
Bridge the Gap Report 2021  |  1

Bridge the Gap 
Report 2021



2 |  Bridge the Gap Report 2021



Bridge the Gap Report 2021  |  3

03

12
15

19

25

29

37

44
42

An Overview
Executive Summary

- Foreword - Sir Keith Ajebo (knighted for services to education)
-  Endorsement - Geeta Subramaniam-Mooney (Newham’s Children and  

Young People’s Commissioner)
- Foreword - Joel Dunn (CEO & Founder Paradigm Project)
- Authors
- Key findings
- Recommendations 
- Conclusion

Background 

- Overview of The Paradigm Project youth empowerment model

Part One:  
Understanding The Importance of Transitioning from Primary to 
Secondary School

- Introduction
- Exploring the importance of School Transitions
- Mental health and wellbeing in schools during the pandemic
- Aims of the report  
- Method of data collection for the report
- Measures used and information collected for the survey

Part Two:  
Understanding the Youth Perspective on Covid-19

- The implication of the pandemic on young people’s lives
- Survey findings
- How concerned were students about COVID-19
- COVID-19 and the impact on academic transition
- COVID-19 and social interaction
- Gender differences
- Mental health impact
- Conclusion

Part Three:  
The Impact of the Pandemic on Teachers

- The safety of the classroom and student educational performance
- Survey results
- Conclusion

Part 4:  
The Impact of Ethnicity and Parents Job Role on Experiences during the 
Pandemic
- The impact on children and education
- The Impact of COVID-19 on home life
- Survey Results
- The proportion of children whose parents were employed as keyworkers
- The challenges of students studying from home
- A supportive Adult in the home

Our programmes
- My Next Steps
- Early Help

Closing Remarks

Limitations of the Report

Bridge the Gap Report 2021  |  03



04 |  Bridge the Gap Report 2021

“

  Bridge the Gap Report 2021

 The project is about preventing serious youth violence and 
believes, backed by research, that intervening to support 
young people at this point of transfer can make a difference 
to the path their life takes.”
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Executive summary
Foreword
Sir Keith Ajebo

As a former headteacher of Deptford Green, an inner-city school in Lewisham, I am very aware 
of the importance of primary to secondary transfer from many different angles. As a headteacher, 
it was crucial to establish the school’s popularity and viability in the neighborhood. Part of my 
practice was to visit all the local primary schools every September to talk to pupils about the move 
to secondary. When I started, I thought mainly of my school and wanted the year 6s to visit and 
sign up. But I soon realised that it was a learning experience for me. It was a chance to grasp just 
how significantly different primary school was from secondary school.

It is important to reiterate these differences. In many 
primary schools, pupils spend much of the time with their 
classroom teacher. In most secondaries, they move to 
different classrooms to different teachers for most lessons. 
The nature of the classes and the attitude of teachers 
in secondary school can vary greatly. Pupils move from 
being the oldest in the school to the youngest. They hear 
terrible stories of what might happen to them. I was often 
asked the question about having their head pushed 
down the toilet. Many of them know the older children 
in secondary school and fear the reputations of some of 
them. The year 6s choose different schools and know they 
will no longer be with their friends and people they are 
familiar with. While primary school is often within walking 
distance, some will have to travel on public transport to 
get to their new school.

When they move towards adolescence, the year six 
pupils are aware that this move to secondary school is 
a significant moment in their lives. Teachers emphasise 
the importance of visiting schools and choosing the right 
one. Parents exist on a spectrum from being organised 
and confident about the process to being confused and 
resigned. Choosing a school can create tension in the 
family. Having decided, children have to wait and see if 
they have successfully got into their first-choice school. 
This can be a lottery. There is a long summer holiday 
before starting at the new school.

For many children, the move to secondary school is 
an exciting time. They feel ready to grow up, move on 
and take on new challenges. But, Paradigm Project has 
identified children who, as they move into secondary 
school, are at risk of failing and getting lost in the system. 
These children have suffered considerable disadvantages 
and are unprepared to cope with a significant change 
in their lives. The project is about preventing serious 
youth violence and believes, backed by research, that 
intervening to support young people at this point of 
transfer can make a difference to the path their life takes.

This year the problems of transfer have been exacerbated 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Year 6 pupils experienced 
lockdown, missing significant chunks of schooling, and, 
perhaps, dealing with pressures while at home. They 
also missed the opportunity to say goodbye to friends 
and teachers. They have moved to a new environment at 
secondary school and have had to adjust to a whole set 
of unusual rules around social distancing. They have had 
the constant threat of pupils and teachers being infected 
with COVID-19 and classes being sent home. With so 
much absence and rearrangement, they would have had 
many supply teachers and no settled routine. 2020 has 
turned a difficult time for vulnerable children in normal 
circumstances into something even more challenging. 

Paradigm Project has gathered evidence to show 
how vulnerable young people have been affected by 
Covid-19. I fully support Joel Dunn and the work of his 
organisation. The findings of Bridge The Gap Report, 
are essential in preventing widening social inequalities 
amongst young people. I echo the sentiments in his 
executive summary that ‘No child should suffer limitations 
to reaching their full potential as a result of COVID-19.’ 

I hope that this report makes the impact that is needed  
to protect young people and that the right people support 
the work of Joel and Paradigm Project to ensure their 
work reaches the eyes and ears of those they seek to 
serve. 
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Endorsement  
 Geeta Subramaniam-Mooney

Our children are our future; such an important asset that we have a responsibility to invest  
in them.  

