with special educational needs and disabilities (Rainer et al., 2023).

For our review of literature to establish the issues and themes in the realm of children
and young people’s mental health post Covid-19 pandemic we looked for material pub-
lished after 2020 using the search terms “Covid-19”, “children and young people” and
“mental health”. We used the databases Web of Science and Google Scholar to identify
academic, peer reviewed articles and a more general search using Google to identify so
called “grey literature”, in this case a range of reports from third sector organisations, gov-
ernment agencies and “think tanks”. The literature reviewed for this article is clear that a
consequence of the pandemic and the society-wide responses to it has been an increase
in poor mental health and wellbeing amongst children and young people (notwithstand-
ing some studies which report that for some children, school closure and lockdown
restrictions have had a beneficial impact on their state of mind). The following more
detailed themes emerge from our review of this literature.

Some studies (e.g. Lockyer et al., 2022; Winter & Lavis, 2022) identify a strong sense of
lost or diminished opportunities for qualification and transition to work or further/higher
education. There was also a sense of denial of participation in important social and edu-
cational events that marked a rite of passage (e.g. the transition from primary to second-
ary school, formal leaving secondary school events) as well as the theme of lost learning
more familiar from media discourse about the effect of the pandemic on young people.
The question of denial of young people’s voice and rights and lack of any engagement or
consultation with them by government or other authorities about the educational and
social restrictions imposed also emerges (Lundy et al., 2021).

Many studies, using a variety of methodologies (e.g. interviews with children and
young people and adults, online surveys, analysis of social media posts), report
increased anxiety, worry, distress, low mood and depression. (e.g. Lawrance et al.,
2022; Maynard et al, 2022; McKinlay et al., 2022; Winter & Lavis, 2022; Lockyer et al.,
2022). In her review of literature on Covid-19 and mental health, Spiteri (2021) high-
lights the explicit linkage between restrictions imposed to control the pandemic and
negative effects on young people’s mental health. Widnall et al. (2022) stress the
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importance of the young person’s context in determining the level of distress and
deterioration in mental wellbeing, particularly in relation to social and family networks
and the structure of activity and support provided by schools during lockdown.
Soneson et al. (2023) report that improved relationships with friends and family, less lone-
liness and exclusion, and reduced bullying contributed to a third of their sample report-
ing feeling happier during lockdown, whilst Widnall et al. (2022) suggest these might be
protective factors in maintaining mental health during periods of school closure. Schoon
and Henseke (2022) discuss the importance of socio-economic disadvantage in contribut-
ing to young people’s poor mental health. This factor, in the form of parental socio-econ-
omic hardship generated by the economic upheaval of the pandemic is explicitly cited as
contributing to children and young people’s poor mental health by Cattan et al. (2023).
Whilst socio-economic disadvantage and negative family experience are correlated with
increased mental health and wellbeing difficulties, some studies also suggest that the
experience of pandemic restrictions contributed to poorer such outcomes for young
people irrespective of background and context (Lockyer et al., 2022; Maynard et al., 2022).

Some studies indicate that for some young people their mental health and wellbeing
improved during the lockdown restrictions. Soneson et al. (2023) indicate that one third of
their sample of 16,000 young people from the 2020 OxWell survey reported improved
mental wellbeing during the first UK lockdown. The study suggests that this may be cor-
related with improved relationships with friends and family, less loneliness and exclusion,
reduced bullying, and better management of school tasks reported by the young people
concerned. Other studies suggest that where such improved mental health during
periods of school closure is reported this may be as a result of the removal of prior stres-
sors associated with school (e.g. peer pressure, bullying, authoritarian discipline, testing
and assessment regimes) (Winter & Lavis, 2022).

Studies examined suggest two broad sets of factors which contribute to supporting
young people’s mental health and wellbeing: social bonds, friendships and family
relationships; and socio-economic status and context. There is also some mention of
the role played by schools and the type and quality of support they provided during
periods of school closure. The role of family, friends and social bonds, appears both as
a mechanism to cope with the isolation and deprivations of lockdown and as a protective
factor against mental health difficulties. Some studies suggest that relatively advantaged
children were affected more substantially by being cut off from family and friends and the
weakening of social bonds. For some children (characterised as more likely to suffer rela-
tive disadvantage) for whom school-related concerns such as bullying and harsh disciplin-
ary regimes were a source of stress and mental health pressures, school closure was a
welcome respite (Maynard et al., 2022). Studies considered for this review did not specifi-
cally highlight a gendered aspect in the effects reported but other studies, not focused
solely on young people, (e.g. Carli, 2020; Rubery & Tavora, 2021) indicate the greater
impact of the pandemic and economic and social policy responses on women and girls.

