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Lanai Collis-Phillips, Volunteer, Researcher, University Student, #iWill Ambassador. 
 
It has been a privilege to assist Katie with this research and this report, along with all her work, 
it is another reflection of her inspiring commitment to elevate young people’s voices in order 
to make positive change. Through my youth social action work and personal experience as a 
young person in Suffolk I am so aware of the amalgamation of barriers young people face as 
they grow up. Long before this global pandemic, so many young people were already living in 
extremely tough circumstances, suffering from the impact of a range of inequalities and trauma 
such as austerity, racism and the current education system not providing social mobility to 
everyone. This report celebrates the resilience of young people whilst highlighting the urgency 
for improvements to support and provisions to guide and help them through adolescence. I 
challenge any professional reading this to reflect on you or your institutions practice and 
consider if all young people have equal access to be heard and safeguarded effectively. For 
the young people that took the time and effort to share their experiences with us we must 
honour them by all taking responsibility to make any changes we can because all generations 
benefit when we promote their growth. 
 
Bishop Martin Seeley, Diocese of St. Edmundsbury and Ipswich. 
 
I am very pleased to be have been able to sponsor this important report. We know how 
profound an impact this terrible virus has had on all of us, but the effect on our young people, 
at a critical period of their lives, has had little attention. Previous research we have 
commissioned with the same authors from the University of Suffolk showed the importance 
and value of listening in-depth to a range of young people’s voices over a period of time. Like 
that piece of work, we see with this report that their responses are measured and thoughtful, 
their requests and requirements modest. I am struck again by their willingness to see the 
bigger picture, the value they place on family, friendships and community and their lack of 
resentment when they are ignored by those with power and unfairly blamed for the failures of 
others. This is a valuable report and I hope the research will continue to draw young people 
into the dialogue for reshaping our ideas and priorities for a post-pandemic world.  
 
Richard Lister, OBE, Chair of the Ipswich Opportunity Area. 

This excellent and comprehensive report gives a rich and revealing insight into the diverse 
experiences of young people during the COVID pandemic, allowing us to see the complex 
granularity of that experience. It is clear that the school system has, by and large, responded 
well and provided stability and security as well as continuing with the learning process as well 
as might be hoped. However, it also seems that the most disadvantaged have suffered most 
through lack of resources and engagement and the improvement in social mobility that had 
been in train will have been set back. There is also a clear message for all of us, educators, 
politicians, health professionals and the media in particular: our mechanisms for both 
communicating with and listening to young people are weak. In this crisis they felt unheard, 
blamed and the messaging of the media and the authorities had little relevance to them. This 
report shows the importance of systematically listening to young people, who, as it will be 
seen, are rational and thoughtful and there are lessons for all of us about ensuring we do this 
in a timely and meaningful way.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This report is based on a rapid prospective qualitative study which sought to explore Suffolk 
young people’s perceptions of life in lockdown and their experiences of returning to education 
between August and October 2020. Utilising a children’s rights approach, this qualitative 
participatory research project involved in-depth interviews (total n = 75) with sixteen young 
people over a two-month period to capture changes in their everyday lives as they returned to 
education. Specifically, the project aimed to understand young people’s positive and negative 
experiences, and their contributing factors, during the lockdown period, their return to 
education and perceptions of the future, with a view of understanding their implications as well 
as enhancing local insight to aid preparation for the future.  
 

• Young people describe their diverse experiences during lockdown, including those 
identified as both positive and negative, such as increased time to spend with family, 
being creative and learning new skills, as well as increased anxieties, concerns for 
others and limited access to formal and informal support mechanisms. Recognition and 
acknowledgement of the changing relationships, circumstances and wellbeing of young 
people needs to be considered by all organisations working alongside them. 

• The findings indicate that feelings and experiences of returning to education are 
nuanced and complex for young people. On one hand, there appeared to be a sense 
of excitement and gratitude to return to some form of ‘normality’ with increased 
opportunity for social connection. However, this was also accompanied by uncertainty 
about restrictions within educational settings, changes in support, but also some 
frustration with the limited discussion around global events which impacted their 
experiences and changing perceptions during the lockdown period. 

• After a few weeks, young people generally settled into life at their educational institution, 
although for those in critical years of their education, there was an increased sense of 
pressure to perform due to uncertainty around examinations. Furthermore, although 
there was a sense of normality for them when in education, this was accompanied by 
anxiety induced by regular exposure to mainstream media (sometimes within the 
educational setting) with many young people sharing a preference of avoidance. Some 
young people describe how education regulations are perceived to be becoming more 
relaxed with time, with frustration associated with peers’ lack of engagement with rules 
and restrictions and inconsistent responses across the educational institution. 

• The lockdown period for young people provided an opportunity for reflection, on what 
matters to them, but also how they feel about education and their aspirations for the 
future. Nonetheless, this was accompanied by concerns around future lockdowns and 
the impact upon their goals, plans, educational experience, and employment prospects.  
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Table 1: Summary of qualitative themes 

Superordinate Themes Subordinate Themes 
3.1 Life in lockdown 3.1.1 Managing interpersonal relationships  

3.1.2 Access: Support, opportunities, and life skills (informal and 
formal support) 
3.1.3 Lockdown: A complex picture 

3.2 Transition: Returning to 
education 

3.2.1 The importance of social connection 
3.2.2 Restrictions, rules, and expectations: The micro and macro 
3.2.3 A political and culturally aware generation  

3.3 A new normal? 3.3.1 “Eat, Sleep, Revise, Repeat” 
3.3.2 Overload and desensitization: Avoiding the media 
3.3.3 Educational responses to COVID: Bubbles of safety? 

3.4 The future  3.4.1 Time for reflection 
3.4.2 Concerns about further lockdowns 
3.4.3 Uncertain futures 

 
Table 2: Summary of reflections and recommendations 

Recommendation Description 

Listen and act: Youth 
participatory 
approaches  

Messaging and public health intervention surrounding COVID-19 have largely 
focused on the general population as opposed to targeting specific groups. 
Messaging requires critical reflections on the positionality of young people in 
society, but also their developmental stage. Research suggests that interventions 
with young people are more likely to be successful if they enable autonomy and 
account for their values. 

Reflection: Changing 
perception and 
practices 

Building in opportunities for young people to experience a ‘slower pace’ of life 
might facilitate or lead to better outcomes for both their educational experience 
but also general wellbeing. Furthermore, reflection is needed at the educational 
level to understand how practices, policy, and procedures, particularly with 
reference to the structure of the school day, have influenced or changed young 
people’s experiences of education. 

Virtual provision  As many young people suggested that their experiences of online learning were 
not necessarily always positive, it is crucial that educational institutions prepare 
for effective online delivery of learning. Our conversations with young people 
suggested that those within areas of greater deprivation or attending schools with 
access to less resource (e.g., state schools) were more likely to describe less 
access to adequate technology but were also less likely to discuss school’s 
adoption of technology in innovative ways to support them. Resources and 
training is needed to ensure an equal opportunity for learning.  

Adjustment to formal 
assessment  

The research highlights that the transition back to education has been a learning 
curve for both educational institutions and the young people attending them, all 
having similarities and differences in their approach to the restrictions and 
national guidance. In line with this, pedagogical practices are likely to have 
changed, therefore it may be beneficial to limit formal assessment of schools as 
this year will not likely be representative of general performance. 

Contingency planning: 
Young people’s futures  

It is inevitable that COVID-19 will have a detrimental impact upon the short- and 
long-term employment opportunities and prospects for young people. It would be 
beneficial both nationally, but also at a local level to anticipate and mitigate this 
gap. 
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Curriculum: Children’s 
rights and 
decolonisation  

This research has highlighted that when a significant period of education is 
missed, young people make active decisions to learn based on their own 
interests, such as finances, life skills, creative subjects (graphic design, art) and 
current affairs. Young people found that in many ways, the curriculum was not 
providing them with the opportunity to discuss matters of importance to them 
(e.g., mental health, wellbeing and preventative measures, racism, climate 
change and politics). 

Crisis of trust: 
Providing space for 
voice and supported 
action 

The research has highlighted that young people feel a level of distrust in societal 
structures, and that COVID-19 has also resurfaced intergenerational conflict. 
Nonetheless, many young people highlighted that they felt more politically and 
socially engaged. Organisations would benefit for ensuring they can respond to 
this, providing opportunities for young people to be politically engaged and 
utilising this interest to embed young people and their ideas into local 
communities. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
On March 23rd, 2020, the UK Government announced a national lockdown in response to the 

rapid transmission of the respiratory disease COVID-19. The predominant form of 

transmission via contact and respiratory droplets (WHO) meant that the quickest way to halt 

the spread of the virus was to prevent contact between individuals. As a result of this, all 

educational institutions, including schools, colleges and universities shut their doors to prepare 

for an online learning experience for all students. From April to September the Government 

guidance fluctuated from a two-month national lockdown, to an ease of lockdown restrictions 

in June 2020, reopening high streets alongside reception, year 1 and year 6 pupils returning 

to the classroom, with a further ease in July 2020. The cancellation of A-Level and GCSE 

exams as a result of the pandemic led to difficulties in predicting grades nationally, with a 

significant downgrade of a proportion of A-Level students as a result of a controversial 

moderation algorithm, which led to a reliance on teacher assessments for GCSE and A-Level 

students. On the 23rd of June, government announced the decision for primary and secondary 

schools to return in September and encourage full attendance from pupils1, with the 

Department for Education (DfE, 2020)2 acknowledging that this will be a difficult time for 

educational institutions in balancing control of the virus and opening premises. As young 

people get ready to return to education, there is uncertainty about what the future holds, both 

for the next academic year, but also for economic and social circumstances in the years to 

come.  

 

Since the announcement of the lockdown, there has been a significant interest from 

researchers and national charitable organisations upon the impact of COVID-19 upon the lives 

of children and young people, particularly regarding their mental health and wellbeing. The 

Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (2020)3 are collating research on UK children 

and young people’s insights and experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, Young 

Minds, a national children’s mental health charity, in their March 2020 survey of 2,111 young 

people with existing mental health difficulties4 identified that 32% of young people agreed their 

mental health worsened during lockdown, 51% suggesting the period had made it a bit worse. 

Young Minds also identified potential contributing factors toward a reduction in mental health, 

 
1 Danechi, S. & Roberts, N. (2020). Coronavirus and Schools: FAQs (Briefing Paper Number 8915) Available: 
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8915/CBP-8915.pdf  
2 Department for Education (2020e). Guidance for Full Opening: Schools [online]. Available:  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/actions-for-schools-during-the-coronavirus-outbreak/guidance-for-full-opening-
schools  
3 RCPCH (2020) COVID-19 research on children and young people’s views: 
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/sites/default/files/generated-pdf/document/COVID-19---research-studies-on-children-and-young-
people%2527s-views.pdf [accessed 18/11/20] 
4 Young Minds (2020) Coronavirus: Impact on young people with mental health needs 
https://youngminds.org.uk/media/3708/coronavirus-report_march2020.pdf  

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8915/CBP-8915.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/actions-for-schools-during-the-coronavirus-outbreak/guidance-for-full-opening-schools
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/actions-for-schools-during-the-coronavirus-outbreak/guidance-for-full-opening-schools
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/sites/default/files/generated-pdf/document/COVID-19---research-studies-on-children-and-young-people%2527s-views.pdf
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/sites/default/files/generated-pdf/document/COVID-19---research-studies-on-children-and-young-people%2527s-views.pdf
https://youngminds.org.uk/media/3708/coronavirus-report_march2020.pdf


 

www.uos.ac.uk                                                                                                                                                                       Page 8 
 

including concerns about family health, loss of routine and loss of social connection with peers. 

For young people without pre-existing mental health difficulties, or those sampled from the 

general population, researchers have identified differences in impact of COVID-19 upon 

wellbeing based on different demographic variables. Levita (2020)5 in a survey of 2002 13-24-

year olds identified that experience and impact upon wellbeing was mediated by demographic 

factors such as age. For example, younger age groups (13-15-year olds) were more likely to 

enjoy spending time at home as opposed to young people of older ages, while levels of anxiety 

and concerns around family health were likely to increase with age. Levita (2020) also 

identified that intentions to stick to guidelines were high amongst these age groups, however 

actual behaviours in sticking with guidelines varied. It is possible that approaches to 

campaigns and interventions to promote adherence to social distancing and government 

COVID-19 guidelines are not targeted or meaningful enough for young people. Meaningful 

campaigns and interventions are more likely to be successful when they ‘afford adolescents 

respect and autonomy and account for what they value’ (Andrews, Foulkes and Blakemore, 

2020, pg. 586)67, harnessing meaningful interventions alongside the importance of peer 

connections and family is therefore crucial for organisational and public health approaches to 

embedding social distancing guidelines in young people’s everyday lives.  

 
At a regional level, Healthwatch Suffolk’s ‘My health our future: At home’ report8 based on 

survey responses from over 2,500 11-25-year olds suggests that more than a third of young 

people suggested their mental health had worsened during the pandemic. The survey also 

highlighted that just under half of children and young people were worried about friends of 

family catching the virus, their education, and the future. In terms of support from school, 

children and young people were more likely to rate learning and education support more highly 

in comparison to emotional support from their educational institution. The responses around 

returning to school were more mixed, with some positive and negative comments, highlighting 

the nuanced perceptions of education amongst young people.  