We know that for children to have the best chance of 
being happy, healthy, and achieve their full potential, they 
need the best start in life. 

Since March 2020, many of our children and families 
have been impacted by Covid in the short and long 
term, which has exacerbated the previous structural and 
systemic barriers many have faced.
 
2021 is Newham’s Year of the Young Person, a year to 
bring hope about the future, celebrate our children and 
young people, and build a legacy that all current and 
future generations can continue to grow and thrive. 
 
The work of Paradigm Project connects directly to 
key ages and stages in a young person’s life, where 
additional support through trusted adults can make 
such a significant difference to both their emotional and 
mental wellbeing but also to their educational attainment.
The support is one of developing growth, celebrating 
progress each and every day for our children, and 
building resilience to enable our children to navigate life’s 
ups and downs.
 
The evidence base for mentoring is strong. The research 
being undertaken through the Bridge The Gap Report 
will build on this to demonstrate the benefits of earlier 
engagement and better understand the depth of impact 
from the pandemic.
 

I wholeheartedly support this project and its work.  
The genuine outcomes will be seen through witnessing  
our children grow and thrive and reach their full 
potentials.  I also wholeheartedly support Joel, a young 
man who, through real and tangible action, is making a 
difference in our children’s lives. 
 
Bridge The Gap Report is such important work, and this 
report will help us support our children to find their place 
in the world and know that they matter to all of us and 
themselves.
 
Geeta Subramaniam-Mooney

Corporate Director Brighter Futures and Newham’s 
Children and Young People’s Commissioner.
 

“ The work of Paradigm Project connects directly to key 
ages and stages in a young person’s life where additional 
support through trusted adults can make such a significant 
difference to both their emotional and mental wellbeing but 
also to their educational attainment.”
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Foreword  
 Joel Dunn

The world as we know it changed in March 2020 as the government enforced national lockdown 
measures. We journeyed through the various phases of the pandemic, from complete lockdown 
and school closures to tier systems and localised restrictions. The human cost of Covid-19 was 
devastating, and while we all got used to the rising daily death tolls on the news, there are many 
long-lasting effects of the pandemic we are yet to understand.

In the academic year when the pandemic struck in 
the UK, Paradigm Project was due to pilot a specialist 
programme that focused on the transition between 
primary and secondary school. Our reason for focusing 
on delivering a programme at this stage is understanding 
how critical this transition can be in a child’s 
development.

From changes in responsibilities, environment, and 
friends to the physiological changes experienced by a 
child at this age, the primary to secondary transition is 
complex at the best of times. Therefore, as we could not 
deliver our pilot, our focus shifted to understanding how 
the current cohort of year sevens had coped, having 
experienced unprecedented disruption to their education 
amid this critical transition. 

Bridge The Gap Report was born out of the desire to 
protect vulnerable young people from experiencing the 
pandemic’s potential long-term harmful effects. However, 
within every new cohort of year sevens, some children 
are already disadvantaged compared to their peers. 
At Paradigm Project, our programmes are developed 
around the key social indicators that help identify children 
who need extra support.

The impact of the pandemic has exacerbated 
circumstances that can cause a child to become 
disadvantaged. Yet, without being able to properly 
understand these emerging themes and their effect on 
existing vulnerabilities, we cannot give young people fair 
access to the opportunities they deserve.

Special thanks goes out to Dr. Marvin Iroegbu, who 
made this report possible. Marvin reached out to me 
via Linkedin, offering his support for the work we do at 
Paradigm Project. It was an honour to work alongside a 
young black Clinical Psychologist whose passion aligned 
with my own in his understanding and desire to protect 
vulnerable young people.

This report offers findings and recommendations that 
focus on an important niche group, but I want to 
acknowledge from the outset that this is just a tiny piece 
of the puzzle. There must be a whole systems approach 
to protecting and guiding our children and young people 
at all ages and stages of their development. Our children 
and young people are our future, and we all have a part 
to play to give them the best start in life possible.
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Paradigm Project - prevention is better  
than cure

Prevention is better than cure.
This report provides an evidence base that supports the 
preventative model used by Paradigm Project to work with 
young people. Our work is anchored in addressing the 
root causes of youth issues that can lead to disadvantage. 
This report will demonstrate how the pandemic has 
impacted young people and how our programmes 
provide a proactive solution to addressing these needs.

My Next Steps:
My Next Steps is our flagship programme which focuses 
on the transition between primary and secondary school. 
The programme is delivered in three elements to; 
Students, Teachers, and Parents.

Early help support:
Our Early Help support offer is our most comprehensive 
programme and includes one-to-one, group mentoring, 
and professional training delivered over a 12 month 
period (more info on page 38).