The study

To gain an understanding of young people’s wellbeing it is essential to access the views of
young people themselves (Children’s Society, 2022) which have so far not been given pro-
minence in the public debate. This inquiry drew on the views of young people about the
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development of factors conducive to their wellbeing and mental health in school and the
sorts of factors that enable this. The research is particularly important and timely following
the Covid-19 pandemic and the heightened awareness of the need to support young
people’s wellbeing in recovery from its impacts (Department for Education, 2022). The
engagement of children and young people in the development of policy responses in
this area and planning for future such emergencies is vital (Academy of Medical Sciences,
2024).

A qualitative multi-method research design was used consisting of an online question-
naire survey and follow-up focus group interviews. The research took place in three sec-
ondary schools in one local authority area in England. The three schools were all state
funded secondary comprehensives located in urban areas and serving socio-economically
mixed catchments. Two of these schools were rated as “outstanding” in their latest inspec-
tions by The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted), and
one was rated as “good”. At the time of the study in two of the three schools the pro-
portion of students eligible for Free School Meals was above the average for the local
authority (LA) area but in all three below the average for English mainstream secondary
schools. In addition, in all three schools the proportion of pupils whose first language was
not English was below the national average in mainstream secondary schools in England.

Due to shared interests and concerns about young people’s mental health and well-
being, initial contact was made with the LA inclusion adviser with whom the research
and its potential value for schools was discussed. The initial discussion with schools took
place at a routine meeting between the LA adviser and school senior leaders and volunteers
were sought. The research team subsequently contacted the three schools via letters of invi-
tation explaining the nature of the research and meetings to discuss arrangements for the
research in each setting. Visits were made by the researchers to responding schools to
discuss and explain the nature of the research. Due to the ages of the intended participants,
parental or carer consent was also obtained. The three participating schools sent out the
research information sheets to all Year 9 and Year 10 students’ parents via the schools’
online communication channels with parents. Following the LA’s advice, parents and
carers were offered the opportunity to decide whether they would like their children to par-
ticipate in the study. It was made clear that without parental consent, participation in the
study was not possible. Participating schools were provided with a link to the survey and
were asked to allow their Year 9 and Year 10 students aged between 14 and 15 years
who wished to participate to complete it during form periods. In the survey, participants
were asked to respond to the questions on a 3-point Likert scale. Space was also provided
with each question for an optional free text response.

605 students responded to the online survey and 16 students took part in the follow-
up focus group interviews. Following the online survey, participants were invited to take
part in a follow-up focus group interview by informing their school tutors. The participat-
ing schools as the gatekeepers helped recruit these 16 students for the focus group inter-
views. The purpose of the focus group interviews was to further investigate their
responses to the earlier survey. The focus group interviews also enabled researchers to
explore unanticipated responses and obtain nuanced answers when the initial response
was too general or brief.

During the focus group interview process, the researchers were critically aware of the
extent to which interviewers can impose their own categories on respondents (Silverman,
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2010, p. 245). To address this issue, in the focus group interviews, the researchers used a
semi-structured format of prepared questions but with scope and flexibility to respond to
participants’ ideas and comments through additional follow-up questions as appropriate
(Savin-Baden & Howell Major, 2013). With semi-structured interviewing, the open-ended
nature of the question defines the topic under investigation, but also provides opportu-
nities for the interviewer and interviewee to discuss some topics in more detail. In a semi-
structured interview, the interviewer also had the freedom to probe the interviewee to
elaborate on the original response or to follow a line of inquiry introduced by the inter-
viewee. During the interview process, interviewers refrained from influencing participants
in any way and maintained a neutral manner with sensitivity and respect. All focus group
interviews took place in person at the participating school premises. For child safeguard-
ing, researchers conducting the focus group interviews had an enhanced Disclosure and
Barring Service (DBS) check.

Ethical approval for the study was considered and granted by a university research
committee. As part of the anonymous questionnaire survey, participants were provided
with an information sheet and given the option to withdraw their consent after the
data collection. This was achieved by asking participants to give a four-digit code in
the survey. If a participant wished to withdraw from the study, the four-digit code
would be used to locate and remove their response. All data were anonymised and
securely stored for the duration of the research project. In addition, at the end of the
online survey, all participants were reminded that the survey was anonymous and that
the researchers did not have any way of identifying participants and their answers. If
taking part in the survey had raised any concerns or worries, participants were asked to
seek help and support from relevant school staff. A web link to a local children’s
mental health and wellbeing support service was also provided.