 

As September approached, schools, colleges and universities in the UK rapidly responded to 

changing government guidance ensuring their educational institutions were ready for both 

 
5 Levita, L. (2020) Initial research findings on the impact of COVID-19 on the well-being of young people aged 13 to 24 in the 
UK. COVID-19 Psychological research Consortium. https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-
08/Impact%20of%20COVID-19%20on%20the%20well-being%20of%20young%20people%20aged%2013%20to%2024%20-
%20University%20of%20Sheffield.pdf  
6 Andrews, J. L., Foulkes, L., & Blakemore, S. J. (2020). Peer influence in adolescence: Public-health implications for COVID-
19. Trends in Cognitive Sciences. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1364661320301091  
7 Yeager, D. S., Dahl, R. E., & Dweck, C. S. (2018). Why Interventions to Influence Adolescent Behavior Often Fail but Could 
Succeed. Perspectives on psychological science: a journal of the Association for Psychological Science, 13(1), 101–122. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691617722620 
8 Healthwatch Suffolk (2020) My Health, Our Future: At home. Exploring the mental health and emotional wellbeing of young 
people, parents/ guardians and education staff during the coronavirus pandemic. https://healthwatchsuffolk.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/MHoF-At-Home-Report-Final-LQ.pdf  

https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-08/Impact%20of%20COVID-19%20on%20the%20well-being%20of%20young%20people%20aged%2013%20to%2024%20-%20University%20of%20Sheffield.pdf
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-08/Impact%20of%20COVID-19%20on%20the%20well-being%20of%20young%20people%20aged%2013%20to%2024%20-%20University%20of%20Sheffield.pdf
https://www.rcpch.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-08/Impact%20of%20COVID-19%20on%20the%20well-being%20of%20young%20people%20aged%2013%20to%2024%20-%20University%20of%20Sheffield.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1364661320301091
https://healthwatchsuffolk.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/MHoF-At-Home-Report-Final-LQ.pdf
https://healthwatchsuffolk.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/MHoF-At-Home-Report-Final-LQ.pdf
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offline and online learning. Research highlights that in unexpected disruptions to education 

worldwide (via for example, SARS and Hurricane Katrina) there are three main themes, a) 

school leadership, b) curricular foci and c) mental health which are important to consider when 

developing contingency plans and support mechanisms (Moss et al, 2020a)9. The systematic 

review highlighted the importance of school leadership in developing responses due to 

understanding needs of local communities and staff, the importance of a curriculum which is 

responsive to needs and the key part educational institutions play in supporting the mental 

health of students. Moss and colleagues (2020b)10 research around primary school leadership 

teams and educational staff highlighted the quick adaptations made by schools to adjust 

curriculum, develop online and offline resources but also rapidly respond to welfare concerns. 

The findings emphasise that educational institutions provide more than learning opportunities 

and should be funded and supported accordingly, that this funding should be driven by local 

contexts, but also inspection and formal assessment should be limited in light of the pandemic.  

 

Recent research and briefings (September and October 2020) suggest that in practice, the 

process and impact of returning children to education is variable, including the number of 

young people who are attending in person. Based on over a thousand survey responses from 

teachers and members of senior leadership teams within primary and secondary schools in 

England, Sharp and colleagues (2020)11 identified that schools’ top priorities during this initial 

transition phase were to support basic needs, including emotional needs, re-engaging 

students with their learning and ensuing a smooth transition back into the physical school 

environment after nearly 6 months out of education. Classroom teachers also reported 

concerns about the quality of teaching due to within-class social distancing, as well as 

reporting in the first instance, that young people are likely to be between 2-3 months behind, 

with an emerging gap between the most disadvantaged students and their peers. Ofsted’s 

most recent October 2020 briefing12 also reflects some of the previous findings. Based on 

visits to 380 schools (including, primary, secondary and specialist institutions) and 

conversations with school leaders Ofsted reported that schools are facing challenges in 

keeping schools safe and open. Crucial adaptations have been made to curriculum, 

 
9 Moss, G., Bradbury, A., Duncan, S., Harmey S., & Levy, R. (2020a) Written evidence submitted by the International Literacy 
Centre, UCL, Institute of Education to the Education Select Committee Inquiry into the impact of COVID-19 on education and 
children’s services, July 2020. https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/12497/pdf/ [accessed 30/11/20] 
10 Moss, G., Bradbury, A., Duncan, S., Harmey S., & Levy, R. (2020b) Written evidence submitted by the International Literacy 
Centre, UCL, Institute of Education to the Education Select Committee Inquiry into the impact of COVID-19 on education and 
children’s services, July 2020. https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/9081/pdf/ [accessed 30/11/20] 
11 Sharp, C., Nelson, J., Lucas, M, Julius, J., McCrone, T, & Sims, D. (2020) The challenges facing schools and pupils in 
September 2020. 
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/4119/schools_responses_to_covid_19_the_challenges_facing_schools_and_pupils_in_septembe
r_2020.pdf [accessed 30/11/20] 
12 Ofsted (2020) Covid-19 series: briefing on schools, October 2020: Evidence from pilot visits to schools between 29th 
September and 23rd October 2020. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-
19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf [accessed 30/11/20] 

https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/12497/pdf/
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/9081/pdf/
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/4119/schools_responses_to_covid_19_the_challenges_facing_schools_and_pupils_in_september_2020.pdf
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/4119/schools_responses_to_covid_19_the_challenges_facing_schools_and_pupils_in_september_2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf
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particularly for practical subjects to ensure the safety of pupils and the school, additional focus 

on PSHE but also some including additional tuition and assessment opportunities (due to 

uncertainty around examinations later in the academic year), however understandably there 

was no real consensus around predictions of long-term impact. The previous research and 

insights emphasise the importance of increasing the capacity for educational institutions to 

make decisions based on local need. We hope that this research can contribute toward local 

knowledge and understanding of children and young people’s experiences during lockdown 

and the transition back to education by focusing on their accounts and lived experience, 

something which appears to be missing from the narrative.  

 

Despite the unequivocal impact of COVID-19 upon our children and young people there 

appeared to be limited consultation, meaningful engagement, and subsequent 

acknowledgement of the impact of the pandemic on their everyday lives. A large subset of 

research conducted to investigate the experiences of young people’s lives during COVID-19 

typically use large scale surveys, and whilst important, may not necessarily capture the 

nuanced experiences and changing perceptions of young people over time. In addition, 

investigation of school’s responses to the pandemic, tend to focus on educational staff and 

leaders with a limited exploration of student experience. Eliminating the exclusion of children 

and young people’s voices is vital, particularly when developing services, policy and 

programmes which directly influence their lives, such as education, health and social care. 

Children and young people’s meaningful participation involves consideration of their 

developing identity, agency and interest in the process13. As well as this, utilizing more 

participatory and child centred approaches assists in empowering young people to have their 

rightful say in matters central to their lives and the lives of others14.   

 

 
13 Johnson, V. (2017). Moving beyond voice in children and young people’s participation. Action Research, 15(1), 104-124. 
14 Cahill, C. (2007). Doing research with young people: Participatory research and the rituals of collective work. Children's 
Geographies, 5(3), 297-312. 
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Given the context of an unprecedented global crisis which affects everyone across the 

lifespan, the current prospective qualitative study sought to explore Suffolk young people’s 

perceptions of life in lockdown and their experiences of returning to education between August 

and October 2020. Utilising a children’s rights approach, this qualitative participatory research 

project involved interviewing young people at over a two-month period to capture changes in 

their everyday lives as they returned to education. Specifically, the project aimed to 

understand young people’s positive and negative experiences, and their contributing factors, 

during the lockdown period, their return to education and perceptions of the future, with a view 

of understanding their implications as well as enhancing local insight to aid preparation for the 

future. 

 

 

 

 

 

•Eat out to help out scheme
• A-Level and GCSE Students in 

England given their Centre 
Assessed Grades after outcry 
over results given by algorithm 
which was designed to replace 
exams after school shutdowns.

•UK chief medical officers 
publish a statement 
reaffirming that children are at 
a low risk of contracting and 
dying from Covid-19

August 2020

•Schools, colleges and 
universities return.

• UK bans gatherings of more 
than 6 people over fears 
about a second wave.

September 
2020

•COVID cases have continued to 
double in areas of the UK under 
local lockdowns.

• UK announces a new three-tier 
system for COVID restrictions in 
England, with many regions in the 
North of England immediately 
entering the higher tiers of 
restrictions.

• UK announces 4-week national 
lockdown in England with non-
essential retail closed and pubs 
and restaurants closed except for 
takeaways. Schools, universities 
and courts will remain open.

October 2020

Figure 1: COVID-19 UK timeline from August 2020 – October 2020. Information adapted from the British 
Foreign Policy Group. 
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2. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
 
2.1 Qualitative Participatory Approach 
 

A total of 16 young people engaged in in-depth interviews with the researchers over an 8-

week period from 31st August to 26th October 2020. The young people could choose when 

they would like to take part, some taking part every week, with others taking part at 4-week 

intervals. It was important to the researchers that the young people had agency in deciding 

when they would like to participate over this period and did not feel that they had to attend 

every session. In total there were 75 interviews over the 8-week period lasting around 30 

minutes to an hour per session. Young people participated in a minimum of 3 interviews, with 

seven young people engaging in 8 or 7 interviews and the rest between 4 and 6 interviews. A 

small sample size was identified as appropriate as the researchers wanted an in-depth 

understanding of experiences and perceptions over the two-month period. 

A qualitative participatory approach to the research was employed to encourage young 

people’s participation and voice in means in which would be most appropriate for them. The 

first session included a warm-up exercise and introductions, followed by broad open-ended 

questions which were repeated weekly for consistency and to understand changes in positive 

and negative feelings, support mechanisms and thoughts about the future. The interviews 

were semi-structured and largely guided by the young person and what was important to them. 

Various methods of engaging young people in research, evaluation, programme and policy 

development have been created, most moving away from more traditional methods used in 

isolation, which have been criticised for researching on children as opposed to with children15. 

Instead, new methodologies involve mediums in which can enable children to communicate 

in a variety of creative means, such as photography and drawings. Such methods enable 

inclusivity, as well as for example, disregarding age and children’s literacy abilities, increasing 

participation, reducing social exclusion and negotiating power imbalance1617.  

As a result of this, we then asked young people if they would like to engage in an optional 

submission activity every other week, a total of 11 young people made additional submissions 

in addition to participating in interviews. Young people were free to make the decision as to 

what their submissions would be, with a multitude of different submissions being made, 

 
15 Barker, J., & Weller, S. (2003). Geography of methodological issues in research with children. Qualitative research, 3(2), 
207-227. 
16 Palaiologou, I. (2017). The use of vignettes in participatory research with young children. International Journal of Early Years 
Education, 25(3), 308-322. 
17 Cahill, C. (2007). Doing research with young people: Participatory research and the rituals of collective work. Children's 
Geographies, 5(3), 297-312. 
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including photographs, drawings, poetry and videos. Young people were given the opportunity 

to discuss their entries with the researchers if they wanted to do so. 

 
2.2 Participants  
 

The young people who engaged in the interviews were based in Suffolk, and at various levels 

of educational study, including secondary school (year 7 to year 13, both public and private), 

home-educated, college (first year) and university (first year), to ensure a spread of 

experiences across the education sector were captured. The young people at secondary 

school were within schools predominantly rated as ‘good’ by Ofsted, with a few rated as 

‘requires improvement’. The young people were aged 12 – 19 (M = 15). In terms of gender, 9 

females and 7 males participated, 81% (n = 13) of whom were White British, and 19% (n = 3) 

from mixed ethnic backgrounds (incl. White and Black African, Portuguese and White British 

and Spanish).  

 
2.3 Data Analysis  
 

In-depth interviews were conducted with 16 young people via web-conferencing software 

Zoom. Online interview methods closely resemble offline methods18, with additional ease of 

access for participants and researchers who are not in proximity geographically. Interview 

transcripts were analysed by two researchers using thematic analysis19, to identify codes and 

subsequent superordinate and subordinate themes. An inductive approach was taken at a 

semantic level, where themes were identified directly from the data itself. 

 
2.4 Ethical considerations  
 

The research design outlined above was subject to ethical approval from the University of 

Suffolk. Participation in the session was entirely voluntary and participants answers are 

anonymised with an appropriate pseudonym to protect identity. Informed consent in writing 

was obtained from both the parents and young people themselves. All sessions were audio 

recorded with the permission of the young people for later transcription and analysis.  

All participants were provided with information about the research being undertaken by the 

University of Suffolk, as well as how the findings would be circulated. The research team are 

highly experienced researchers, working with individuals across the lifespan to investigate 

 
18 Braun, V., Clarke, V., & Gray, D. (Eds.). (2017). Collecting qualitative data: A practical guide to textual, media and virtual 
techniques. Cambridge University Press. 
19 Clarke, V., Braun, V., & Hayfield, N. (2015). Thematic analysis. Qualitative psychology: A practical guide to research 
methods, 222-248. 
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sensitive topics, have enhanced DBS certificates and have all undergone appropriate 

safeguarding training.  

 
The evaluation was subject to University of Suffolk’s ethical scrutiny and approval, and it 

complied with the British Sociological Association20 and the British Psychological Society’s 

Guidelines21. Adherence to guidelines set out by the United Kingdom Research Integrity 

Office’s Code of Practice for Research ensured that the research followed the principles of the 

Singapore Statement of Research Integrity22:  

 
• Honesty in all aspects of research  

• Accountability in the conduct of research  

• Professional courtesy and fairness in working with others  

• Good stewardship of research on behalf of others 

 

3. FINDINGS 
 
The purpose of this rapid research was to explore young people’s experiences and 

perceptions of lockdown, returning to education and the future. The following section presents 

qualitative findings from in-depth interviews with young people organised into 4 broad 

superordinate themes which correspond also with the time in which the interviews took place, 

with 12 subordinate themes representing the findings.  

 

Table 3: Summary of qualitative themes 
Superordinate Themes Subordinate Themes 

3.1 Life in lockdown 3.1.1 Managing interpersonal relationships  
3.1.2 Access: Support, opportunities and life skills  
3.1.3 Lockdown: A complex picture 

3.2 Returning to education 3.2.1 The importance of social connection 
3.2.2 Restrictions, rules and expectations 
3.2.3 A political and culturally aware generation  

3.3 A new normal? 3.3.1 “Eat, Sleep, Revise, Repeat” 
3.3.2 Overload and desensitization: Avoiding the media 
3.3.3 Educational responses to COVID: Bubbles of safety? 