Understanding associated risk factors 
at the root of youth issues

Raise awareness of 
associated risk factors

Key social indicators

Early childhood
trauma 

Exposure to
domestic violence

Lack of education 
& exclusion

Identity/masculinity Relative household 
poverty

Identify risk 
and vulnerability

Programme 
delivery

My Next Steps Early Help support offer
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Key findings

13.6% 

56% 
25% 

11% 
20% 

of teachers met the clinical 
cut-off to be screened for 
depression according to 
the mood and feelings 
questionnaire

of students are worried 
about the long term 
impact of COVID-19  
on their education

of students did not feel 
comfortable about talking 
to someone about their 
mental health, even if 
someone was available

of students are worried 
about the long term 
impact of COVID-19 on 
their education

of students surveyed 
could be screened for the 
presence of symptoms of 
depression

42% 

26% 

20% 

of teachers felt students 
handed in less or much 
less completed work 
in comparison to the 
previous year 7s

of students did not 
feel like there was an 
adult at home often 
who believed they 
would be a success

of students did not feel 
that they had an a quiet 
area at home to do  
their work
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Recommendations  

1.  Year seven mental health assessments: The 
cohort of year sevens starting in September need to 
begin the year by assessing their mental health and 
wellbeing needs. A great way to achieve this is the co-
produced student profiles Paradigm Project produces 
as part of the My Next Steps programme. These 
profiles allow students to outline their vision and goals 
and explore how they need extra support. During the 
first term of the academic year, starting in September 
2021, Paradigm Project will offer group sessions for 
year seven groups to facilitate this process.

2.  Year seven enrichment: Much has been said 
about catching up academically, but students in 
year seven this year and the new cohort arriving in 
September have missed a lot of vital face-to-face 
interaction. Our group session enrichment sessions for 
year seven and eight students support their personal 
development and interpersonal skills. The KS3 
curriculum must be supplemented with group offers for 
younger students as we go into the new school year.

3.  Early Help support offer: More comprehensive 
support must be put in place at an early help level for 
children, young people, and families with indicators 
of emerging difficulties or additional needs. In a time 
of shrinking budgets and increasing demand, our 
approach promotes welfare, safety, development, 
and societal stability at a considerable cost saving. 
Paradigm Project’s early help support offer (as 
explained on page 38) provides a wrap-around 
support package that targets young people, parents 
and staff, and professionals. 

4.  Training in trauma: Children experience various 
difficulties, both socially, academically, and personally. 
Individuals who work with young people should be 
trained in understanding trauma and how it impacts 
young people. By accessing the trauma-informed care 
training provided by Paradigm Project and Marvzmind, 
it will help teachers better understand the distress and 
difficulties experienced by young people and use the 
right strategies to support them. 

5. Youth empowerment approach: Adopting a 
youth empowerment approach focuses less on box-
ticking outcomes but instead is more centred around 
a nurturing process that helps to support young 
people to develop confidence and become more 
independent. Our Six C’s model (see page 13) helps 
to identify areas of development. The reimagining of 
how outcomes are measured is an essential part of 
creating and implementing appropriate programmes 
for vulnerable young people. Paradigm Project seeks an 
open approach from all partnerships on building these 
impact tools together.

6.  Teacher’s wellbeing: There should be a priority 
placed on ensuring the wellbeing of teachers and 
educational professionals. Teaching environments 
should enable teachers to feel like they can discuss 
concerns with their peers and colleagues. In addition, 
there should be a culture within school environments 
that acknowledges the positive contributions teachers 
make. 

7.  Quiet space for teachers: Teachers should be 
provided with appropriate and safe reflective spaces 
to allow them to have the freedom to think about their 
teaching environment, its impact on them, and its 
impact on the students. This can include developing 
a greater awareness of social disadvantage and 
culture and its implications on student presentations 
and learning styles. In addition, teachers can be 
encouraged to attend training sessions to build 
skills in co-facilitating such reflective practices (E.g., 
Marvzmind reflective practice training by Dr. Marvin). 

 
8.  Collaboration: There must be a whole systems 

approach to give young people the support they need. 
This means collaborations between statutory services, 
third sector organisations, and broader community 
groups should be encouraged. For example, in 
our short-term objectives, we have partnered with 
businesses and community groups across a range of 
London boroughs to provide summer provision for 
young people. Beyond this, and as demonstrated on 
pages 39 & 40, partnerships with other organisations 
are integral to our approach. Paradigm Project 
seeks to develop existing partnerships and is open 
to collaborating with new agencies to further the 
objectives outlined in this report.
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Since March 2020, we have seen evidence of a new cohort of young people come to the 
attention of youth services. These are young people who may not have been on the radar of local 
authority services previously or met the threshold for any intervention. However, through the 
circumstances of the pandemic, their needs, risk, and vulnerability have changed and, in some 
cases, considerably.

These young people and those already on the periphery 
of youth service intervention are those Paradigm Project 
seeks to serve and protect. Being focused on prevention 
doesn’t ring-fence an age but, more importantly, a stage 
in a young person’s journey. A proactive approach means 
we can impact a young person’s life at a critical phase  
by addressing their situation and then improving their 
access to resources and transforming their beliefs, values, 
and attitudes.
 
At Paradigm Project, we have identified five key  
social indicators that help us support young people 
through difficult transition periods. These key social 
indicators are:
 
• Relative Household Poverty
• Exposure to Domestic Violence
• Early Childhood Trauma
• Identity and Masculinity
• Lack of Education & Exclusion
 

As youth empowerment specialists, we focus on these 
key social indicators and use a nurturing approach that 
helps to support young people to develop confidence 
and become more independent. By working with young 
people at an earlier age or stage in their development, 
we can disrupt potentially adverse pathways. This process 
allows young people to acquire the knowledge and skills 
they need to unlock their limitless potential.
 
To create an impact at this critical life stage, we must 
work together to reimagine how we measure the effects 
of this type of youth work. At Paradigm Project, we have 
adopted the SIX C’s Model, which we use as key areas of 
development in a young person’s life.