The qualitative narrative data for this study were analysed inductively using a thematic
approach with a particular concern to voice the students’ perspectives in their response to
the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2022). For the data analysis, the following steps
were taken — immersion, reflecting, taking apart data, recombining data, relating and
locating one’s data, reflecting back and presenting the data (Wellington, 2015). In
essence, this was a three-stage process: firstly reading and re-reading of survey data
(numerical scores and free text responses) and focus group interview transcripts to
achieve familiarisation and immersion in the data and produce notes and observations
of these data as a prelude to establishing patterns and themes; secondly, a more analytical
coding to generate the building blocks for construction of themes, that is the meanings
that could be built; and thirdly, examining the codes and coded data to construct
provisional themes. All the authors were actively involved in the data analysis process —
immersion of data, the analytical and interpretative process, and the writing of the
analysis. Each of the authors conducted the analysis individually first, and then shared
their interpretations of the data with each other before agreeing on the key themes as
shown in Appendix 1.

Findings

In this section, statistics and their visual representations in the form of figures are used to
illustrate patterns, relationships, or comparisons within the qualitative data. The
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quantitative data were analysed at a whole cohort level and individual school responses
were not disaggregated. An analysis of the quantitative data was carried out using the
analysis function in the online survey tool, shown as visual representations of the data.
These visual representations provide a clear and concise overview of the findings. In
this way, the use of statistics and their visual representations complements the qualitative
data analysis.

Struggles during and after the Covid-19 pandemic

In the study, a large majority of participants (over 75%) reported that the Covid-19 pan-
demic had affected their daily routine and school life during the lockdown between
March 2020 and December 2020 (see Figure 1). Consequently, the impact of their daily
routine and school life affected these secondary school students’ mental health and well-
being. Whilst the same proportion of boys and girls reported some effect on daily life
(43%), a much higher proportion of girls (41%) reported a big effect than boys (28%).
Overall 85% of girls reported an effect on their daily lives against 71% of boys.

No effect at all 140(23.1%)

An effect on some things 260 (43.0%)

A big effect on everything 205 (33.9%)

Figure 1. How much has Covid affected your daily routine and school life during the lockdown?

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic was evidenced by participants’ strong feelings of
learning loss, isolation due to remote learning, and challenges due to individual personal
or family circumstances. During the lockdown, the majority of participants were in the
final year of primary school education. The majority of them had to study at home
unless their parents were key workers whose work was critical to the Covid-19 response,
including those who work in health and social care and in other sectors identified by the
UK government.

Some students were struggling with the sudden change of the daily routine and new
ways of schooling. One participant remarked in the survey - “I find not having a repeating
routine is hard and | struggle to adapt to the sudden change” (Participant S2730, Year 9
female). The sudden change to online learning also led to other challenges.

| barely go out during lock down and this caused me to be more easily irritated than usual. |
also missed out on a lot of learning as everything was done online. | also felt lonely and iso-
lated. | didn't have any friends at the time and barely have any interactions outside of my
family. (Participant S7047, Year 10 female)

Participants were also disappointed by not having the opportunity to conclude their
final year of primary school education properly. For example, they did not have the oppor-
tunity for the residential trip and the primary school leaving ceremony. In some ways,
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participants felt that they did not finish primary school in the normal way and neither did
they start secondary school in the normal way.

School was at home and | lost a lot of education. | also became less confident with socialising
and starting secondary in Covid and bubbles was very scary. | had to be with people in my
class and the masks made everything 10 times harder. | missed out on my SAT's and all
the rewards. | left primary after not doing the reward show talent show, breakfast pizza
party, ice cream van party. (Participant S4457, Year 9 female)

In the above narrative, “bubbles” refers to a UK Covid policy between September 2020
and July 2021 where people living in small, non-overlapping, groups of households were
permitted to come into contact with one another. A “bubbles” system was also operated
in school settings during the Covid-19 pandemic, but with different parameters. Partici-
pants’ individual circumstances also compounded the impact of Covid-19 pandemic. For
example, some participants’ parents were critical workers or on the vulnerable persons list.

| had to stay at home all day every day and wasn't allowed to go out at all because my mum
was on the vulnerable persons list. At the end of year 6, | was allowed to go back into school
but had to stay at least two metres away from everyone else. (Participant S1708, Year 9
female)

Working from home, covid tests everyday as my parents are key workers, tired all the time,
and paranoid. (Participant 51980, Year 10 female)

In the interview, participants also reflected on how their family circumstances might
have an impact on their learning experiences and wellbeing. These circumstances
include whether they had some family members infected with Covid, whether their
parents were single parents, whether their parents’ employment during the lockdown
was secure, and even whether they have a garden at home. One participant remarked:

| think we were quite lucky because | had quite a big back garden. So that was like | spent a lot
of my time outside, but | know people who are in apartments or housing that don’t have a
garden. It's quite hard just being inside, like and only having like one walk. (Participant G3000,
Year 9 female)

The survey asked participants whether Covid-19 continues to affect their daily routine and
school life. Almost 30% of participants reported that they were still affected by the Covid-
19 pandemic (see Figure 2). Reporting of a continuing effect was greater amongst girls
(37%) than boys (24%).