3.4 The future  3.4.1 Time for reflection 
3.4.2 Concerns about further lockdowns 
3.4.3 Uncertain futures 

 
20 British Sociological Society Ethical Guidelines: https://www.britsoc.co.uk/ethics  
21 British Psychological Society Ethical Guidelines: https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/bps.org.uk/files/Policy/Policy%20-
%20Files/BPS%20Code%20of%20Ethics%20and%20Conduct%20%28Updated%20July%202018%29.pdf  
22 Singapore Statement of Research Integrity: https://www.jsps.go.jp/english/e-kousei/data/singapore_statement_EN.pdf  

https://www.britsoc.co.uk/ethics
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/bps.org.uk/files/Policy/Policy%20-%20Files/BPS%20Code%20of%20Ethics%20and%20Conduct%20%28Updated%20July%202018%29.pdf
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/bps.org.uk/files/Policy/Policy%20-%20Files/BPS%20Code%20of%20Ethics%20and%20Conduct%20%28Updated%20July%202018%29.pdf
https://www.jsps.go.jp/english/e-kousei/data/singapore_statement_EN.pdf
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3.1 Life in Lockdown 
 

This theme broadly covers the experiences of young people during the period of lockdown, 

including how COVID-19 impacted their relationships, including their concerns for others, how 

the pandemic influenced access to formal and informal support mechanisms and how the 

period was a complex intertwining of both positive and negative experiences.  

 

3.1.1 Managing interpersonal relationships 
 
Lockdown appears to have had differing implications for young people’s friendships, some 

speaking with friends more virtually, while others have described losing friendships perhaps 

where the bond was not as strong as they had thought. Below, Mariana describes how she 

identified who was a ‘fake friend’ during lockdown, and how this has encouraged her to find 

out who her true friends are. 

 
‘It’s been quite a difficult one with friends, I found quite a lot of fake friends during lockdown, 
so I felt quite alone, and I didn’t have anyone, I went to meet someone before, and I was on 

the bus and then they cancelled on me. So, I haven’t had anyone really, I’m trying to find the 
real ones, so I have a few, but that’s ok for me.’ (Mariana) 

 
Matt below also described how he had lost friendships due to disagreements over the rules 

and regulations associated with COVID-19. Peer influence is a large contributing factor in how 

young people live their everyday lives and experiencing conflict within these relationships can 

have detrimental impacts. Nonetheless, it is interesting to see how some young people will 

navigate this, think critically about their position, and go against a peer’s decisions to pay less 

attention to the rules by following their own moral judgement, even if contributing toward the 

breakdown of relationships. 

 
‘At the start of lockdown, a couple of my friends were saying stuff like why not just go out, no 

one cares about lockdown, recently I have stood away from them, so I have lost a few 
friends over it.’ (Seb) 

 
‘I was texting one of my friends from school and she was like yeah I don’t know about social 

distancing I guess it’s each to their own I don’t really want to so I don’t but I guess it’s your 
choice and I was kind of surprised and I was like well I don’t want my grandparents to get 

sick and she was like my grandparents live with me but you know I’m just gonna do what I 
want but I don’t think that’s the right idea.’ (Alice) 

 
 ‘How do you feel about attitudes like that existing right now?’ (Researcher)  

 
‘It’s really frustrating because like everyone else is doing it why can’t you and she’s 

purposely endangering everyone she’s choosing to not social distance.’ (Alice) 
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Although some young people have experienced relationship breakdown, the pandemic also 

influenced the development of new platonic relationships, therefore instead of increasing 

conflict Connor describes how he was able to develop more friendships as he was able to 

spend more time playing online. While some reports have described young people spending 

additional time online and inferring negative implications on behaviour23, in this case, it is not 

as simple as that, online gaming provides an opportunity to connect with friends, one of the 

most important developmental influences, during a time of limited face-to-face social contact. 

 
‘I wouldn’t have as many friends I have more friends now both online and in class cos before 

lockdown I had about 5 I would call friends now I have about 15 friends, so I think it’s kinda 
brought us together.’  (Connor) 

 
The above highlights how this time has influenced how young people identify with their peer 

groups and subsequently themselves. As a sense of belonging is so strongly tied to wellbeing, 

identifying and understanding in more depth how COVID-19 has impacted friendships would 

be beneficial. In addition to friendships, the pandemic, according to young people has 

influenced the dynamic within familial relationships. For some young people, this increased 

time at home led to conflict, family members were furloughed or working from home, meaning 

increased time together, interfering with independence. For those in which home is not 

necessarily a safe space, this is of even more concern, particularly without the same access 

to the structures that safeguard them24.   

 
‘I personally was glad when dad went back to work, I think everyone has found it incredibly 

difficult, when you think an average of 2 weeks holiday for a family, and it’s been like 4 
months’ (Mariana) 

 
Ella also describes below how she was in a different position to her friends as a result of her 

parents’ moral values, which led to her experiencing cognitive dissonance, wanting to be with 

friends, but also wanting to do the right thing by her family. Such experiences highlight the 

complex navigation of relationships that young people are undergoing at this time.  

 
My family are a lot more strict than a lot of families, my parents are quite strict and my 

grandparents are quite high risk, so they are still visiting my grandparents so I had to just be 
careful, so at first ,even when I could go out I didn’t go out for a while, so I had FOMO 

because I could see my friends out and I was just sat in the house, so it didn’t matter at the 

 
23 Ofsted (2020) Covid-19 series: briefing on schools, October 2020: Evidence from pilot visits to schools between 29th 
September and 23rd October 2020. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-
19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf [accessed 30/11/20] 
24 Children’s Commissioner for England. (2020). Briefing: Children, domestic abuse and coronavirus, April 2020. Retrieved 
from: https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/cco-briefing-children-domestic-abuse-
coronavirus.pdf 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/cco-briefing-children-domestic-abuse-coronavirus.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/cco-briefing-children-domestic-abuse-coronavirus.pdf
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start when everyone was in the same boat, we’re all in this together, but then everyone 
started doing stuff and I was like oh I can’t do anything.’ (Ella) 

 
A number of the young people interviewed on the other hand described the positive impact of 

lockdown upon their family relationships, enhancing connections with parents and siblings due 

to increased time to spend with one another. 

 
I like spending time with family, my mum and dad are quite busy at work, so they work a lot 

but in lockdown they still worked a lot, but we got a bit more time with them to bond and 
that.’ (Daisy) 

 
‘I think spending time with [sister] mostly, we haven’t fought as much as we did before, being 
stuck with each other for like 6 months we had to get used to being with each other all of the 

time.’ (Aaliyah) 
 
 

A key component of young people’s management 

of relationships during COVID-19 appears to 

centre around their concern for others, 

predominantly centring around fears of friends and 

family members, particularly those with medical 

conditions, contracting the virus and the associated 

consequences. Therefore, not only are young 

people mitigating changing relationships, but they 

are also concerned for the welfare of others, and 

how their actions may impact them.  

 

Aiden and Daisy below describe how they were concerned for family members, because of 

their health conditions, but also having to attend hospital during the lockdown period. Daisy 

also describes how she felt she had to protect her brother, and routine operations became 

even more scary with the added risk of COVID-19. 

 

‘Um, yeah, I did but like now it's like spiking again. I think like he cuz we used to, me and 
mum, used to so do is shopping for him. Yeah, cuz he has a heart condition so yeah, I did 

worry about him, I didn't want him to catch it because he means a lot to me. ‘(Aiden) 
 

‘I think I got a bit more emotional in lockdown than I used to be, and my brother he had an 
eye operation during lockdown and that was quite scary because of COVID and everything 

and they had to operate the eye which is quite delicate, and I was crying, but I was trying not 
to cry and he had to be in hospital for like 5 days on end, and yeah he was like a completely 
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different person, and I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t because he would have got scared.’ 
(Daisy) 

 

Piper below describes the fear of others contracting the virus and having to navigate this as a 

primary source of support for her grandparents, which inevitably caused feeling of anxiety. 

Navigating risk has therefore been complicated for young people, particularly for those with 

family members who are more at risk of detrimental consequences from contracting the virus. 

For example, Tariq also highlights how he felt that it was inevitable that they would at some 

point have to return to education, and that the risk imposed to him and his family would have 

to be carefully navigated by ensuring that he abides by the social distancing rules. 

Nonetheless, it is apparent that young people are juggling the navigation between different 

morals, values, and perceptions of risk. 

 

‘A really hard thing for me is that I couldn’t go into my 
grandparents’ house, they had to shield, I am meant to be 

shielding a little bit because I’m not completely well but like 
I’m ok, but I think that caused some anxieties. I was anxious 

about my grandparents making sure that they were safe, 
getting their shopping and looking after them but also looking 

after myself at the same time and being careful with 
everything I was doing, because I didn’t want to catch it 

because I knew it would be risky for me, but passing it onto 
my grandparents was causing a lot of anxiety. At the start you 

didn’t know what to do for the best, particularly at the start, 
people washing down their shopping and stuff, so yeah just a 

lot of anxiety I think.’ (Piper) 
 

‘Well, I mean, I'd rather they didn't send us back to school but 
at the same time. I mean, they can't just keep us off school 
forever. And obviously, my dad won't be able to go out until 

there's like little to no risk of him actually catching it. So, I've 
got to sort of make sure that I'm careful at school, to wear my 

mask if I'm close to anyone and stuff like that. But, yeah, I'd 
say it seems a bit early to be honest.’ (Tariq) 

 
Similarly, to Tariq, Alice described below how the return to education suddenly felt as if more 

responsibility was placed on her shoulders, that she was not only now responsible for her own 

health, but the health of others. Not only this, but she is also reflecting on what it would be like 

to ‘be that person who brings COVID to school’ and face potential ostracization.  
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‘At the beginning when I wasn't really going out with other people. It was kind of like, Well, 

you know, I'm responsible for myself. if I get it, it's not the end of the world by I can 
quarantine for my family. And this was like, before we knew we needed health supplements. 

Um, but it was like, you know, COVID didn't bother me as much, but like, now I'm in like, a 
larger environment with lots of people, it's like, some of those people are going to be like, are 

going to have compromised immune systems. And so, if I get COVID, I'm risking potentially 
giving it to them too. And so, I could survive it. They might not be able to. So, it's kind of 

made me be more careful about it. Because I don't want to be that person who bring COVID 
to the school. Like I don't want to be that person.’ (Alice)  

 
3.1.2 Access: Support, opportunities and life skills 
 
Young people interviewed inevitably described changes in their ability to access support and 

opportunities throughout the lockdown period. Many describe this period as unprecedented, 

and along with it, there has been a flurry of activity to ensure all organisations are able to 

provide support for young people albeit delivered via different mediums. Some groups and 

activities however were unable to continue in the current circumstances. Amelia below 

describes how she was about to start a youth groups with others in her community, but the 

virus prevented this from progressing. Many young people described missing out on informal 

mechanisms of support, such as church groups, guides, scouts and youth groups, however 

some provision has been adapted and moved to online mediums. Reduced access to informal 

mechanisms of support, activities and youth groups meant that young people interviewed had 

reduced ability to connect with others socially.  

 
‘We decided I was going to go to a group near here, but then all this happened, and I 

couldn’t do it.’ (Amelia) 
 

‘Being in a youth social action group (online) already is really good, having people to talk to’ 
(Aaliyah) 

 
Nonetheless, the lockdown period enabled many young people to explore their creativity, 

creating artwork, jewellery, engaging in graphic design, helping parents in the garden, 

building, and learning new life skills. It might be useful for organisations to embrace the 

opportunities young people have had to develop entrepreneurial skills, but also to recognise 

that without the everyday routine of education, learning life skills and creating opportunities 

for creativity matter to young people.  

 
‘There has actually, I've learnt a lot more general life skills, rather than just education. Yeah, 

and doing stuff in your free time. Because at school you have to do whatever is at school. 
Whereas now you can do whatever you like to make the most of your time.’ (Ethan) 
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‘My parents have a band and I recorded them in December, and I didn’t really have enough 
time because of school but because it was summer holidays, and we were in lockdown, so I 
had nothing in the summer holidays I got round to producing an album for my parents' band 

and sold it.’ (Connor) 
 

‘I wasn’t into jewellery making I don’t know if I’d ever have got into it if there was a huge 
pandemic I don’t know if I’d ever got into it if there wasn’t becase I wouldn’t have had the 

time.’  (Alice) 
 

Young people also frequently discussed their access to more formal support mechanisms, 

namely education, and their thoughts of engaging in online learning during the early phase of 

the lockdown period. Young people reflected upon best practice from their educational 

institution, suggesting that they appreciated consistent and clear communication as well as 

some school’s adoption of social media and weekly video updates or assemblies to keep 

families up to date with ongoing developments. However, it was clear from responses that 

there was not a one size fits all approach to suit young people’s learning. The majority of 

participants suggested that it was difficult to not have the teacher present, but this was made 

more difficult when there were no synchronous teaching sessions and work was set for young 

people to complete in their own time.    

 
‘Probably, like stressful, probably school, because of the way it was set out for me, we would 

get given the work with little explanation and I would get emails sent home saying I haven’t 
done the work, so obviously I thought oh I need to do this, but I didn’t understand what I was 

really doing.’ (Aaliyah) 
 

‘I got stuck on a couple of my schoolwork, and we had to do it via email so they did at the 
start do a little video of what we were doing like shapes or whatever but they didn’t explain it 
in a format I understand, it’s really maths, it wasn’t hard, but it’s the way they wrote it out, so 

yeah I think it’s hard, so they did it via email, they would respond, but I wish they did it 
through like a zoom meeting so they could explain all the things.’ (Daisy) 

 
Tariq suggested that as well as having difficulty in completing online work, he had to purchase 

a new computer as his old one did not have the functionality for the software the school was 

using for online teaching.  
 