“By working with young people at an earlier age or stage 
in their development, we can disrupt potentially adverse 
pathways. This process allows young people to acquire 
the knowledge and skills they need to unlock their 
limitless potential.”

Background
Paradigm Project youth empowerment model

12 |  Bridge the Gap Report 2021
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Figure 1: Example of the SIX C’s Model taken from “The Good Teen” book

Background  
Paradigm Project youth empowerment model

Effective youth engagement
is not just about “fixing” behaviourproblems. Itʼs about 

building and nurturing “all the beliefs, behaviours, 
knowledge, attributes and skills that result in a healthy 

and productive adolescence and adulthood1.”. This 
approach from Karen Pittman is supported by resiliency 
researches well as the emergence of 40 Developmental 

Assets identified by the Search Institute. The 5 Cʼs is 
a framework for understanding positive youth 

development outcomes2. 

* In his 2007 book “The Good Teen,”
Richard M. Lerner included this 

additional outcome

CONNECTION
A feeling of safety,

structure, and belonging;
positive bonds with
people and social

institutions

CONFIDENCE
A sense of self-worth and
mastery; having a belief

in oneʼs capacity
to succeed

CONTRIBUTION
Active participation and 
leadership in a variety 

of settings; making
a difference

CARING*
Sympathy and empathy
for others; commitment

to social justice

COMPETENCE
The ability to act

effectively in school, 
in social situations, 

and at work

CHARACTER
Taking responsibility;

a sense of independence
and individuality;

connection to principles
and values

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused much 
disruption to the transition from year six to year seven 
for many students and may play a significant role in the 
development of our young people. Previous research 
completed by the LSE center for Economic performance 
reported that 25% of school students (2.5 million children) 
had no schooling or tutoring during the lockdown. 
Additionally, the study adds that 74% of private school 
students had full teaching days compared to 38% of other 
school students. The authors reported: “The biggest fear 
is that pupils suffer permanent ‘educational scarring.’ This 
can occur at key transition points when students fail to pass 
a particular threshold that has life consequences.”

 The LSE report acknowledges the difference in the 
experience of the pandemic between disadvantaged and 
advantaged children. However, to prevent the widening 
of the attainment gap between these two groups, we 
must understand the social factors that increase a young 
person’s vulnerability. At Paradigm Project, we are 
particularly interested in recognising how social factors 
can impact marginalised and disadvantaged groups, 
potentially increasing their level of vulnerability.  
We have used our key social indicators to help us to 
better understand the elements that increase these risks.



“The transition from primary to secondary school is an 
important milestone for young people as they move from 
small, self-contained classrooms to larger heterogeneous 
school environments.”
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Part one
Understanding the importance  
of transitioning from Primary to  
Secondary school
Introduction 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the current cohort of year 7’s have faced unprecedented 
disruption to their education, either through missing learning time, school closures, or reduced 
engagement through virtual learning. The data for this report was collected during the pandemic. 
This report aims to present the findings from a school transition survey. The survey was designed 
to better understand the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on students transitioning from year 
six to year seven and the teachers who work with them.

Part one of the report will explore the potential impact of 
the pandemic on students’ mental health and wellbeing 
according to existing literature and the potentially 
harmful influence that this could have on educational 
attainment. This section will also explore the importance 
of transitioning from primary to secondary school and 
identifying students’ key risks and vulnerabilities during 
this transitional phase.

Exploring the importance  
of School Transitions 
The transition from primary to secondary school is an 
important milestone for young people as they move from 
small, self-contained classrooms to larger heterogeneous 
school environments. However, the transition to 
secondary school also comes with other academic 
expectations and fewer opportunities for teachers to 
scaffold learning objectives. Additionally, potentially 
significant changes in peer groups and added pressures 
to be socially accepted can contribute to increased social 
concerns (Hanewald, 2013). A previous research study 
named the School Transition and Adjustment Research 
Study (STARS) aimed to determine the different factors 
that help children transition successfully from primary  
to secondary school and understand pupil concerns.  
The school transition survey showed that losing old friends 
was in the top five concerns of year six children before 
starting school and after children finished year 7 (Rice et 
al., 2014). This highlights the importance of academic 
and social concerns for year six students as they transition 
to secondary school. 

During the pandemic, both the academic and social 
concerns may have been exacerbated. Emil Jackson,  
the head of child psychotherapy in the adolescent service 
at the Tavistock and Portman Trust in north London, 
describes how the transition from primary to secondary 
school is complex and has been even more so over the 
past 12 months in an article for The Guardian (Tapper  
& Savage, 2021):

“Under normal circumstances, ordinary healthy children 
would be expected to be overwhelmed by starting 
secondary school,” he said. “Never mind when they 
haven’t had the chance to leave primary school or to 
have a proper ending with friends and teachers when 
their start to secondary school has been so disrupted.
Given the unprecedented nature of the pandemic, 
it is crucial to better understand how students have 
been affected both academically and socially. Without 
appropriate intervention and provision during this critical 
transition period, vulnerable young people could ‘slip 
through the net’ without their support needs being 
recognised.”
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Mental Health and Wellbeing 
in schools during the pandemic
In the transition from primary to secondary school, 
student wellbeing is an important consideration. 
Students who feel alienated from their peers or 
experience emotional or psychological difficulties may 
achieve less academically than their peers (Cueto, 
Guerrero, Sugimaru, & Zevallos, 2010). A previous 
report completed by Young Minds (2020) showed 
that “74% of teachers and school staff agreed that 
schools being closed to most students over the period 
of lockdown had a negative impact on young people’s 
mental health”. This highlights the significant impact of 
the pandemic on students as they transition from year six 
to year seven. The educational disruption is potentially a 
major contributing factor. 