The effect was mainly associated with the nervousness and fear when participants
returned to in-person schooling from January 2022.

No effect at all 424 (70.0%)

An effect on some things 147 (24.3%)

A big effect on everything | 34(5.6%)

Figure 2. How much has Covid affected your daily routine and school life now?
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I mean, | got, | started, | got really bad depression after. Like it was really bad and | couldn’t
leave anywhere. And that was because of Covid because | got really anxious about leaving
the house. | was like, what if someone gives me Covid? What if I've got it and I'm giving it
to someone and then it was just like the pressure it gave me like really bad depression,
anxiety. And | couldn’t, | didn’t go to school for, like, a month. Because | was just scared
and worried about something like that happening again. (Participant G1010, Year 9 female)

In the interview, one participant shared her experience of returning to in-person
schooling.

When that happened to me, | got so anxious that, like, | couldnt go to school because | get these
panics. So if | get it and then it took like a while, but | got help because my form tutor was like
calling me every day to, like, try and get me to go to school. (Participant G2002, Year 9 female)

Friendships and the Covid-19 pandemic

This study also found that the Covid-19 pandemic affected participants’ friendship at school.
43% of participants reported such an impact (see Figure 3). The gender differences in this
effect are marked: over half of girls (54%) reported an impact, against a third of boys (34%).

No impact at all 345(57.0%)

Some impact 177 (29.3%)

Very big impact | 83(13.7%)

Figure 3. Has Covid had an impact on your friendships at school?

Some participants reported that, during the pandemic lockdown period, they became
closer to their friends.

| became a lot closer with my friends, since we’'d call frequently and text each other to see
how we were doing. (Participant S2717, Year 9 female)

Due to the pandemic, participants also recognised the importance of friendship and
appreciated it more.

| think it makes you appreciate like your friends more because if they like, just imagining if
they weren't there, just like pretending you're back in Covid and just sat at home doing
nothing, then just makes you realise how much they're there for you and just and go, you
should go places with them and stuff. (Participant G1000, Year 9 male)

At the same time, some participants experienced challenges in maintaining their friend-
ships with peers during the lockdown.

| found it hard to keep in contact with my friends without being able to see them. (Participant
S2247, Year 9 female)

| became distant with some of my friends because we weren't able to speak to each other
because they lived too far away. (Participant S7481, Year 9 male)
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| couldn’t see my friends from school. Covid was when | was in Year 6 so | couldn’t see my
friends before we left primary school. Some of my friends didn’t have phones so | couldn’t
text them. (Participant S8104, Year 9 female)

The Covid-19 pandemic also impacted participants’ friend making when they started second-
ary schools. One participant remarked “I lost the ability to connect with people due to the
Covid lockdown. Now | struggle to make new friends because | am nervous about socialising”.

Resilience and coping strategies

In this study, participants were specifically asked if Covid and related events had an
impact on their mental health and wellbeing. As shown in Figure 4 below, almost 40%
of the participants responded that there was some or a very big impact. Again, gender
differences are marked. More than half of girls reported an impact (55%) against a
quarter of boys (25%). A fifth of girls reported a very big impact (21%) against 5% of boys.

No impact at all 365 (60.3%)

Some impact 159(26.3%)

Very big impact 81(13.4%)

Figure 4. Have Covid and related events (lockdown, school closures, online learning etc.) had an
impact on your mental health and wellbeing in any way?

The data show that the main causes of the impact included the isolation during the Covid
lockdown periods, changes to the life routines, anxiety and experiences of Covid infections.

Due to Covid restrictions during the lockdown periods in England, participants had to
study online at home.