‘‘I would say that it was the fact that the teachers weren’t there in person so you could show 

them your work and they could give you feedback directly, and they would also set a lot of 
work before our online lessons via email and tell us what they want us to do, and then we 
would send it in and they would mark it for us, but quite a lot of the time it was quite hard 
topics. A lot of the stuff for other subjects rather than emailing us work to do it was online 

work and I started with that because I didn’t have a computer that was able to use the 
software, so I had to get a new computer.’ (Tariq) 
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A lot of how the young people felt about online learning was based upon what stage they were 

at within their educational journey. As Alice suggests below, those who are in critical periods 

of study for their exam would be more concerned if they had to rely solely on online learning 

as they had not had a very good experience of this as schools were not provided with the 

appropriate resources and time to move the curriculum online. It’s crucial that we ensure 

schools have access to funding, support, an accessible virtual learning environment (VLE) 

and adequate training around teaching online so that teachers are able to respond to young 

people who are unable to attend school in-person for any reason (e.g., case of COVID in their 

bubble, vulnerable parents at home) to prevent them falling behind, particularly if formal 

examinations are to go ahead in England25. 

 
‘I'd be a lot more worried about doing online school when I'm working with my A levels, like 
all of the online school yet. It didn't, it didn't matter at all because like, we already have like 

our GCSE results, nothing put in. So, there was nothing that we were doing that could be 
used for a GCSE if we were basically just reviewing old topics. And then we had like a level 
paced lessons, but they weren't even compulsory. Like you didn't have to go to them if you 

didn't want to. And I did it. But like, I haven't actually experienced online lessons that actually 
mean something actually imperative into my education. So, I think it would be a really, really 

different experience.’ (Alice) 
 
Piper describes how a VLE was used in a positive way to encourage discussion and ensure 

students were remaining on topic and accessing materials.  

 

‘We get the online lectures, and then the PowerPoints posted on the same place. And then 
we have pre reading and post reading. And like discussion boards, I think the lecturer has, 

she's actually really good. So like, she says, like, we have to comment on this discussion 
board each week and everything. So it means that you get to interact that way. And like she 

actually asked questions about like the pre- and post-reading. And so, you have to kind of 
actually do it to know, like, if she asked, like people on the spot, you've kind of got to like, 

know it. And so I think that keeps us all involved, which I think it's quite good. But I know that 
a lot of unis aren't doing anything like that.’ (Piper) 

 
 

 
25 Ofqual & Dame Glenys Stacey (2020). Exams and assessments in the months ahead. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/exams-and-assessments-in-the-months-ahead [accessed 11/12/20] 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/exams-and-assessments-in-the-months-ahead
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3.1.3 Lockdown: A complex picture 
 

Throughout the interviews young people 

reiterated that the lockdown had both positive 

and negative implications upon their everyday 

lives, and this experience was individualistic. 

Many young people suggested that this time 

enabled them to explore their identities, create, 

learn and spend more time with family and 

friends. However, the period was also 

associated with uncertainty, worry and anxiety.  

 

As Daisy describes below the lockdown period for her prevented her from meeting friends and 

going out to eat with her family, as well as causing uncertainty around learning expectations; 

however, the period also facilitated the introduction of new family members to help with 

managing family conflict.  

 
‘I think there are some pros and cons about it, like you have to social distance and you can’t 

really see your friends, at the start of lockdown there wasn’t anything to do, usually on a 
Friday we used to eat out, and we couldn’t go out to eat, but also its hard for me because I 

was in year 6 at the time, so I was meant to do my SATS but they got cancelled because of 
this COVID, so I still did my learning but it was hard I didn’t really need anything to do, but 
you still wanted to make sure you could do it before you go to high school. Also, we got a 

dog in lockdown. He has helped me get through things when times are hard, I get quite 
annoyed at my family sometimes, and I get sad, so he is always there.’ (Daisy) 

 
Ethan also suggested that within his household, him and his sister had very different 

experiences, with the experience providing him an opportunity to work on his physical fitness. 

However, he does compare being restricted to the house as a result of COVID-19 as being 

similar to a prisoner, which may suggest that the situation was more negative than positive, 

or the mindset in which some young people have adopted to resist negative feelings, seeing 

the lockdown as a test of endurance.  

 
‘My sister found that really hard not seeing everyone I was still speaking to everyone. But I 

wasn't, it didn't change really change my behaviour. So much. Like she was she didn't want 
to work or anything. Or she needed a lot of convincing to do at work. Whereas I just came in 

here, got my work done and went. But yeah, it didn't have a massive effect on my mental 
health. My physical health has probably improved a bit over lockdown. I've lost half a stone. 

Yeah, it's been positive and negative. I think it's good to see what would happen if you'd 
have been put in a situation on your own locked up, almost like a prisoner.’’ (Ethan) 
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It was clear from young people’s narratives that one negative aspect of lockdown was the 

abrupt end to their academic year and the subsequent lack of closure. For some of the young 

people interviewed lockdown represented the end of their high school journey, yet they were 

unable to engage in the traditions associated with this significant period. 

 
‘Also, the prom and stuff that’s all been cancelled because of corona, so nobody has a prom 

this year, it was something to look forward too now it has been taken. My headteacher has 
left and I doubt we’ll have one next year, so that’s just gone, and a lot of people have 

already bought their prom dresses/suits, so they have all lost out on that.’ (Seb 
 

‘We had a prom, we did our own prom, we did it at our friends house, she has a massive 
garden, we ended up getting KFC, we had prosecco and ended up getting a takeaway, it 

was really nice to dress up and feel like we did something’ (Ella) 
 

Those young people who had moved onto sixth form or college describe the strange sensation 

of having left a large part of their life behind without complete closure. Aiden describes how 

much he missed just seeing people around the school, and the thought of not seeing them 

again felt surreal and final. Others describe how lockdown and the pandemic has caused them 

to view time differently, as if the world has stood still for a year.   

 
‘I don't know, because like when I went into the lockdown, it was obviously my last like day 
at school. So like, after like, a month I was really missing like the people not just my friends 

but also people that I saw around the school like I had, like, a couple like mates, that weren't 
really close to go out with mates, you know, you see around the school and you go like, Hi, 
mate, how are you and stuff like that? So like missing them kinda people like it was really, 
you know, just a bit sad when you think about the people that you'll miss because they go 

into like a sixth form you're not going to or like different college.’ (Aiden) 
 

 ‘It was kind of weird because I was following the news about it when there were a few cases 
in China and I remember it kind of progressing, I feel like everything that happened between 
January and March this year actually happened last year, yeah I feel like the whole year has 

been lockdown when it hasn’t really’ (Amelia) 
 

Despite some young people describing a lack of closure with regards to their school 

experience, many described anticipation for what was to come in the new academic year. The 

young people, for example Seb, Tariq and Piper, described below how they were nervous 

about returning, because of the uncertainties around COVID, the restrictions to be put in place 

by their institution and the impact this has had upon the perceived increased importance and 

subsequent pressure of upcoming exams.  
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‘Explain what they are trying to do, like if there is social distancing, we haven’t been told 
anything like that, none of us have any idea about what is expected of us, is it going to be a 

bit more relaxed as to what its normally like at school, or are we going to have to do more, 
no one really know what is expected.’ (Seb) 

 
‘I was quite excited at first, but also not really looking forward to it much because we have 

mock exams coming up.’ (Tariq) 
 

How are you feeling about them? (Researcher) 
 

‘A little bit worried, because I think these ones are going to be more important than the other 
ones, especially if there is another wave coming up and they have to use these for university 

predicted grades so yeah quite worried about them.’ (Tariq) 
 
 

‘I think I am a bit nervous because I haven’t really seen that many people and like obviously 
I have never met the people on my course before I don’t know what they’ve been doing, who 

they have seen, they’re obviously coming from different parts of the UK, some are from 
Brighton, some are from up north, but I can’t think like that, I’ve just got to be careful when I 

am around them and hopefully in the two days, it’s just small groups, there’s not many 
people on my course anyway so I think it’ll be ok.’ (Piper) 

 
 
Throughout this theme young people describe their complex and nuanced experiences during 

lockdown, including those identified as both positive and negative, such as increased time to 

spend with family, being creative and learning new skills, as well as increased anxieties, 

concerns for others and limited access to formal and informal support mechanisms. 

Recognition and acknowledgement of the changing relationships, circumstances and 

wellbeing of young people needs to be considered by all organisations working alongside 

them.  

 

3.2 Returning to education 
 

Recent reports suggest that educational institutions have had varied approaches in 

responding to the challenging transition back to education after the national lockdown26. 

Although some reports have suggested an increased level of anxiety over the lockdown period 

for children and young people27, our findings suggest this is a much more complicated picture. 

Most young people we spoke with indicated both positive and negative feelings during the 

 
26 Ofsted (2020) Covid-19 series: briefing on schools, October 2020: Evidence from pilot visits to schools between 29th 
September and 23rd October 2020. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-
19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf [accessed 30/11/20] 
27 Kwong, A. S. F., Pearson, R. M., Adams, M. J., Northstone, K., Tilling, K., Smith, D., ... & Gunnell, D. J. (2020). Mental health 
during the COVID-19 pandemic in two longitudinal UK ulation cohorts. (preprint) medRxiv. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf
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lockdown period, with increased nervousness and anxiety in relation to returning to education, 

however this appeared to subside once settled into an everyday routine. Daisy and Noah 

below shared that they had feelings of nausea, anxiety and worry prior to returning to school, 

which could be considered a natural reaction to a new term in circumstances which feel 

unnatural.  

 

‘I started year 7, I was actually ok with nerves and that I was quite excited because I wanted 
to get out of the house, but the night before high school I was so nervous I was getting a 

headache and you know when you get really hot and bothered, the first day I got up quite 
early, we had to get there at 8:30am, and I walked in with my friends and they have this one 

way system around the school… so they are quite good in that sense, there are some 
people who are high risk and they have to wear a face shield, but they are trying to make it 

as normal as possible, which I really like the teachers obviously have to social distance with 
you, you don’t really social distance with the pupils, so we just can’t go near the teachers, 

but it was really fun I really enjoyed it.’ (Daisy) 
  

‘I can’t believe it’s actually a month that's a while ago I definitely feel different, I feel kind of 
happier about going back to school and more like I'm not stressing about every single thing, 

and obviously I understand it a bit more now.’ (Noah) 
 
When discussing the return to school, sixth form, college or university, almost all participants 

indicated that they were concerned about what the restrictions would look like, but this was 

superseded by the desire connect with others again.  

 

3.2.1 The importance of social connection 
 
The importance of peer connections to young people’s wellbeing, identity and belonging is 

widely recognised. The young people interviewed described how seeing others more 

frequently and in-person was of importance to them, particularly for those who were starting 

at a different school, college or university.  

 

‘Group chat with girls on my course, we got together for drinks at the weekend so got to 
know them, so I think that has reassured me about going to uni and making friends because 

its online and no freshers, so it was nice to have that reassurance that it’s going to be ok and 
I’m not going to be alone for the next three years of my life!’(Piper) 

 
‘With college, really, it's just, I've met some new friends. I as I said, we went to McDonald's 

today. And, you know, there's like five of us like, and like, they're not they weren't even from 
I think one was from my high school. And I've just met, like, four out of three people were 

like, from college. And I think that's really good. Because I thought, you know, new people, 
it's gonna be quite scary, but you get there and there are like decent people that you can get 

good mates with. So yeah, that's quite cool.’ (Aiden) 
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Interestingly, Ethan below describes how this transition back to regular contact with peers 

required confidence due to the amount of time spent away from them. The reintegration back 

into friendship groups for Ethan was associated with questioning of his own identity and how 

others may now perceive him after a period of time, however again, this was superseded by 

the desire to be with friends.  

 
‘I think you had to build up your confidence around people again, but when you were with 
them, you're so excited to be with them, you didn’t really think about how unconfident you 

were. Yeah, you didn't have as much confidence around them as you did before lockdown 
because you haven't seen them in so long. You think oh, what if I've changed? What about if 
you don't like me anymore? Yeah, it was it was weird. But then I just yeah, wanted to be with 

them so much. I just completely forgot about it in the end. And we went back to where we 
were seven months ago. Yeah.’ (Ethan) 

 
Although positive social connections were key in the transition back to education, building 

connections and maintaining friendships has not been straight forward for all the young people 

we spoke with. The school bubbles system, limited movement between lessons within some 

schools, lack of extracurricular activities, opportunities for group work and the inability to turn 

to face others, as well as changes to sets and starting new subject classes meant that some 

young people had difficulty in building new friendships or had to go to extra lengths to maintain 

existing friendships.  

 
‘Yeah, haven't made any new friends still. Well, I haven't really put myself out there that 
much to be honest. But I usually go to loads of clubs. And I remember always being so 
excited in year 11, to go to debate club and things like that once I was in sixth form and 

seeing different people with different opinions. But nothing's been on, I usually do sports 
clubs as well. Nothing's been on. So, the only people you can really meet are people in your 

lessons.’ (Ella) 
 

‘On Wednesday, I literally talked to my friends after school for like three hours. It was like, 
face to face. Because I don't see some of my friends anymore. We can't like wait for each 

other outside, like, well, inside the school area, but it's not the school. If you know what I like. 
So, we just went on the road. Next to the gate I guess.’ (Aaliyah) 

 
During the initial phases of returning to education, young people were keen to establish and 

maintain friendships, some of whom came up against barriers which had a detrimental impact 

upon how they felt about their associated institution. It could be useful for educational 

institutions and those working alongside them to think about how best to facilitate opportunities 

for social connection, whether formally by altering approaches to restrictions (e.g., facilitating 

staggered lunchtimes as opposed to lunchtimes within classrooms) or informally by increasing 
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collaborative opportunities with external youth organisations to host virtual or socially 

distanced activities.  

 

3.2.2 Restrictions, rules and expectations  
 
Unsurprisingly, young people frequently referred to the 

restrictions, rules and expectations which formed part of their 

everyday lives, commenting upon those influencing the micro 

and meso systems (e.g., peer groups, educational institution), 

as well as those at the exosystem and macrosystem level 

(e.g., media, government and other societal structures and 

the economy)28, and how they navigated these adjusted 

environments.  

 

At the education level some young people suggested that 

teachers and schools were doing the best that they could by 

reinforcing the restrictions. As Ethan suggests, despite the 

difficulties of managing a large number of young people, the teachers within his school were 

ensuring that only certain spaces were available, and that mask wearing was encouraged in 

corridors.  