Consequently, promoting mental health in schools must 
be considered a collective issue. Furthermore, adjusting 
to new teaching methods, social distancing rules, 
and other regulations and restrictions has significantly 
impacted school staff. Therefore, to help promote the 
wellbeing of children in schools, it is crucial to create an 
environment that is conducive for teachers, as this will 
ensure teaching environments help promote cultures of 
growth and recovery.

Aims of the report  
Based on previous reports and research findings, this 
report aimed to further understand how transitioning 
from year six to year seven during the COVID-19 
pandemic has impacted children’s mental wellbeing and 
educational concerns. To help capture a comprehensive 
view of the transition, both children and teachers were 
surveyed. 59 teachers completed the teacher’s survey, 
and 173 students completed the student’s survey. 

Method of data collection for 
the report
To complete the survey, both a sample of children 
transitioning from primary to secondary school and 
secondary school teachers were recruited. Participants 
who were interested in completing the study were sent 
an online link which they could use to access the survey. 
Each link was sent with a specific ID to ensure that 
participants could only access the survey using their 
unique link. Participants were asked for their informed 
consent before completing the survey, and the survey 
responses were anonymized. 

Due to the potential sensitivity of topics being discussed, 
the surveys were distributed through the authors’ networks 
with schools. This was an ethical approach to collecting 
this data to ensure the safety of participants. 

“74% of teachers and school staff agreed that schools being 
closed to most students over the period of lockdown had a 
negative impact on young people’s mental health”
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Measures used and information 
collected for the survey
Demographic Information: Participants were asked 
for their gender identity, ethnicity, and the location of 
the school they attended or taught at. Students were 
also asked whether they or any household member has 
had Covid previously and whether their parents worked 
as a key workers. Students were also asked a series of 
questions about the conditions they lived in, e.g., whether 
there was space at home to complete their schoolwork, 
whether they had the opportunity to speak to anyone 
about their mental health concerns and their fears around 
COVID-19. Teachers were also asked about their fears 
around COVID-19, in addition to their concerns about 
returning to face-to-face teaching. 

Modified School Concerns Questionnaire: 
Students were asked to complete a modified version of 
the school concerns questionnaire (Thomasson, Field, 
O’Donnell, & Woods, 2006). The school concerns survey 
asked students twenty questions about their concerns 
about the transition to secondary school. The twenty 
questions were asked concerning three areas of concern 
(COVID-19 concerns, academic concerns, and social 
concerns). Participants responded on a five-point Likert 
scale (does not worry me at all, worries me a little, not 
sure, somewhat worries me, very much worries me). 

Mood and Feelings Questionnaire (short 
version): Students and teachers were asked to complete 
the Mood and Feelings Questionnaire (MFQ) short 
version. This version of the MFQ consists of 13 questions 
that participants respond to on a three-point Likert scale 
(not true, sometimes true, true) (Angold et al., 1995). 
Previous studies have shown the measure to have good 
reliability and validity in clinical and non-clinical samples, 
although it was normed on adolescents and young adults 
(Burleson Daviss et al., 2006). 

Classroom performance Survey: Teachers 
completed a modified version of the Classroom 
performance survey. The modified classroom 
performance survey contained 16 items and evaluated 
how well teachers felt students functioned behaviorally 
and academically compared to the last year seven 
cohort they taught. The responses were coded on a 
six-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from much 
more, more, the same, less, much less, and not sure 
(Caldarella et al., 2017).
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period that is understood to be a difficult or stressful time 
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With most students missing long durations of school and having less access to in-person 
educational support due to the pandemic, part three of this report focuses on the impact of this 
on students transitioning from primary school through to secondary school. The transition from 
primary school to secondary school is a period that is understood to be a difficult or stressful time 
for young individuals, and there are concerns that this could be amplified due to the pandemic. 

Part two
Understanding the Youth Perspective  
on Covid-19
The implication of the pandemic on young people’s lives

The pandemic has created difficult circumstances for 
students. The students who participated in this survey 
have had to experience part of their education presented 
in a way it has never been experienced before, not in a 
classroom but at home. In addition, the students were 
expected to adapt to the online learning environment, 
transitioning from sitting in a classroom with friends to 
learning through a screen at home. The adjustment to life 
throughout the pandemic has been a contributing stressor 
for many (Hossain, Sultana, and Purohit, 2020). With life 
adjustments being a known stressor in young individuals, 
it is essential not to overlook the stress that young 
individuals may experience through these adjustments. 
Stress can harm the development of young individuals, 
impacting their physical, emotional, psychological, and 
social development (Omizo, Omizo, and Suzuki, 1988). 
Therefore, identifying potential stressors to implement 
appropriate interventions or support the child through 
stress management is vital to their development. 

Survey findings
How concerned were students about 
COVID-19

According to the survey results, 82% of students surveyed 
reported that COVID-19 is a very serious issue. This 
report further explores the survey results to develop an 
understanding of the students’ main concerns surrounding 
the impact of COVID-19. In addition, data from the 
student survey explores student concerns surrounding their 
education, social life, and life at home, all of which will be 
explored throughout this report section. 