It was very hard not having a normal routine for so long and | struggled not seeing any friends
and when things went back to normal | struggled in social skills because | had not talked to
other people for so long. (Participant S8097, Year 9 female)

Participants’ mental health and wellbeing was also affected by the consistent concerns
and fear of Covid infection for themselves or their loved ones.

| was worried at the start about whether the people | loved would be hurt by the virus, and my
dad was a paramedic during the lockdown - and he still is today — and | was always concerned if
this mystery virus would mean | would never see him again. (Participant S1751, Year 9 male)

Some participants stated that they struggled with anxiety and depression and they had
to seek professional help. The impact of Covid on their mental health worsened when par-
ticipants already had other learning difficulties.

| struggle with depression and anxiety. | am also now under assessment with autism which |
have never struggled with until now. (Participant S8097, Year 9 female)
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For other participants, online learning from home had not only created isolation but
also blurred the boundaries between school and home life. Consequently, it had an
impact on participants’ mental health and wellbeing. Changes and disruptions to sleep
patterns were also raised in a number of responses. This could result in a loss of motiv-
ation, no time perception, and an inability to articulate thoughts and feelings.

| started to feel lonely and would get upset when | did not understand the work and had
nobody to help me. | also missed the separation between school and home. (Participant
S2029, Year 9 gender designation as “other”)

| felt lonely and | was so bored having ADHD made this much worse. (Participant S3111, Year
10 male)

At the same time, young people who participated in the study had also shown great
resilience as 60% of them stated that Covid had little or no impact on their mental
health and wellbeing. As shown in Figure 5 below, participants adopted various strategies
to cope with the challenges caused by Covid.

Other | 67 (11.1%)

Listening to music 406 (67.1%)

Watching films 333(55.0%)

Praying | 48 (7.9%)

Going for walks 232(38.3%)

Meditation | 28(4.6%)

Playing online games | 347 (57.4%)
Texting friends | 351(58.0%)
Playing sports | 310(51.2%)

Figure 5. How did you cope with the challenges caused by the Covid pandemic?

Many participants indicated that playing sports, texting friends, watching films, playing
online games, and listening to music were the top choices. In this study, participants also
indicated that having a pet and reading also helped them to cope during the Covid
lockdowns.

Spending time on social media sites or apps was also another coping strategy adopted
by many participants in this study. However, some participants recognised the potential
downside of this strategy.
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Being online a lot more during Covid definitely affected me both positively and negatively.
Social media was a fun way to spend your time when at home and not able to go out.
However, spending so much time when | was younger has definitely made me somewhat
addicted. (Participant S8065, Year 9 female)

In the above narrative, the participant acknowledged both positive and negative influ-
ences of social media on young people’s mental health and general wellbeing. Many
studies have shown that excessive use of social media by young people is often associ-
ated with depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, loneliness, self-harm, and even suicidal
thoughts (Keles et al., 2020).

In this study, participants also indicated that pursuing their hobbies during the lock-
downs also helped with their general wellbeing, so did spending time with their family
members such as siblings.

Support received from schools and others

This study has found that a large proportion of participants had received support from
their schools during the Covid pandemic. As shown in Figure 6 below, over 70% of
respondents to the survey indicated that they had received some or enough support
from their schools. At the same time, 27% of respondents stated that there was not
enough support for them during the pandemic (see Figure 6). Fewer girls felt that
there was enough support from schools (64%) than boys (79%).

Not enough support 169(27.9%)
Some support | 219(36.2%)
Enough support | 217 (35.9%)

Figure 6. Do you think school has provided enough support for you during Covid and afterwards?

During the Covid-19 pandemic, schools played an important role in maintaining chil-
dren’s education by moving classrooms online due to the lockdowns. Online and distance
learning was not ideal for many children. However, respondents appreciated that, given
the circumstances, schools had done everything that could have been asked of them. In
order to facilitate online learning, many schools had loaned IT equipment to children such
as laptop computers and tablet devices. Some participants reflected on their experiences
of online learning.

Having online lessons in lockdown was pretty good as they helped me to feel supported in
my learning and the clubs that then opened after lockdown really helped me a lot. (Partici-
pant S1725, Year 9 gender designation as “other”)

My school had easy access to online learning and Google classroom made it easy to under-
stand lessons and communicate with teachers. (Participant $1708, Year 9 female)
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During online learning rather than just setting us work and letting us do it, teachers actually made
live lessons making it as much like a classroom as possible. (Participant S4622, Year 9 male)

School teachers also played an important role in providing support to children for their
mental health during the pandemic.

My mental health gets better and then gets worse for about a week and then things start to
get better and it repeats over and over again until | can’t take it anymore and start to self-
harm again. | get upset most days because | don't know what to do in lessons and I'm too
scared to ask for help. The only way | managed to tell school about my self-harm was by
getting one of my friends to get a teacher to talk to me so | could tell her about it and
then she helped me tell the deputy head and then we told my parents to get support. (Par-
ticipant S1722, Year 9 gender designation as “other”)

With regard to operationalising the researchers’ ethics of safeguarding, the survey par-
ticipants were reminded that the researchers had no means of identifying individuals. In
the case of the kind of concerns indicated in the above quote, participants were advised
to use the school’s safeguarding and support procedures. In this case it would appear that
these were sufficiently robust to deal with the voluntary disclosure of this participant’s
self-harm. Also, it appears that Participant S1722 had already sought help from the
school in relation to the specific issue.