 
‘They have literally done everything in their power, a shut off are like common rooms at 

lunchtime. So, we've been outside every day, except for the last two days where it's rained. 
Lunchtime, they are staggered now. So, we go into lunch at different times. And, yeah, they 
try and enforce the mask rule. If you do see a teacher, they will ask you to put on and one-
way systems down corridors they've done everything in their power. The stopping 800 kids 

jumping on each other has proved a bit hard. Especially outside when there's only one or 
two teachers on duty. It is really hard for them. Yeah. They've done everything they can to 

be fair.’ (Ethan) 
 

On the other hand, other young people’s narratives suggest that some schools have taken 

different approaches. For example, Tariq and Aaliyah describe how their schools have 

reduced break and lunch times, and that they are to take place indoors, as opposed to being 

able to go outside, which was having a detrimental impact on these young people’s wellbeing. 

Research suggests that the period allocated for schools break times have been reducing, 

despite young people suggesting that break time allows them to connect with others and meet 

 
28 Bronfenbrenner, U. (1992). Ecological systems theory. In R. Vasta (Ed.), Six theories of child development: Revised 
formulations and current issues (p. 187–249). Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 

We will all remember  
We will never forget  
The days were no 
Homework was set  
 
High school is back  
The work is back  
It’s difficult  
But I'll try not to lack  
 
Face masks everywhere  
Good luck they say 
I'll try 
I can only pray  
 
The long work  
Maths, English and French  
All I can do is smirk 
Hope everything is safe  
 
COVID isn't over yet  
Its only just begun  
It’s not safe  
Eventually the world would 
have won.  
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other basic needs (such as physical exercise, eating and drinking)29. Considering the evidence 

which suggests that peer connection is important for developing social, cognitive and 

emotional skills3031, and break time enables this interaction with others, schools may want to 

consider how they approach breaktimes during the pandemic, whether they have the 

resources to facilitate staggered breaks for young people outside of the classroom.  

 

‘It seemed like on the emails that they sent us it was going to be a bit better than it was, like 
when they said there were going to be hand sanitiser stations outside every classroom, but 
they were only by each door to get into the school. I’m a bit annoyed as well because they 

have reduced our break and lunch, we’ve got more lesson time and they have made it so we 
can’t go wherever we want so we have to stay in our classroom during break and lunch.’ 

(Tariq) 
 

‘‘Hard, I didn’t like it, in your lessons you have, so your lessons are different now because 
you’ve picked GCSEs so you don’t have lessons with your friends sometimes, so you have 

to eat lunch in your classes, and yesterday I had to eat lunch on my own because I didn’t 
know anyone in my class.’ (Aaliyah) 

 
One positive of the alterations within schools which was mentioned by a few young people 

was the ability to mix only with your year bubble. Some young people preferred being out at 

break or lunch with their year, as it was less crowded and perceived as safer as they were 

aware of who most people were, which to them felt more inclusive.  

 

‘I found it quite fun because you’re not mixing with any year groups, I found that quite 
positive, so you get to see more of people who you know than people who you don’t know 

which makes you feel more included in general outside at break and lunch times.’ (Jayden) 
 

Nonetheless, despite best efforts by educational institutions in rapidly responding to national 

guidelines, some young people who need the additional support may not be receiving this in 

the same way due to the new restrictions.  

 
‘In lessons I have a learning scribe sometimes but they’re not coming round as often its only 

in necessary lessons now so I’m having to do lot more writing which is not gonna be good 
for revising because I can’t read my writing.’  (Connor)  

 
Furthermore, some young people reported that their friends had not returned to education yet, 

or their friends were isolating due to parents or family members testing positive for COVID-19. 

 
29 Baines & Blatchford (2019). School break and lunch times and young people’s social lives: A follow up national study. UCL: 
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/Baines%2042402%20BreaktimeSurvey%20-
%20Main%20public%20report%20(May19)-Final(1).pdf [accessed 11/12/20] 
30 McNamara, L., Gibson, J., Lakman, Y., Spadafora, N., Lodewyk, K., & Walker, M. (2018). The Influence of a Recess 
Intervention on Children’s Sense of Belonging and Enjoyment. Journal of Contemporary Issues in Education, 13(2), 37-54. 
31 Baines, E. & Blatchford, P. (2011). Playground games and activities in school and their role in development. In A. D. 
Pellegrini (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Development of Play. New York: Oxford University Press. 

https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/Baines%2042402%20BreaktimeSurvey%20-%20Main%20public%20report%20(May19)-Final(1).pdf
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/sites/default/files/files/Baines%2042402%20BreaktimeSurvey%20-%20Main%20public%20report%20(May19)-Final(1).pdf
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Schools need to ensure that all young people who require additional support can access it to 

prevent gaps in learning. In addition, educational institutions need to have the resources and 

support to be able to be flexible in their approach to teaching and would benefit from guidance 

but also the opportunity to share best practice and approaches to restrictions at a local level. 

This is particularly important given the suggestions for mass testing at secondary school 

level32, which is already taking place in parts of the East of England and is likely to uncover 

more cases of COVID-19 in which students will be required to isolate. Despite cases in Suffolk 

being relatively low in comparison to other parts of the UK, contingency plans for educational 

institutions are imperative to ensure there is enough support for young people to work remotely 

if required. Educational institutions who have access to effective virtual learning environments 

and technology are likely to be better prepared for this, as Alice outlines below with her 

schools’ ability to record live sessions: 
 
“They have loads of special cameras so people who either are self-quarantining or are not in 
this country and can't come in they have this live webcam at the back which can move, and 
the teacher can move it to where they are or what they're doing and show their screen. So, 

people outside of the school can still take part in the lesson which I think is really great. “ 
(Alice) 

 
 
Young people also shared their perceptions of societal level discourse and restrictions, many 

of whom described feeling as if the narrative surrounding the spread of the virus was placing 

blame upon young people, leading to perceived intergenerational conflict. Daisy and Piper 

described how they felt like young people were being blamed despite complying with national 

initiatives. 

 
‘The school tried to make it as normal as possible, and you are in a bubble with your form, 

so they aren’t strict with social distancing in that sense, but it’s like still knowing there is still 
a pandemic going on, it’s still a bit weird. The government has been moaning about young 

people about it, but it’s not even our fault, they are the one saying, lets reopen schools, let’s 
do this, let’s do that, let’s do the eat out to help out thing, maybe some people may not be as 

cautious about it, but it’s not everyone’s fault of spreading COVID-19. I just don’t think it’s 
very fair that we’ve got the blame, it’s not always us, its everyone. (Daisy)  

 
‘I think it’s bad, they encouraged up to go out and then said go back to work, go back to 

school, and you see anti lockdown protests in the street, and they are all like middle aged 
people yet they are blaming 20 year olds when they are the ones encouraging us to go back 

to university, they can’t expect you to be in a university room by yourself, I don’t think any 
blame should be on us really.’ (Piper) 

 

 
32 Quinn & Pidd (2020) Bring mass testing to schools across England, teachers urge. 
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/dec/11/bring-mass-covid-testing-schools-across-england-teachers-urge  

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/dec/11/bring-mass-covid-testing-schools-across-england-teachers-urge
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Amelia also described how she felt as if the economy was taking precedent over peoples lives, 

she was frustrated that from her perspective, restrictions were not being debated enough and 

were based solely on Government ideals.   

 
‘I just wish they weren't putting all the businesses first. And I also wish that they put they the 
MPs were actually debating the restrictions as opposed to just being the government forcing 
it through. I think there has been so much haven't been, like, discussed in Parliament at all.’ 

(Amelia) 
 

Interestingly, recent research involving an online survey of 2,501 adults in England has 

identified that excessive mistrust was common, and is linked to conspiracy beliefs, reduced 

complicity to government guidance and vaccine hesitancy33. This ‘crisis of trust’ was evident 

when discussing national responses to COVID-19 with young people and raises the question 

as to how this might be addressed as a complex issue relating to multiple societal inequalities. 

Enabling young people to have a more fair, equal and non-tokenistic say in matters that affect 

their everyday lives leading to actionable outcomes could be one approach to reduce distrust 

in early generations.   

 

Thing is, it's our next generation. And we don't get to vote. If you know what I mean, and,we 
don't get to have a say about it. Well, we do have to say, but we don’t get to talk to the 

government about it. And I don't, I said to my mum and dad, it's like, gonna be my 
generation like, a couple years ago. Its going to be our generation, so why are they 

choosing, Oh, just want to vote! I think you should vote, like at a certain age, you'll should be 
five years old. But it's just, we're going to be growing up to that, whatever it is. So that they're 

thinking they're thinking really about the time now. They're not thinking about the future. 
(Daisy) 

 

 
33 Freeman, D., Waite, F., Rosebrock, L., Petit, A., Causier, C., East, A., . . . Lambe, S. (2020). Coronavirus conspiracy beliefs, 
mistrust, and compliance with government guidelines in England. Psychological Medicine, 1-13. 
doi:10.1017/S0033291720001890 
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3.2.3 A political and culturally aware generation 
 
Linking on from the previous subordinate theme, it was clear that most 

young people who participated were politically and culturally literate, 

engaging in frequent discussions of global affairs and societal issues, 

such as the US election, the climate crisis and racism, yet these 

discussions were not necessarily being aided by their formal educational 

institutions. Some young people interviewed discussed the ‘Black Lives 

Matter34’ movement, but more specifically the murder of George Floyd 

and the significant impact this had on their life, yet they felt that anti-

black racism was avoided or not discussed in schools, waiting for 

‘appropriate’ lessons to discuss racism or feeling as if teachers would 

not necessarily understand. 

 

‘No one mentioned it at all, but year 9 is different you get new teachers so yeah, in 
sociology, because I chose sociology we do like crime and family, so I think that is one of 

the lessons I will feel comfortable talking about it.’ (Aaliyah) 
 

Decolonising the curriculum35 to give young people the opportunity to become more aware 

and knowledgeable about history and politics via a diversified lens would assist in breaking 

down systemic and institutional racism that exists in the UK today36. Some of the young people 

discussed how they were able to talk about anti-black racism with outside organisations, and 

enjoyed this opportunity, however they felt that they were unable to discuss this in schools. 

 

‘I liked learning about racism because I learnt things I didn’t know before and got to talk 
about it with people who understand. At school, nobody would understand where people are 

coming from, being in these groups it really helps.’ (Aaliyah) 
 

‘‘We learn about slavery and racism, I like talking, I know racism isn’t nice, but I know quite a 
lot about the past about it, but also we have been learning about different words and their 

meaning…’ (Daisy) 
 

Reform to elements of the national curriculum, would also enable educators to participate 

more freely in debate and encourage discussion around topical global issues, not only this but 

it could have the potential to negate some of the power struggles for young people who are 

 
34 Black Lives Matter Global Foundation Network Inc. (2020). https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/  
35 Nabi, S. (2020) Revisiting ‘Race’: Towards a Decolonial Curriculum. Ceasefire: https://ceasefiremagazine.co.uk/decolonise-
curriculum/ [accessed: 11/12/20] 
36 House of Commons and House of Lords (2020) Black people, racism, and human rights. Joint Committee on Human Rights: 
Eleventh Report of Session 2019-21. Accessed [11/12/20]: 
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3376/documents/32359/default/ 

https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/
https://ceasefiremagazine.co.uk/decolonise-curriculum/
https://ceasefiremagazine.co.uk/decolonise-curriculum/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3376/documents/32359/default/
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marginalised and assist in building confidence and empowerment. Ethan suggests that the 

lockdown period has had an impact on his peers and the discussions within the classroom, 

with more interest in engaging in political debate. Instead of shutting down debate and 

activism, a reform to elements of the curriculum to allow the new generation to have a safe 

space to learn about world issues, utilising a rights-based approach to education could 

enhance autonomy, character building, and increase curriculum relevance to young people’s 

everyday lives. Ethan’s extract below indicates a different view about racism, and although it 

is widely acknowledged that black people in the UK are oppressed37, his narrative appears to 

raise questions around young people’s knowledge of this, highlighting the need for 

empowering young white or black people to understand racism within equal and fair spaces.  

 

‘It's been different going back because we've had to behave ourselves more. The things we 
say, stuff we do. Like you can't go around shouting, screaming whenever you like at school. 

And yeah, a lot of people have changed.’ (Ethan) 
 

‘In what way?’ (Researcher) 
  

‘They’ve been influenced by a lot of things on social media, like and a lot of movements, 
obviously at the Black Lives Matter movement started over lockdown. And yeah, a lot of 
people change to that. And now you get people arguing in class about what's right and 

what's wrong. And yeah, all sorts. Whereas before you wouldn't really ever discuss politics. 
But now you're sat in class discussing Black Lives Matter, abortions, everything, everything 

that could be debated. They will debate and it's quite entertaining to watch. But yeah, I 
guess it's a good thing us debating things like that. But yeah, lessons not sure if it’s the best 

place, especially with teachers, they're not being able to say anything. And just they're 
helpless. They're trying to get us to shut up. But yeah, it's quite fun. (Ethan) 

 
‘What do you think about the Black Lives Matter movement because that has come up in 

other interviews we have had?’ (Researcher) 
 

‘I don’t want to offend anyone but like, I don't support it. Definitely don't support it. I obviously 
don't support police brutality. But then you've also got reverse. I don't know. There seem to 

focus on this a lot more than other issues. Like there's racism against white people in this 
world. Just you won't get people admit it. Because we are in this country anyway, where the 

majority. So it's like it doesn't exist. Whereas you can get people saying, Yeah, you'll get 
people being racist to towards us but it’s not classed as racist because we're a majority in 

this country. But yeah. It's hard. It's Yeah, it's hard to explain about offending people…’ 
(Ethan) 

 
 

 
37 House of Commons and House of Lords (2020) Black people, racism, and human rights. Joint Committee on Human Rights: 
Eleventh Report of Session 2019-21. Accessed [11/12/20]: 
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3376/documents/32359/default/ 

https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3376/documents/32359/default/
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We have identified that feelings and experiences of returning to education are nuanced and 

complex for young people. On one hand, there was a sense of excitement and gratitude to 

return to some form of ‘normality’ with increased opportunity for social connection, however 

this was also accompanied by uncertainty about restrictions within educational settings, 

changes in support, but also some frustration with the limited discussion around world events 

and movements (such as the killing of George Floyd and anti-black racism) which impacted 

their experiences in lockdown.  