Reported Percieved Seriousness of COVID-19

18%
Not a Serious Issue

82%
Serious Issue
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Covid-19 and the impact on Academic transition

Many school-related stressors that have been identified in 
young people and children are mainly centered around 
success and achievement. However, previous research 
has highlighted that many of the academic concerns of 
children involve being worried about failing, not being 
able to complete the work, and not meeting others’ 
expectations (Hanewald, 2013). 

According to the results from the survey, over a third of 
students (36.4%) reported that they had been struggling 
with the amount of schoolwork they have to complete. 
This could indicate that the expectations of students and 
their increasing workload has put a significant amount of 
pressure on them throughout the pandemic. 

Dealing with School Work

36%
Struggling

64%
Not Struggling

Previous research has found that there was a significantly 
higher prevalence of stress indicators with the 
implementation of virtual learning, which could have 
impacted children’s school performance (Lischer, Netkey, 
& Dickson, 2021). Of the students who participated in 
the survey, 55.5% reported that they were worried about 
the long-term impact that missing school would have on 
their education. 

Concerns regarding the Long-term impact of 
COVID-19 on future education

56%
Worried

44%
Not Worried

Based on the large proportion of students who were 
worried about the long-term impact of missing school, 
we compared the level of concern children had prior to 
starting school, with the level of concern they had after 
they started year 7, however no significant differences 
were found.
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For many individuals, moving to a new school, especially 
when it comes to the transition to a higher level of learning, 
is a daunting prospect. These concerns have the potential 
to be amplified in circumstances where children do not feel 
able to complete the work allocated to them. However, 
the survey results showed no significant differences in 
concerns relating to academics before starting school 
or after starting school. This may indicate that children’s 
academic concerns did not alleviate significantly even 
after being back in the school environment, highlighting 
the considerable impact COVID-19 may have had on 
children’s academic concerns.

COVID-19 and social Interaction

With most students continuing their education at 
home throughout the pandemic, the increased social 
isolation and the impact this has on young individuals 
has been a frequently discussed topic. For young 
individuals, spending time with friends and having 
that support mechanism in terms of friendships has 
positively supported an individual’s psychological health 
(Myklestad, Røysamb & Tambs, 2012). 

School is identified as one of the primary environments 
that encourage young individuals to socialise with others, 
with students’ social interactions being found to decrease 
when absent from school significantly. Additionally, 
previous research has shown that the absence of such 
social interaction can contribute to complete social 
isolation for some individuals (Drachler et al., 2009). 

The results found in the student survey indicated that the 
absence of social interaction had a significant impact on 
students, with 72.8% of students reporting that not being 
able to see friends was one of their top three concerns. 
These findings indicate that levels of increased social 
isolation throughout the pandemic were a significant 
concern for students. Throughout the pandemic, virtual 
classrooms tried to create a social space that supported 
social interactions between students. However, the 
findings of this survey indicate that this was not enough to 
alleviate the concerns children had about being able to 
socialise with their friends.

Changes to how my family and I shop for food

Changes to my physical activity and exercise

School closing

Not being able to visit family

Not being able to spend time with friends

0.0% 20.0% 40.0% 60.0% 80.0%

Not being able to take part in my usual activities and hobbies

Top concerns from students
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Previous research has also shown a correlation between 
social isolation and loneliness (Halvorsen, 2005). 
Loneliness is defined as the negative emotional feeling 
that is caused by the discrepancy between the levels 
of desired and actual social contact (Perlman and 
Peplau, 1981). Similar to social isolation, there are 
well-established links between loneliness and problems 
with mental health. Previous research suggests that 
friendship-related loneliness is more explanatory for 
depressive symptoms than parent-related loneliness in 
young individuals (Lau, Chan, & Lau, 1999). It is also 
understood that friendship-related loneliness is more 
common in young individuals, meaning that although 
the family time at home may have increased throughout 
the pandemic, young individuals may still experience 
loneliness in terms of friend-related loneliness and 
negative symptoms linked to this. Loneliness in children 
has also been linked to having potential long-term effects, 
increasing an individual’s susceptibility to depressive 
symptoms as an adult (Qualter et al., 2010). 

Gender differences

According to our survey results, there were no significant 
differences between the concerns of male and female 
students who completed the survey. However, it is 
essential to note that previous research has found 
significant differences in internet use between male 
and female secondary school students (Madell and 
Munser, 2004; Litt, 2013). With the increasing use of 
online teaching methods, it is vital to consider gender 
differences. Previous research has indicated that girls are 
more interested in their social environment during the 
transition from primary to secondary school. In contrast, 
boys feel it is more important to know someone at school 
(Van Rens, Haelermans, Groot, & van den Brink, 2019). 
This indicates that there may be different stressors for boys 
in comparison to their female counterparts. Although 
these differences were not present in our sample, they 
must be considered in interventions to help students 
transition to secondary school.  

Gender
Average level of 
concern prior to 
starting year 7

Average level 
of concern after 
Starting year 7

 male 2.33 2.22

 female 2.57 2.58

Mental health impact

The current survey found that 20% of students surveyed 
met the criteria to be screened for the presence of 
symptoms of depression. With such a large proportion 
of the sample potentially experiencing difficulties with 
their moods and feelings, this highlights the importance 
of identifying and supporting individuals experiencing 
problems with their mental health. However, the student 
survey also identified that 11% of children did not feel 
like there was an adult at home that they could speak 
about their mental health, and 25.1 % of students did 
not feel comfortable talking about their mental health 
with someone even if there was someone available. 
Stigmatization around issues related to mental health can 
significantly impact young people’s ability to speak about 
their difficulties, which is central to helping support young 
people with mental health difficulties. However, these 
results indicate that despite the increasing discussions 
surrounding mental health, more needs to be done to 
ensure people feel safe enough to discuss issues around 
mental health. 