As shown in Figure 7 below, the majority of research participants (80%) perceived the
support they received from school was good or very good. 21% of respondents suggested
the support they received was not very good and schools perhaps could have done more.
There was little gender difference in this reported view (girls 78% OK or better against
81% of boys).

Not very good 129(21.3%)
OK 361(59.7%)
Very good 115(19.0%)

Figure 7. What do you think of the support the school provided?

Participants’ dissatisfaction was mainly related to the quality of the provision due to
Covid restrictions at school as one student has pointed out.

At my school we went, for the start of it, we went in like little bubbles and it was just a normal
classroom for everything. And then eventually when we had to go to school we didn’t do
zooms or anything. They just gave us lessons but it was optional. And they weren't really
that educational. It would be stuff like bird watching or like activities like you'll be like skip
or like take a walk or like how many tree cones can you find stuff. (Participant G3000, Year
9 female)

In addition, some participants perceived a better quality of education was offered to
those children who had key worker parents and had the opportunity to attend school
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in person during lockdowns compared with the majority of children who had to study
online and at home.

In relation to students’ mental health and wellbeing, participants suggested that
schools may need to do more to ensure every child feels supported.

The school could do more mental health checks, say once a month or so to make sure the kids
are actually okay instead of lying because they don’t want anyone to know how they actually
feel. (Participant 1722, Year 9 gender designation as “other”)

Another suggestion from participants was to have more counsellors in schools and have
teachers trained and qualified to support children with mental health related issues.

Discussion: the implications for the post-pandemic future

Analysis of our survey and interview data, which probed aspects of young people’s daily
lives during and post-pandemic, evidenced the challenges experienced by young people
relating to learning in the pandemic era. This era was characterised by “lockdown” periods
which involved the prohibition of social activities and association, the closure of schools
and the pivot to remote home-learning. Young people told us about the challenges they
experienced related to isolation and denial of opportunities, compounded by anxieties
provoked by the sudden and significant change to social life, learning modes and rou-
tines. For example, in-person social activities and association were banned during “lock-
down” periods; many participants appeared to appreciate virtual contact as an alternative
means of keeping in touch with their friends.

The analysis also evidenced the social and emotional impacts of a number of other
factors including anxieties about family members’ employment security, health and cir-
cumstances at home during the pandemic on young people’s mental health. Signifi-
cantly, transition back to in-person schooling brought its own challenges. It is
concerning that Covid-related events had impacts for over 70% of the young people
in our study and 20% reported continuing worries about the effect of these events
on their lives. A higher proportion of girls reported continuing worries (29%) than
boys (12%). The analysis suggests that there are lessons for schools, local and central
government to learn about young people’s agency and support for mental health in
the post-pandemic future from these young people’s accounts. The approximately
30% reporting continuing adverse effects may need a different kind of support and
appropriate differentiation in the design of post-pandemic provision. One particular
message that emerges from this study is that in the return to in-person schooling,
the dominant emphasis on “catching-up” to make good the learning loss, appears to
have been too restricted and narrow and in need of an accompanying narrative con-
cerning the restoration and regeneration of social bonds that lie at the heart of
schools as communities. Arguably, such a narrow focus on learning loss is fuelled by
the relentless pressures of the current performativity culture which Ball (2017, pp. 57-
58) explains as “a regime of accountability that employs judgements, comparisons
and displays as means of control, attrition and change. The performances of individual
subjects or organisations serve as measures of productivity or output, or displays of
‘quality’, or ‘moments’ of promotion or inspection”. In performativity cultures, people
“are valued for their productivity alone” (Ball & Olmedo, 2023, p. 136) and “results are
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prioritised over processes, numbers over experiences, procedures over ideas, pro-
ductivity over creativity” (p. 137). According to Ball (2003, p. 224) “performance has
no room for caring” and we argue that the subjects created by cultures of performativity
are governed in ways which reduce and constrain the space for concern about and con-
sideration of the wider wellbeing and social bonds and relationships of the subject. Our
findings indicate that there is a need for such spaces to be created and nurtured within
any programme to support students post-pandemic. The argument advanced in this
paper relates to how the technologies of neoliberalism are manifest in education,
responsibilisation of individuals and in this policy climate, the erosion of notions of
the common good. As Nixon (2012, p. 16) puts it “The public good is not an abstraction,
but the actuality of people working together for their own and others’ good”.