 
3.3 A New ‘Normal’? 
 
Most young people suggested that after a couple of weeks back at their educational institution 

they felt as if they were back into a similar routine to that pre-lockdown, and despite the 

restrictions it was almost as if this version of educational life was the ‘new normal’. Aaliyah 

suggested that time sped up after lockdown, while Ella describes settling into life at sixth form, 

and the ability to engage in practical subjects leading to a feeling of returning normality.  

 
‘Yeah, it doesn't it felt like it was like, not long ago. I don't know why. This year went quick 
but slow at the same time. Like, during lockdown it took, like three years and then as soon 

as it was over it was really fast.’ (Aaliyah) 
 

‘It was been way more positive, I feel a lot better about everything, everything is settling 
down, school is ok I am stressing about this biology test, but I always worry about tests. And 
we did practical’s today and I was worried we wouldn’t be able to do practical’s with COVID, 

you need to do them for A levels, but yeah that was good fun to do a practical, it just felt 
more normal’ (Ella) 

 
However, this was not the same experience for all young people, some describing increased 

pressure, particularly those in significant years in which exams were high on the agenda.  

 
3.3.1 ‘Eat, sleep, revise. Repeat.’ 
 
For young people in positions where they were due to sit exams in the 2020/2021 academic 

year, although there were positive perspectives surrounding the return to education, there was 

also an increased sense of pressure. After the difficulties surrounding the Ofqual exam 

algorithm and examination U-turn, there is unsurprisingly increased uncertainty amongst 

young people about the position they will be in at the end of the academic year.  

 
‘I’m quite worried to be honest say there were to be another wave if we were to cancel 

school again and we couldn’t take our exams they would probably use upcoming mocks to 
predict our actual a level results, and teachers would say how well they think we’re doing, 

but it’s hard when everyone is at home, it’s quite hard to judge, so I feel quite a lot of 
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pressure to be honest is being put on us at the moment because I feel like they want us to 
do as well as we can in these mocks, so I’m quite stressed to be honest.’ (Tariq) 

 
‘Yeah, they have done a homework timetable, so that we don't get too overloaded. But 

because of Corona, we have had more than what we’re meant to really.’ (Ethan) 
 
England has since announced its decision to ensure exams go ahead38, in contrast to Wales 

and Scotland who have taken the decision to cancel exams for all GCSE and A-level students, 

replacing them with teacher-managed assessment. In order for schools to respond to the 

requirement of assessment, equal opportunities to access learning needs to be available for 

all young people, this means significant investment at a local level in ensuring schools can 

deliver education online effectively, students have access to the equipment they need, and 

leniency to grading systems is in place to account for the upheaval and uncertainty 

experienced by all young people as outlined in this report.  

 

‘Its been strange. I've gotten used to everything now. So that's a start. And but now it's 
coming up to the point where we've got our mocks and we've actually got exams. So we 

actually because I've obviously moved everything forward now. So like some of our exams 
are much more in the year than we actually expected. So I've got my drama exam next 

week. And I'm like, I'm not ready. I'm really not ready, but I'll be fine I think.’ (Mariana) 
 

 
3.3.2 Overload and desensitisation: Avoiding the media 

 
Although education appears to be a haven of normality for most young people, outside of the 

educational bubble young people described the impact of the news upon their perceptions 

and feelings around the impact of COVID-19 upon their everyday lives. Most young people 

reported avoiding watching the news to prevent further anxiety. 

 
‘I also just tried not to watch the news, on the news it would be like how many people have 

died, this many people, and it would just send you into a panic, obviously its good to be 
aware of what’s going on, but you don’t want to cause more anxiety than what is needed 

really.’ (Piper) 
 

Ella below also suggested that she had to speak with her parents about discussing COVID-

19, because it was becoming draining and although she thought it important to keep up to 

date with what was happening, to become all-consumed was detrimental to her wellbeing.  
 

‘I had a chat with my parents about not mentioning Coronavirus as much because I was 
Yeah, I was getting a bit stressed out. So, I think it's been a lot more calm now. Because I 

 
38 UK Gov (2020) Students to be given more time to prepare for 2021 exams: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/students-
to-be-given-more-time-to-prepare-for-2021-exams [accessed 11/12/20] 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/students-to-be-given-more-time-to-prepare-for-2021-exams
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/students-to-be-given-more-time-to-prepare-for-2021-exams
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don't like it being so pessimistic. On the positives more than negatives. I mean, because 
they just watch the news every night, read the newspaper every day, which is great. But like, 

obviously, it's always gonna play on your mind. And then I don't know, obviously, you need 
to have the conversation. It needs to be something you still think about. But when it's so 

pessimistic. I don't want to think about going into another lockdown, like it will happen when 
it happens.’ (Ella) 

 
Some young people reported feeling desensitised to the news, that the idea of COVID related 

deaths had become a normal part of everyday routine, particularly when the virus feels so 

distant from some young people’s lives. Seb describes how it felt normal to see how many 

people had died from COVID-19 on the news, yet he felt it was strange that there wasn’t much 

information as to how the global pandemic began. 

 
‘It has been so long like that its started to become normal, like at the start of quarantine 

when everyone was checking the death toll, like every day there would be something on the 
news about how many people had died and that like 20,000 people are expected to die from 

it, and its ended up being a lot more, it’s started to become normal just to see how many 
people have died from a virus that nobody knows where it came from really.’ (Seb) 

 
Piper and Noah below also talk about the impact of fake news on social media upon their 

perceptions of the pandemic, potentially contributing further to the crisis of trust. Their 

responses indicate that there are difficulties in distinguishing what information is legitimate 

and which is less so, leading them to avoid the news altogether in some instances as a coping 

mechanism. Recent Ofcom (2020) survey statistics suggest that younger generations are 

much more likely to come across false or misleading information related to COVID-19, that 

this false or misleading information has made them think twice, and that they are also more 

likely to be confused about how they should personally respond to COVID-1939. 

 
‘I don’t think so, it’s been ok, it’s just there is a lot on social media which scares you a little 

bit to thinking we’ve all gone back to normal and then we shouldn’t have done and this is 
going to happen and this, but I think it’s a lot of false media as well, and the death rate has 

dropped a lot, and there is a higher infection rate because tests have gone up, but they try to 
scare you that things are going to be bad and blaming the young people and I think that has 

put a lot of blame on us because we’re like scapegoats.’ (Piper) 
 

‘There's just a lot of fake news and how were gonna go back into lockdown and stuff and 
fake news about Boris saying stuff he hasn't so I don’t really listen to what is says. I go on 

there if I'm just bored or something.’ (Noah) 
 

 
39 Ofcom (2020). Covid-19 news and information: consumption and attitudes. Results from week 33 (November 2020). 
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0026/207566/covid-19-news-consumption-week-thirty-three-findings.pdf 
[accessed 11/12/20] 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0026/207566/covid-19-news-consumption-week-thirty-three-findings.pdf
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In addition to news regarding COVID being relayed via media but also parents, some young 

people, such as Aaliyah, suggested that they were exposed to the news during school time 

also, which to her was frustrating, particularly due to her perceptions around media sources 

as biased entities.  

 
‘Well in form they always put the news on, it’s actually quite annoying because, well I think 
most people don't want to see the news. And they're trying to get away from it because it's 

like, kind of biased as well. But they play it anyway. (Aaliyah) 
 

‘What do you kind of mean by the news is biased?’ (Researcher) 
 

‘Like they only have, let me try and explain, like they only have one opinion, there's only one 
right way to do things.’ (Aaliyah) 

 
 
3.3.3 Educational responses to COVID: Bubbles of safety? 
 
As the weeks progressed, young people frequently discussed the 

changes in restrictions and perceptions of educational life as 

routines became more firmly established. Many young people told 

us about initial teething problems experienced within their 

educational institution as they discovered what would work within 

their context. However, many young people also described feeling 

as if the restrictions had started to ease as they settled back into 

school and sixth form, including the level of teachers’ movement 

around classrooms, wiping down areas and adherence to social 

distancing, which were always going to be challenging within the school environment.  

 
‘They are definitely doing less in terms of making sure everyone is close together, it feels 
like its eased down a lot of restrictions they had in place, they have tried to change it, so 

people leave at different times’ (Tariq) 
 

‘‘It’s alright, it’s getting a lot less stricter, like the teachers walking around in class, my 
teachers are relevantly young so it doesn’t affect them that much, but aren’t they meant to 

be more careful because they teach other year groups, so they’re coming around looking at 
our work, and I keep noticing people coughing, and I don’t know if I am just being pedantic 
about it, when I hear people coughing I am like ahh, my teacher left to have a coughing fit 
today, and a lot of people are coughing, and there is meant to be a procedure where you 
wipe down your area if you cough, and I don’t want to seem annoying, you don’t all know 

each other, and I don’t want to be like actually can you wipe down you area it’s a bit 
awkward, but yeah it feels a bit dodgy, but other than that it’s alright!’ (Ella) 
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For some young people, although they may not necessarily agree with or understand how 

rules applied at school coincide with national guidance, teachers being more flexible in their 

approach has been beneficial in providing a sense of normality for young people’s learning 

experience.  

‘When you’re at school it feels like there isn't COVID like, sometimes because only people 
like teachers only have to wear face shields if they were like, at high risk of getting it. Like 

asthmatic and all that jazz. Um, and when you're at school, you're always sitting next to 
someone like you literally not even one meter away. And they say they can’t socially 

distance. I like that, because then you kind of you don't feel like there is a virus going on. 
And you're not allowed contact they say, but you're still making contact with whoever you're 
sitting next to. I don't get that. And then it's just kind of every teacher don't really wear what 
they say. They always wear a mask when they're going around the classroom. But it's kind 

of but when they are at the front, they never wear a face shield or a mask which I'm quite 
happy about.’ (Daisy) 

 

Some young people interviewed also regularly questioned the usefulness or efficacy of rules 

within educational institutions, some suggesting that while these rules were reiterated via 

written mediums such as email and over the school intranet, these were not always enforced 

in reality. For example, Ethan talks about how social distancing within schools is difficult to 

enforce, particularly when young people are aware that their whole year is within the same 

bubble, and if one of the year group bubble were to contract coronavirus it is possible, they 

would all have to quarantine. Young people also referred to this when talking about the rules 

outside of education, how it seemed unfair that they were able to socialise with a whole year 

group within school, yet outside were only allowed to meet with up to six people when this rule 

of six was announced in September 2020.  

 

‘There's some I question. Such as like, social distancing, they still try and enforce that even 
though we're in the same bubble. And if one of us did get it send us all in quarantine 

anyway. So yeah, you do question a bit, but while they're still enforcing the two-meter rule, 
but guess they kind of have to by law. Yeah, nothing else. The one-way systems a bit odd, 

because the teachers don't seem to keep them but they've made sure we all do. So they 
really see the thought process behind that. But yeah, especially as they're in a different 

bubble, because the teachers are in their own bubble. They're just walking against us all the 
time. Yeah, so it's a bit odd.’ (Ethan) 

 
Most young people suggested that they would prefer it if the educational staff were more 

vigilant in how they responded to students, and that the same rules should be applied 

consistently across the whole school. For example, Ella describes her concerns with arbitrary 

cut off points with regards to year at school and age, by discussing how she feels it is unfair 

that the high school students do not have to wear masks indoors, but the sixth form students 

do. Although there may be an explanation for why this is the case, clear and consistent 
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messages for why educational institutions are enforcing rules would be useful for all young 

people.  

 

‘The only thing I wish the school did was to make it mandatory for year 7 – year 11 to wear 
masks indoors because they don’t have too, so I’m really a late birthday in the year, so there 
are people in year 11 who are a month or two younger than me and I’m like what difference 

does it make if we’re more likely to get it and more likely to spread it than someone two 
months younger than me, I think that would stop the spread more, if everyone has to wear a 

mask indoors, like for sixth form we have to, but for the school its recommended.’ (Ella) 
 

As well as disappointment with some of the rules and their practical application, some young 

people described being frustrated with peers in not abiding by the rules or trying their best to 

stick to hygienic practices. Alice below describes how she is frustrated that other students 

don’t take hand sanitisation very seriously, and this has a negative impact on the way she 

perceives school and the cleanliness of her environment.  

 

‘More and more people just aren't like following the safety guidelines, especially with hand 
sanitiser. Like there's hand sanitiser like, everywhere, and we're supposed to use it 

whenever you like, pass the machine. But like, some people don't. And, like, occasionally, I 
just don't do it. Because I'm holding my bag or something. Or I don't have hands. But I 

usually try to do it all the time. And then some people just completely just walk past it. And 
it's like, Oh, please. (Alice) 

 
Does that impact the way that you feel at school? (Researcher) 

 
I would say so because, they were like, Oh, yeah, it's fine. It's fine. Everything's always 

gonna be sanitized its always gonna be clean. And it's like, if people aren't like, using a hand 
sanitiser, the teachers aren't using hand sanitizer.  Like, is it hygienic? Are they pretending 

to be? (Alice) 
 

Despite some concerns, it appears that most young people have shown resilience and 

perseverance in settling into the ‘new normal’ within their educational bubble, and although, 

like most of us, the restrictions are difficult at times, they want to make sacrifices to prevent 

further harm.  

 
“I have stopped being as anxious and stressed as I was, I'm feeling more relaxed about it 

face masks still aren't nice but it's to help other people so.” (Noah) 
 

‘It seems like it is going to be like this for the foreseeable future, unless there is some sort of 
miracle that saves us from the virus, I think its going to be like this for a while, so we have to 

get used to it.’ (Tariq) 
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Although schools felt ‘normal’ for the young people who participated, the world outside of 

school had yet to return to normal. As a result, many of the young people who participated 

were unable to access highly sought-after support and activities outside of school. 