“With the increasing use of online teaching methods, it is vital 
to consider gender differences.”
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Conclusion
This section highlights various concerns for the students 
transitioning from primary to secondary school during 
the pandemic. Many of the students’ problems have 
been found to link to mental wellbeing and the potential 
to increase the risk of mental health difficulties. This 
brings much-needed attention to the challenges children 
have faced during the pandemic and the importance of 
ensuring they have access to additional support to reduce 
the risk of these difficulties having a long-term impact. 
Although at this age and throughout the transition, the 
students are expected to have increased responsibilities 
and independence, it is essential to ensure that the 
support required is still provided and the impact of the 
pandemic is minimised wherever possible.

One of the main concerns explored and highlighted by 
the students within the survey was the increased levels 
of social isolation. This highlights the importance that 
building and maintaining social relationships has on 
student development. Previous research has shown a 
strong link between young individuals’ relationships with 
peers and mental wellbeing (Hanewald, 2013). This 
suggests that further focus needs to be placed on ensuring 
that young individuals are supported within this and can 
socialise with peers and individuals of a similar age. 

Although there was no evidence of gender disparities 
in our survey, previous research has highlighted that 
the stressors experienced by females and males may 
vary; therefore, further consideration may be required to 
provide appropriate support. Previous research has also 
highlighted that there may be a disparity between ICT 
skills between the two genders that need to be addressed 
(Van Rens, Haelermans, Groot, & van den Brink, 2019). 
The concerns discussed regarding the pandemic all 
relate to the prevalence of mental health difficulties in 
the students surveyed. With 20% of students meeting the 
cutoff for a depression screening, and some students 
reporting that they feel like they do not have anyone to 
talk to, further work is still required for young individuals 
and discussing mental health. Additional support is 
necessary to help ensure students are well-supported 
when coping with their mental health.
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The announcement of a national lockdown 
impacted 11.2 million primary and secondary 
schools in the UK (The World Bank, 2020). 
This had a significant impact on teachers as 
well as students. The lockdown forced both 
cognitively and emotionally demanding 
changes on teachers. Teachers were required 
to adjust lesson plans and develop increasingly 
creative ways of engaging students, increasing 
their already high workload. However, in 
addition to the necessary adjustments teachers 
were required to make to teaching plans, 
teachers also needed to juggle competing 
responsibilities. Some teachers may have had 
to juggle working remotely with teaching their 
children, caring for vulnerable family members, 
and their workload. All these pressures can 
have detrimental effects on both mental and 
emotional health (Kim & Asbury, 2020). 

Part three
The impact of the Pandemic on teachers

“Teachers have questioned the availability of hand sanitizers 
and the practicality of being able to socially distance 
themselves in the classroom”

The Safety of the Classroom 
and Student educational 
performance
Throughout the pandemic and subsequent lockdowns, 
teachers have been advised on how to make the 
classroom a safer environment for students when 
they return for physical teaching. Teachers have been 
instructed to reduce their class sizes, different year groups 
have been asked to attend school at other times, and 
social distancing in classrooms has been encouraged 
(Panovska-Griffiths et al., 2020). However, there have 
been many concerns raised by teachers regarding the 
practicality of these additional safety measures. Teachers 
have questioned the availability of hand sanitizers and the 
practicality of being able to socially distance themselves 
in the classroom in previous research (Lorenc, Kesten, 
Kidger, Langford, & Horwood, 2021). 

Previous research has also highlighted the relationship 
between the teacher and the student to be a significant 
driver for student’s motivation to learn (Szabo, 2019). 
Therefore, it is possible that the pandemic could reduce 
the amount of work students can complete. In addition, 
the interactive nature of teaching is somewhat missed 
when done remotely, which could also impact the 
academic performance of the cohort. Therefore, the 
current survey sought to explore the perception teachers 
had of the new year seven cohort compared to the 
previous cohort, whose transition was not impacted by 
COVID-19. 
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Survey results
The survey asked teachers to complete the Mood 
and Feelings questionnaire. The Mood and Feelings 
questionnaire does not provide a cut-off; however, 
existing research has suggested that a score of 12 
or higher may indicate clinically relevant depressive 
symptoms in the respondents. The results showed that 
13.6% of respondents had a score higher than 12. 
Additionally, 20% of teachers reported that they did not 
feel happy about their circumstances. 

Pie chart showing number of teachers who 
scored above 12 on the Mood and Feelings 
Questionnaire 

Chart showing the percentage of teachers 
surveyed who agreed with the statement: I 
feel happy in my own personal life

Teachers were also asked to rate their levels of concern 
around returning to face-to-face teaching. Teachers 
were asked to rate how they felt before returning to 
face-to-face teaching and since they have returned. A 
repeated-measures ANOVA was completed to identify 
any differences in concern between the two time points. 
The results did not show any significant differences 
(F(1,58)=3.48),p=.067.