The idea of return to normality with the reopening of schools and transition back to in-
person teaching with an expectation of a seamless return to normal routines and patterns
of behaviour can be framed in Foucauldian thinking about the operation of “normalisation”:

Normalization, the institutionalization of the norm, of what counts as normal, indicates the
pervasive standards that structure and define social meaning (Feder, 2011, p. 62)

Arguably, failure to slot back into the new “normal” routines as expected therefore
suggests the behaviour to be “abnormal” and therefore contributing to reinforcement
of the negative impacts of the pandemic. Hoffman (2011, p. 32) notes how Foucault

depicts the norm as a standard of behaviour that allows for the measurement of forms of
behaviour as “normal” or “abnormal”. In his words, “the norm introduces, as a useful impera-
tive and as a result of measurement, all the shading of individual differences”.

Such “shading of differences” narrows the space for the care of individuals and arguably
contributes to a sense of disconnect and dissonance between the individual subject and
the institutional environment.

This research was carried out in the summer term 2023 and the analysis evidences the
legacy of the pandemic era in terms of continuing mental health difficulties for some young
people, including those with pre-existing mental health issues prior to the pandemic. Whilst
researchers had no knowledge about such conditions, in the survey responses, some par-
ticipants disclosed that they had mental health issues and the Covid-19 pandemic had
simply exacerbated their struggles. Findings from this study can be drawn on by institutions
and government at local and national levels to inform future thinking about interventions
which might have a positive or beneficial impact on young people’s mental health during
and following a time of crisis, such as the Covid-19 pandemic. The study reaffirms the con-
tinuing importance of listening to young people’s perspectives and especially so in plan-
ning education provision during and following periods of crisis and significant disruption.
Our purposes for this study stem from a belief that young people’s voice and agency
and knowledge about their experiences need to be valued and prioritised when we
support their mental health and wellbeing needs. Kellett (2005) has reminded us that
young people need to be ‘acknowledged as experts on their own lives’ (p. 2). The recent
Academy of Medical Sciences (2024) report on child health also stresses the importance
of child voice in health policy development.

Our research also indicates that the pandemic and associated restrictions had a detri-
mental effect on the mental health and wellbeing of a very large proportion of young
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people in our study, with greater impact on girls than boys. The analysis shows that the
young people involved have demonstrated resilience and the ability to “bounce back” fol-
lowing the upheavals caused by the restrictions, but that there is a significant minority of
young people for whom the adverse impacts on mental health and wellbeing continue to
affect their lives. These continuing adverse effects are more marked amongst girls than
boys. Our study also suggests that young people were deprived of freedoms, opportu-
nities and significant life events which may affect their possibilities and future life trajec-
tories. There was also a denial of agency in that profound changes with lasting effects
were imposed on young people without any opportunities for engagement or involve-
ment in such important decisions.

In the post-pandemic future, the “new normal is no longer normal”, as one of our
respondents put it, and is likely to be marked by increased frequency of crises, global,
national and local, embracing health, environmental, civic and infrastructure disruptions.
In such a “new normal” our research suggests a number of areas to which educators and
policy makers might attend. Firstly, a reinvigoration of children and young people’s voice
and engagement in the planning of provision and a reassertion of its importance in con-
structing a system of schooling that excites and enthuses young people and has a
genuine future orientation with democratic practice at its core. Some have highlighted
(Longfield, 2022 and Lundy et al., 2021) that attempts at even the most basic governmen-
tal communication with young people about the pandemic restrictions (most notably
school closures) were lacking. The government (national and local) response to such
future emergencies might be improved and enhanced by understanding young
people’s experience of pandemic restrictions through their full and proper engagement
in the processes of review of what happened during the Covid-19 pandemic, and using
this knowledge and insight to inform future planning of services and provision. This
might be further developed by creating opportunities for young people’s involvement
in planning for future crisis situations at governmental and institutional levels.

Secondly, our study suggests there is a strong need to give more emphasis to maintaining
social bonds of family and friendships during and in the aftermath of emergencies such as the
pandemic. These factors emerge as of great importance to young people who feel their loss
and restriction acutely. From our work we would suggest that such social bonds are a strong
protective factor against mental health difficulties, both in preventing them from emerging
and acting as mitigation where they do. This is particularly so in the return to education and
the reopening of schools, when we suggest more time and emphasis might be devoted to
nurturing and rebuilding social bonds. Arguably therefore “catch up” programmes and
funding require a balanced focus across a range of domains which address the development
of young people’s capabilities to manage such stresses and pressures.