 
“The youth club that I went to before still hasn’t started up and there’s no talk of it starting up 
again which is kinda frustrating because I don’t see why they can't cos schools have opened 
back up and there's not so many people in the club that we can't socially distance. I hope we 

will soon cos I really miss my friends from there.’ (Alice) 
 
 
Not only this, but when it comes to friendships the changing restrictions and rules with regards 

to 6 people have meant that young people are also navigating awkward dimensions within 

friendship groups. Ella describes below that her friendship group is typically up to thirteen 

people, and therefore they have to engage in practices to ensure only up to 6 people are able 

to attend meets, meaning that there is some deception and discomfort, which also doesn’t 

reflect their experiences at school where they are mixing with many more individuals daily.  

 
‘yeah we’re like a solid group of 13, and so if we’re usually doing stuff in a group it will be 13 

of us, so last night, my friend’s house, she lives in the country so we kind of had to make a 
plan, and her neighbours don’t really like her so she was like what if they see more than 6, 
they will call up, so it’s annoying for us because we are a bubble at school, so if the police 

gets called we can’t explain that, they’re not going to not fine us because we’re in a bubble 
at school because they won’t believe us, so she ended up cancelling it, and just inviting the 

girls, so we secretly went but yeah that made sure it was only 4 of us, which still probably 
isn’t part of the rules because it was 4 different households, buts it’s just weird for us 

because at school we’re just not doing that.’  (Ella) 
 
‘We’re a small year, when we do meet up normally just in the day, there would only be about 

seven or eight of us. But even now, we can't do that.’ (Ethan) 
 
This theme has highlighted that young people have settled into life at their educational 

institution, although for those in critical years of their education, there was an increased sense 

of pressure to perform due to uncertainty around examinations. Furthermore, although there 

was a sense of normality for them when in education, this was accompanied by anxiety 

induced by media, particularly fake news, and exposure to the news regularly, even during 

school time, with many young people sharing a preference of avoidance. Some young people 

describe how educational regulations are becoming more relaxed with time, with frustration 

associated with peers lack of engagement with rules and restrictions, but also educational 

staff and inconsistent responses.   
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3.4 The Future 
 

Naturally as we came toward the end of the data collection period, young people began to 

reflect on the future and what this looked like to them, but also how they thought that the 

COVID-19 pandemic had influenced their identity.   

 

3.4.1 Time for reflection 
 
The lockdown period had enabled many young people to step back and reflect on various 

aspects of their life. For most, this period enabled young people to redefine what matters to 

them, but also led to re-thinking subject choices, careers and in one case a strengthening of 

religious faith and sexual identity. It was clear that most young people’s narratives centred 

around how the pandemic had led them to more gratitude toward friendships and family with 

increased intention to spend additional time with those close to them as a result of their 

experiences. Not only this, but the period also reinforced the idea of ‘life is short’ which has 

led some young people to re-think their outlook on life, that they are not in control of all aspects 

of life, so should focus on those that make them happy.  

‘I have always had the mentality like you aren’t going to live forever, and I think after losing 
my dad that changed everything, in that sense, every day I wake up I am grateful. But this 

even more so I think, this time has made me grateful for spending time with family, like you 
take that for granted so much, just being able to go and give your nan a hug, but I think this 
has made a lot of people realise that you really have to take every opportunity you can and 
enjoy the little moments. I think that has really put that into perspectives for me, and getting 

your priorities right, just having a safe place and people you can trust.’  (Piper) 
 

‘I think probably what matters the most to me now is like, accepting everything that happens, 
like bad or good. Because I feel like I don't know if something bad happens it like it shouldn't 
you can have different like, perspectives and stuff. And like, I don't know that you learn from 

everything. So, I'd say that and since lockdown have been like, way more grateful for 
everyone, everything, but the small things. So, I think that's what I feel that my whole point of 

view has changed… People need traumatic experiences for them to be like, Damn, okay, I 
need to do what I actually want to do in life. And like, I feel like COVID was traumatic, but 

also from a distance and it's kind of give everyone that kick to do them.’ (Emily) 
 

‘I think I mean, it has been like one of the happiest times my life at points. And so I think it's 
just opened my eyes to when everything is stripped away. Like you don't have to go to 

school. You have no responsibilities. Like the summer we had no responsibilities. And kind 
of everyone's in the same boat that you don't know what's happening. There's a global 

pandemic, nothing is certain. It kind of brings you back so okay, well, I've just got to do what 
I enjoy. So seeing my friends and like being with family, I guess that just shows what you 

need the most in life more than all the others.’ (Ella) 
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Young people also discussed changing perceptions in relation to education and their 

aspirations. It was clear that within some narratives, participants had used this time to think 

about why education was important to them, so instead of being absorbed in the busy and 

sometimes chaotic existence when at school, college, sixth form or university, many young 

people identified that time to slow down had helped them to adjust their perspective and re-

set goals.  

 

 ‘So like, originally, when I found out from the 
very start that we were going into lockdown, and 

we weren't going to have school. Originally, I 
thought it was only for two weeks. So I was like, 
Oh, yeah, this is gonna be really cool. It's really 
fun. Who cares about schools, schools, like not 

important in all of this. And I think towards, I think 
about the second month, realised how important 

education is, because I basically missed out on a 
whole year worth of my GCSEs. And now it's 

kind of hit me, it just hit me really, I need to start 
revising a lot more, school is important, because 
without the GCSEs that I need to get, I won't be 
able to work, I won't be able to go to the college 

want to go to and it's kind of like these GCSEs 
reflect my future. And I didn't think education was 
important for me, I thought education is just there 

to keep us busy.’ (Mariana) 
 
Noah below also describes how he and his friends have changed slightly as a result of the 

lockdown, resulting in him caring more for his education and GCSEs in comparison to before. 

 
‘I think what matters most is my friends. And some things have changed. Like, seeing each 

other as much as we used to. People change as well. Because of locked down, they like 
change who they are, rediscover themselves.’ (Noah)  

 
‘And was that a good thing for you? or a bad thing?’ (Researcher) 

 
‘I think is a good thing. Having time away from friends is hard, but it's good to be away from 

them from time to time.’ (Noah) 
 

‘And you mentioned about friends changing, do you feel you changed at all?’ (Researcher) 
 

‘Yeah, I changed a bit. I've got more interest in doing some work or school so I can study 
really hard for my GCSEs because I used to not care.’ (Noah) 
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Interestingly, Aiden also reflected on his attitude toward GCSEs pre-lockdown, suggesting that 

this period in addition to the unexpected U-turn around GCSE exams, made him re-evaluate 

how he would approach exams this time around during resits.  

‘I mean, I didn't, I didn't really do well, because the mocks, I just didn't think were that 
important. So I didn't put any like effort in or do any like, like homework, like, not much so I 

didn't really get good grades. But now I feel like I can obviously do better and resit it and 
have a better chance at it. Because this time I know that I can obviously like do the exam 

and try and do my best at it.’ (Aiden) 
 
Additional time to reflect on education also meant time to reflect on aspirations for the future. 

Some young people identified that the additional time that lockdown permitted enabled them 

to think about what they would like to do in the future, suggesting that the slower pace was 

beneficial for life planning, and subsequent goal setting. Ella below describes how it wasn’t 

necessarily COVID-19 itself and the increased interest and support the NHS which influenced 

her decision to study medicine in future, rather the ability to slow down and think about career 

options.  

 
‘It wasn't like COVID itself, seeing the doctors and whatnot made me want to do it. Because I 
mean, I've always been interested in it. I've always loved biology and like human body, and I 

was always, I mean, me and my parents which so much on TV about different, you know, 
ambulance and things like that. I love things like that. So, it wasn't necessary, but it was just 
more of a support around me saying actually, you can do it. Which I mean, I still doubt a lot 

at the time and I don't know I still will but you know, you can aim as high as you want. But 
yeah, I don't think it was to do with the pandemic. directly. It was more to do with cancelling 

exams, and just having so much time to reflect. Yeah, I think if it was anything that had 
halted the country that much, I would have had the same reaction. It wouldn't matter if it was 
anything else that would do the same as COVID. But like, you know, it's not that the COVID 

itself.’ (Ella) 
 

‘I’m wanting to go into fashion design now. And I wouldn't have thought of that, or known 
what it was if it wasn’t for lockdown’ (Seb)  

 
 
 
3.4.2 Concerns about further lockdowns 
 
Although the benefits of slowing down enabled increased reflection and changing 

perspectives, the young people also undoubtedly feared for additional lockdowns and what 

this would mean for their education, employment opportunities and wider society more 

generally. Amelia also describes how her, and her family have been trying to get flu jabs, and 

this is proving even more difficult as a young person who is home-educated. Investigating 

what young people think about the coronavirus vaccine, and the underlying reasons behind 

this will be an interesting topic for further research.  
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‘I saw the cases were like 4000 something yesterday now 6000 and something today and 

that's just like it's going up the crazy rate. I feel kind of scared, that we don't really know how 
long it's going to be around for and when we’ll find a vaccine and whether the vaccine will 
work.  We've been trying to get flu vaccines it's really difficult for me especially because I 

can't do it through school. Yeah. We don’t want to be worried about flu on top of being 
worried about Coronavirus.’ (Amelia) 

 
 
Connor and Alice below describe how they are concerned that, as Suffolk has had such low 

rates that we will be next in terms of an outbreak, and that although they enjoyed lockdown 

the first time around, a second lockdown would be difficult. Alice suggests that, although it 

would be difficult, she would rather be in lockdown to prevent the spread of the virus further.  
 

‘I'm a bit worried about all the new rules that they're setting in place. Because I know Suffolk 
really isn't affected that much. But if other places are, it might happen Suffolk and then 

Suffolk will be locked in locked down and then it'll make me sad again. Yeah, well, I kind of 
liked it the first time. But it would kind of be a bit boring the second time. I don't really want to 

go into lockdown.’ (Connor) 
 

‘I mean, I'd be really sad because, you know, I've been really enjoying rules like, relaxing a 
bit. But also like, if it's needed, then I'll be more upset if there wasn't another lockdown. And 
like, it's hard, because I don't want to be in lockdown. But also, I do want them to put in the 

correct protocols to stop COVID spreading too much.’ (Alice) 
 
Young people also described the concerns caused by an approaching winter and without a 

vaccine the possibilities of further periods of restrictions. Daisy shares her thoughts about how 

wider society and government need to act, thinking about contingency planning and the future, 

and how we are to protect the vulnerable in the first instance. She also makes reference to 

significant events she has missed, or haven’t been the same, as a result of coronavirus 

restrictions. The uncertainty of what the next six months will look like is daunting for everyone, 

this subordinate theme highlights that young people are equally impacted by the uncertainty, 

despite having elements of their life returning to something resembling pre-coronavirus 

normality (e.g., schools), they are still significantly impacted by narratives across wider 

society. 

 
I think the thing is they need to think about not going into lockdown but getting out of it. If 

not, I mean, because they keep putting these things the rules back to like 2 metres but 
they're trying to play it safe. They need to like think more about what's going to happen the 

next year about it also they think about now because there's pandemic going on. But there's 
also going to be the second wave they need to think about how are they going to help 

elderly people what they're doing, but what about the next year? We don’t want that, we 
know people are like finding out vaccines, but we still need to know how we can like, get out 

of it. Which is gonna be hard. I just want it to get normal, really soon. Because I don't know, I 
like people basically, I thought when it's first started. It was all going to stop before my 
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birthday. And here we are now pretty much in the same place. You know, like, couple 
months ago we were getting better. Now it's kind of getting back into that death zone you 

could say of people who are dying. I just think that they need to think about what the future 
looks like. The next year really.’ (Daisy) 

 
3.4.3 Uncertain futures: Education and employment 
 
Understandably when thinking about the future, most young people are concerned about the 

implications of COVID-19 upon their learning, potential exams, and employment opportunities. 

These concerns were particularly prominent for young people from the age of 15 years, in 

which there were concerns around assessments and the associated qualifications. 

Furthermore, some young people were concerned about careers, and how the pandemic 

might impact on their ability to gain work experience. 

 
‘So yeah, I just want to try hard really, but also it does feel a bit. So many things are 

uncertain. And that's what I hate, you know, everything is just a question at the moment. 
Like, are we gonna be able to sit exams? Am I gonna be able to get work experience? Am I 
gonna be able to do all the stuff that I would have done? So, even though I say yes, I really 

want to do it. And I will do it. It's like, if last year if you'd asked me or what are your plans for 
the next year? I would have said, Yes, I'm doing all this stuff. But now having none of that 

happen. It makes me think what's gonna happen in the future. I don't want to say I'm going 
to do all this stuff and then it not happen because of COVID, if it carries on.’ (Ella) 

 
“I'm kinda excited for my A-level courses to continue. In terms of Covid, I'm a bit worried 

about someone getting it and us all having to quarantine again cos that’s going to be 
frustrating, or if my brother gets it and I have to isolate for two weeks and my school isn't 

streaming any lessons, so I don’t really know what I'd do if that happened, I guess I'd have 
to ask a teacher to send me the work.” (Alice) 

 
“I feel like its gonna impact my GCSE’s a lot. If we go into another lockdown it’s bound to be 

for another year or 6months and that'll be a lot of work just missed.” (Noah) 
 
These comments really highlight how important it is for state funding and resources to be 

distributed to schools at a local level, to ensure that schools and educational institutions can 

provide access to effective remote learning, and that schools budget with contingency plans 

and young people’s access to technology in mind. A recent survey highlights that 79% of 

students require technology (computer, laptop or tablet) to access work provided by schools40, 

thus access to technology is key in future planning, as well as staffing to assist with periods 

of remote working (such as the IOA remote learning support assistants41) or additional training 

 
40 Benzeval, Borkowska et al (2020) Understanding Society COVID-19 Survey April Briefing Note: Home schooling, 
Understanding Society Working Paper No 12/2020, ISER, University of Essex: 
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Covid-
19_Resources/The_EEF_guide_to_supporting_school_planning_-_A_tiered_approach_to_2020-21.pdf  
41 Noble, J. (2020). Remote teaching assistants to help pupils after Covid disruption. EADT, Ipswich. 
https://www.eadt.co.uk/news/education/ipswich-opportunity-area-remote-learning-assistants-6653374  

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Covid-19_Resources/The_EEF_guide_to_supporting_school_planning_-_A_tiered_approach_to_2020-21.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Publications/Covid-19_Resources/The_EEF_guide_to_supporting_school_planning_-_A_tiered_approach_to_2020-21.pdf
https://www.eadt.co.uk/news/education/ipswich-opportunity-area-remote-learning-assistants-6653374
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to support educational staff. The Government catch-up premium funding is welcomed and 

should assist those young people considered to be the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 

within the education system. As identified throughout this report however, in addition to 

learning, young people missed elements of everyday life which positively influence wellbeing 

whilst in lockdown, subsequently approaches to remote learning would benefit from 

incorporating opportunities for social connection and promoting a sense of belonging, even if 

not physically present in the institution.  