Thirdly, we suggest that the experience of the pandemic and associated restrictions
throws the question of the deterioration of young people’s mental health into sharper
and more urgent focus. On the basis of this study, two points arise. One is the need for
a properly funded and consistent level of early intervention support and help for
young people with mental health difficulties. Our experience is that schools are providing
this in the absence of other services which have been reduced or removed as part of the
government-imposed austerity programme of the last 10 years. Our evidence suggests
that this response by schools and the support provided was welcomed and appreciated
by young people. Arguably, at both local and national levels it lacks a consistent
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approach, does not always ensure clear links and referral mechanisms to other services
and is subject to increasingly stringent resource constraints, leaving individual schools
finding the funding (ADCS, 2024). A coherent programme of support based on schools
needs to address these issues in its design and execution. In addition, we suggest
there needs to be a thorough and honest examination of the causes of increasing
mental health difficulties, particularly in relation to the pressures and expectations
placed on young people by the current testing, assessment and discipline regimes in
schools. We suggest that such regimes are inimical to processes of engagement, demo-
cratic practice and participation which are at the heart of a schooling system that supports
and encourages human flourishing.

Final thoughts

Whilst the role and value of engaging student voices in decision-making on matters
impacting on their lives is generally well acknowledged, this study suggests that denial
of opportunities for this in times of crisis, may compound the challenges experienced
by young people and reinforce their loss of agency. The idea of returning to “normal” fol-
lowing a period of crisis and turmoil such as the Covid-19 pandemic, emerges as an
unhelpful concept because of the implied associated expectation of a return to the rou-
tines prior to the pandemic crisis. This assumption is problematic as findings from this
study demonstrate. The “new” normal is experienced differently by students, and
especially girls, to what was “normal” experience before the pandemic and this has signifi-
cant implications for schools. This adverse gendered impact reflects findings in wider
population studies of the effects of the pandemic and associated policy responses.
Being unable to slot back into the “new” normal may downplay the difficulties and
impact experienced by young people and isolate and stigmatise by suggesting atypical
and irregular behaviour, thus potentially further compounding mental health difficulties
and undermining wellbeing. Slotting into the “new” normal has not been helped by the
apparent disconnect between young people’s mental health and wellbeing needs, and
the performative pressures for schools to demonstrate academic outcomes. The
benefits for young people’s mental health of an equal restoration of relational ties with
friendship groups to reinstate the bonds at the heart of schools as communities and
the provision of a broad curriculum alongside the dominant learning “catch-up” narrative
in the post-pandemic era emerges as a key lesson from the study.

Lastly, we acknowledge some potential limitations of this study. For example, due to
the nature of qualitative research, generalisability needs to be made cautiously with
acknowledgment of the ways in which the researchers, the research design, the relatively
small sample size (two year groups in three English schools), and the context shaped the
findings. In addition, we need to recognise that the idea of the “new normal” could be
necessarily temporary, and will inevitably become the “old normal” supplanted by a
new “new normal” at some stage in the future.
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Table A1. Survey and interview questions and coding themes.

Survey and interview questions

Codes

Key themes

How much has Covid-19 affected your daily
routine and school life during the
lockdown?

How much has Covid-19 affected your daily
routine and school life now?

Have Covid-19 and related events
(lockdown, school closures, online learning
etc.) had an impact on your mental health
and wellbeing in any way?

What sorts of things did you do that helped
you cope with the pandemic?

Has Covid-19 had an impact on your
friendships at school?

What do you think of the support the school
provided? Do you think school has
provided enough support for you during
Covid-19 and afterwards?

Do you have any worries about Covid-19 that
may affect you in the future?

Different routines; feeling of learning loss;
isolation; and specific struggles due to
personal circumstances

Nervousness and fear on return to in-person
schooling; difficulties of catching up with
study; loss of family members

Mental health deteriorated; felt isolated and
lonely; struggled with social anxiety and
depression; existing mental health related
issues became more noticeable

Playing sports; texting friends; watching films;
playing online games; listening to music;
having a pet; reading; and social media usage

Importance of friendship; difficulties in
maintaining their friendships

Online and distance learning was not ideal but
essential; school teachers played an
important role in providing mental health
support; dissatisfaction with the quality of
the education provision

Concerns about recurrence of the pandemic;
learning loss; ongoing impact on mental
health

Struggles during the
Covid-19 pandemic

Struggles after the
Covid-19 pandemic

Struggles during and
after the Covid-19
pandemic

Resilience and coping
strategies

Friendship and the
Covid-19 pandemic
Support received from

schools

Post-pandemic future
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