 

Interestingly, even when exams are confirmed, there is still scepticism amongst young people 

as to what might happen, suspecting a potential last-minute U-turn at government level to 

return to teacher assessments. Ethan also discusses how exams in general appear to be an 

unfair way to measure attainment levels, and teacher assessment may be a fairer mechanism, 

raising the wider question around methods of assessment, and whether they are fit for purpose 

in providing the best educational experience and outcomes for young people.  
 

‘Well, exams, we're doing exams now. It's been announced that we're going to do our 
GCSEs. But they're gonna be delayed by three weeks. Yeah. Which means we miss part of 

our summer holiday. I think. So that's annoying.’ (Ethan) 
 

‘So you've got a lot of time to catch up?’ (Researcher) 
 

‘I think so, but I can see a U-turn coming. Because three weeks, you can't really make up 
what some schools would last three, four months of learning in three weeks. So yeah, I can 

see them just being cancelled, or we sit them. And then the results come out and they're 
extremely poor. And they just say sod it. We'll give everybody predicted grades. If they 

switch to coursework this year? I'm, I don't know, I can see them never going back to exams 
again. Because I can imagine coursework is a lot more reflective, of actual ability. Yeah, 
that's based across a whole two-year curriculum rather than just that one or two exams, 

which Yeah, people could easily mess up.  (Ethan) 
 

The lockdown period for young people provided an opportunity for reflection, on what matters 

to them, but also how they feel about education and their aspirations for the future. 

Nonetheless, this was accompanied by concerns around future lockdowns and the impact 

upon their goals, plans, educational experience, and employment prospects.  
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4. CONCLUSION 
 
In summary, this research has highlighted the complex and nuanced perceptions and 

experiences during lockdown and the transition back to education of a cohort of young people 

aged 12-19 in Suffolk. The research highlights that both positive and negative experiences 

accompanied the period of lockdown, including opportunities to develop skills and increased 

time with family alongside increased anxieties regarding health of friends and family as well 

as limited access to formal and informal support mechanisms. Experiences of returning to 

education are multifaceted, particularly as educational institutions had differing ways of 

responding to the coronavirus restrictions. Despite scepticism for some of the rules put in 

place and avoidance or inability to discuss matters of significance (e.g., the Black Lives Matter 

movement) within their education setting, most young people reported feeling a sense of 

gratitude for routines imposed by education, but also more significantly the increased 

opportunity to connect socially.  

 

Young people are in a difficult position, of cognitive dissonance, they know they are meant to 

abide by rules and restrictions related to COVID-19, however their educational environment 

feels like a bubble of normality and therefore application of rules outside of this may be more 

difficult to adhere to. Clear and consistent messaging which takes into consideration young 

people’s thoughts and ideals is needed, this appears to be missing from current messaging, 

and would assist in negating the ‘crisis of trust’ in which young people are avoiding mainstream 

media and sense intergenerational conflict as a result of unhelpful narratives centring on 

blame and ‘spreaders’. Instead, recognition and acknowledgement of the sacrifices, changing 

relationships, circumstances and wellbeing of young people needs to be considered by all 

organisations working alongside them. The findings also highlight that although young 

people’s experiences during the coronavirus pandemic so far has led to uncertainty around 

educational assessment and employment opportunities, it has also facilitated changing 

perceptions and reflection upon what matters, including family, friends, education, and future 

aspirations.  

 

The coronavirus pandemic, although accompanied by distress, anxiety and uncertainty has 

uncovered the accidental emergence of practices (for example year group bubbles, staggered 

breaks) as well as an improved understanding of what matters to young people in these 

contexts which will need to be considered further as we return to some form of ‘normality’. 

Most importantly, organisations and wider society need to continue the conversation with 

young people, embedding their ideas, thoughts and reflections into policy and practice.  
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5. CRITICAL REFLECTION & RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Listening and engaging with young people to identify their experiences is of significant 

importance in the response to COVID-19 and planning for the future.  The research presented 

identified that young people have had a myriad of experiences and subsequent perceptions 

relating to the impact of coronavirus on their everyday lives. Although a small sample of young 

people were interviewed throughout the duration of this project, we deemed this necessary in 

order to reach the depth of understanding which was not always addressed in larger studies. 

Future research would be beneficial to continue the conversations with young people 

longitudinally, particularly to understand the long-term implications of COVID-19, including the 

possibility for attainment gaps and to investigate longer term societal, institutional and network 

responses and the associated positive and negative influence upon young people’s everyday 

lives. Not only this, but as a project utilising digital methods with English speaking researchers, 

it is likely that many young people who do not have access to technology or have English as 

an additional language may have been missed. Although participatory methods were included 

to negate some language barriers, Suffolk County Council suggest that there are around 140 

languages in Suffolk42, and we recognise that as researchers we need to do more to capture 

these voices, but also that this is crucial for organisations and educational institutions. Based 

on the findings of this report, and those ideas presented by young people themselves, we 

have developed some suggestions, reflections, and actions for consideration. 

 
1. Listen and act: Youth participatory approaches  

Messaging and public health intervention surrounding COVID-19 have largely focused on the 

general population as opposed to targeting specific groups. For young people, identifying 

appropriate responses to restrictions becomes particularly difficult given that some national 

messaging has been conflicting, suggesting that young people are not really affected by the 

virus and are therefore expected to refrain from natural activities in order to protect others, but 

also that they are suspected to be spreading the virus. Messaging requires critical reflections 

on the positionality of young people in society, but also their developmental stage. Research 

suggests that interventions with young people are more likely to be successful if they enable 

autonomy and account for their values43. In addition to messaging and intervention, clearer 

and swifter central decision making would have given schools and young people more 

confidence. For example, assessment and examinations are a major cause of uncertainty for 

young people and educational staff, many young people suggesting that they are still unsure 

 
42 Suffolk County Council (2020) Interpreting and translating services. Accessibility. 
43 Andrews, J. L., Foulkes, L., & Blakemore, S. J. (2020). Peer influence in adolescence: Public-health implications for COVID-
19. Trends in Cognitive Sciences. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1364661320301091 

https://www.suffolk.gov.uk/about/web-accessibility/interpreting-and-translating-services/#:%7E:text=The%20main%20languages%20that%20are%20spoken%20in%20Suffolk,use%20interpreters%20for%20any%20of%20these%20when%20needed.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1364661320301091
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as to where they sit with regards to preparing for exams, mocks, and coursework, even despite 

national suggestions that exams will go ahead.  

 

2. Reflection: Changing perception and practices  

The research highlights the importance of opportunities for reflection amongst young people, 

some suggesting that the additional time during lockdown meant they were able to make more 

informed decisions about their preferred subjects and career trajectories. Building in 

opportunities for young people to experience a ‘slower pace’ of life might facilitate or lead to 

better outcomes for both their educational experience but also general wellbeing.  

 

Furthermore, reflection is needed at the educational level to understand how practices, policy, 

and procedures, particularly with reference to the structure of the school day, have influenced 

or changed young people’s experiences in education is needed. For example, young people 

within this study reflected upon their experiences of year bubbles and staggered lunchtimes, 

many of whom preferred this approach to their school day. Recent reports suggest that this 

may be due to reduced conflict at these times44, and therefore it would be interesting to identify 

whether such alterations to the school day would be beneficial in the long-term. Other 

participants also suggested that some schools had taken an approach in which young people 

were not allowed outside at break and lunchtime, which young people reported as being 

detrimental to their wellbeing and perception of school. If we are to think about preventative 

mechanisms to ensure there is not a long-term disadvantageous impact on learning and 

wellbeing for children and young people, encouraging educational institutions to think about 

how they can support social connection during this time is crucial, due to the significant 

importance of social connection for young people.  Facilitating opportunities for educational 

institutions to share practice and responses could be beneficial. 

 

3. Virtual provision  

As we finish the first term across all educational institutions in England, there is a slight 

apprehension as to what the new term will look like after the Christmas break during a time in 

which COVID-19 cases are rising in some areas of the country. As many young people 

suggested that their experiences of online learning were not necessarily always positive, it is 

crucial that educational institutions prepare for effective online delivery of learning. Resource 

 
44 Ofsted (2020) Covid-19 series: briefing on schools, October 2020: Evidence from pilot visits to schools between 29th 
September and 23rd October 2020. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-
19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf [accessed 30/11/20] 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/933490/COVID-19_series_briefing_on_schools_October_2020.pdf
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allocation to ensure all young people have access to technology, but also that schools have 

the technology and virtual learning environments in place to increase engagement, would be 

beneficial. Our conversations with young people suggested that those within areas of greater 

deprivation or attending schools with access to less resource (e.g., state schools) were more 

likely to describe less access to adequate technology but were also less likely to discuss 

schools adoption of technology in innovative ways to support them. Initiatives, such as the 

Ipswich Opportunity Area Remote Learning Support assistants are interesting responses to 

local need which could be replicated elsewhere. Throughout our interviews young people 

suggested that synchronous live learning with the ability to connect with peers is preferential 

if face-to-face learning is not possible. Ensuring that educational staff have the resources, 

training, and confidence to deliver online learning and safeguard young people is key, 

research suggests that many schools and trusts have not yet been provided sufficient training 

on remote learning45, this should be a priority.  

 

4. Adjustment to formal assessment  

The research highlights that the transition back to education has been a learning curve for 

both educational institutions and the young people attending them, all having similarities and 

differences in their approach to the restrictions and national guidance. In line with this, 

pedagogical practices are likely to have changed, for example limited group work and 

engagement in practical subjects, which have both been reported by the young people we 

interviewed, therefore it may be beneficial to limit formal assessment for schools as this year 

will not likely be representative of general performance. Recent briefings based on research 

within primary schools also suggests that formal statutory assessment should be limited, 

instead encouraging regulatory bodies to be utilised in providing informal learning 

opportunities to be shared across the sector46.   

 
5. Contingency planning: Young peoples futures  

It is inevitable that COVID-19 will have a detrimental impact upon the short- and long-term 

employment opportunities and prospects for young people. It would be beneficial both 

nationally, but also at a local level to anticipate and mitigate this gap, linking schools, sixth 

 
45 Sharp, C., Nelson, J., Lucas, M, Julius, J., McCrone, T, & Sims, D. (2020) The challenges facing schools and pupils in 
September 2020. 
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/4119/schools_responses_to_covid_19_the_challenges_facing_schools_and_pupils_in_septembe
r_2020.pdf [accessed 30/11/20] 
46 International Literacy Centre (2020) Responding to COVID-19, Briefing Note 3: Resetting educational priorities in challenging 
times. London: UCL Institute of Education. 

https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/4119/schools_responses_to_covid_19_the_challenges_facing_schools_and_pupils_in_september_2020.pdf
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/media/4119/schools_responses_to_covid_19_the_challenges_facing_schools_and_pupils_in_september_2020.pdf
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forms, colleges, and universities with local business to encourage consideration of young 

people’s future prospects, opportunities for work experience and employment. 

 

6. Curriculum: Children’s rights and decolonisation  

This research has highlighted that when a significant period of education is missed, young 

people make active decisions to learn based on their own interests, such as finances, life 

skills, creative subjects (graphic design, art) and current affairs. Although schools have made 

significant changes to the curriculum in response to the pandemic to ensure that the best 

learning experience is provided for young people, the findings raise the question as to whether 

the current curriculum is meeting the needs of young people. Young people evidently found 

that in many ways, the curriculum was not providing them with the opportunity to discuss 

matters of importance to them (e.g., mental health, wellbeing and preventative measures, 

racism, climate change and politics). Changing the curriculum is a long process and schools 

are obliged to follow a set curriculum that can mean, even if they want to cover other topics, 

there may not be the time and space to do so. However, personal development lessons, 

P.S.H.E, form times and assemblies are useful times to include discussions around topics of 

importance to young people, such as wellbeing, how to be anti-racist and climate change. 

Furthermore, the utilisation of external organisations in delivering sessions, such as the 

charitable sector, is crucial to addressing this recommendation. Recent perspectives around 

embedding rights-based approaches to education47 and moving toward decolonising the 

curriculum are also key here; part of which involves staff engaging in regular diversity training.   

 

7. Crisis of trust: Providing space for voice and supported action 

The research has highlighted that young people feel a level of distrust in societal structures, 

and that COVID-19 has also resurfaced intergenerational conflict, predominantly because of 

perceived unhelpful media discourse around the spread of the virus. Nonetheless, many 

young people highlighted that they felt more politically and socially engaged as a result of their 

experiences in lockdown (e.g., debating the Black Lives Matter movement, climate change 

and discussing the US election and UK politics). Organisations would benefit for ensuring they 

can respond to this, providing opportunities for young people to be politically engaged and 

utilising this interest to embed young people and their ideas into local communities. 

Meaningfully engaging young people in responses to coronavirus and providing opportunities 

for their voices to be amplified is crucial. 

 
47 Robinson, C. (2020) The increasing need to educate children about their rights: An outcome of lockdown measures. 
Accessed: https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-increasing-need-to-educate-children-about-their-rights-an-outcome-of-lockdown-
measures  

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-increasing-need-to-educate-children-about-their-rights-an-outcome-of-lockdown-measures
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/the-increasing-need-to-educate-children-about-their-rights-an-outcome-of-lockdown-measures
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