Table showing how concerned teachers were 
about resuming teaching

 
concerns 

before school 
year started

concerns since 
school year 

started

N 59 59

Mean 3.21 3.33

Teachers were also asked to rate whether they felt 
students in this cohort handed in completed work 
compared to last year’s year seven cohort. The results 
showed that 42.4% of teachers felt that students handed 
in less or much less completed work than last year’s 
cohort. 

Teachers’ views on how much the current 
cohort of year 7s handed in completed work 
compared to last year’s cohort of year 7. 

N % of Total

not sure 7 11.9 %

much less 8 13.6 %

less 17 28.8 %

the same 22 37.3 %

more 4 6.8 %

much more 1 1.7 %

13.6%
Meets clinical cut-off 
for depression

86.4%
Does not meet 
clinical cut-off for 
depression

5.1%
Strongly disagree

15.3%
Disagree

30.5%
Neither agree 
or disagree

37.3%
Agree

11.9%
Strongly 
agree
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Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has forced teachers to have 
to make significant life adjustments in addition to the 
pressure of devising online educational materials. The 
work-related strain may also impact on the personal life 
of teachers, as 20% of teachers reported that they weren’t 
happy with their own personal circumstances. Based on 
this, it is important that teachers are well-supported to 
maintain a healthier work-life balance as we transition 
out of the pandemic. 

Academically, approximately 42% of teachers felt 
that students turned in completed work at a rate less 
or much less than the previous cohort. The concern 
for teachers may come from their inability to monitor 
students remotely in the same ways they could have 
done if teaching was completed in the classroom. This 
makes it more difficult for teachers to note if students 
had understood the work they were completing. 
Additionally, the rate at which students completed 
tasks may have been impacted by the teacher’s ability 
to follow students individually. This could have then 
affected the ability of teachers to ensure students can 
complete the work set for them.

According to the results of the statistical analyses, 
teachers’ concerns around the safety of the classroom 
were not significantly reduced after returning to face-to-
face teaching. This may reflect the continued uncertainty 
of the pandemic rather than the ineffectiveness of the 
strategies implemented. The long-term impacts of the 
pandemic are still yet to be fully recognised, and the 
uncertainty surrounding new variants and the long-term 
efficacy of vaccinations has meant that teachers have had 
to adapt to changes consistently. Classes were expected 
to remain in their bubbles during the pandemic, and strict 
provisions were in place for students who tested positive 
in a social bubble. Such instances may have contributed 
to the slight change observed in the concern over 
COVID-19.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on multiple levels of society. In the initial 
stages of the pandemic, it became increasingly evident that individuals from ethnic minorities 
were disproportionately affected (Patel, Hiam, Sowemimo, & Devakumar, 2020). For example, 
data from Public Health England showed that the death rate from COVID-19 in ethnic minority 
groups was two to four times higher than in white populations in England (Public Health England, 
2020). While the cause of this disparity is likely to be multifactorial, early explanations for this 
disparity focused on the prevalence of pre-existing health conditions amongst ethnic minorities 
(e.g., diabetes, obesity, and hypertension), in addition to possible underlying genetic factors 
(Public Health England, 2020). 

Part four
The impact of ethnicity and parents job role 
on experiences during the pandemic

However, in addition to these concerns, social differences 
may have contributed to the health disparity. For 
example, individuals from ethnic minorities are more 
likely to live in multigenerational households, more likely 
to live in areas with higher levels of social deprivation, 
and more likely to have delayed access to healthcare 
(Williamson et al., 2020). 

The higher observed incidence and severity of COVID-19 
in ethnic minority and migrant groups is likely due 
to this complex interaction of socioeconomic health 
determinants. Economically disadvantaged individuals 
are more likely to live in overcrowded accommodation, 
which is a risk factor for respiratory tract infections 
(Patel et al., 2020). Additionally, individuals in a lower 
socioeconomic group may work in occupations that do 
not provide opportunities to work from home, putting 
them at greater risk of infection (Patel et al., 2020). 
Individuals who work in essential services may work in 
hazardous, crowded conditions and may be required to 
work while sick due to economic pressures or coercive 
work situations (Greenaway et al., 2020). These 
factors could have further promoted the transmission of 
COVID-19 in such communities.
 

The impact on children and 
education
The economic impact of the pandemic on families is 
also likely to have a significant effect on children. The 
COVID-19 pandemic forced parents to take charge of 
their children’s schooling. However, parents significantly 
differ in their resources and ability to provide adequate 
homeschooling. Schooling data during the first 
phases of COVID-19 showed that parents with higher 
socioeconomic status (SES; e.g., high education and 
income) provided more academic support (e.g., help with 
homework), physical resources (e.g., computers/tablets), 
and motivational support for their children than parents 
of low SES (Andrew et al., 2020). The consequences 
of these differences are evident. Previous research has 
shown that in the UK, children aged between 4–15 
whose parents belong to the highest income group spent 
on average 5.8 hours per day on educational activities 
during April and May 2020. However, individuals whose 
parents belong in the lowest income group spent on 
average 4.5 hours on educational activities each day 
(Jæger & Blaabæk, 2020).

“The COVID-19 pandemic forced parents to take charge of their 
children’s schooling. However, parents significantly differ in their 
resources and ability to provide adequate homeschooling.”
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The Impact of COVID-19 on 
home life
The COVID-19 crisis has also had significant implications 
for children that were living in complex family 
environments. During this unprecedented time, there 
are increasing concerns over the mental well-being of 
children in families where children do not have strong 
family relationships. For example, in one study, the 
perception of greater social support from family members 
was associated with greater academic and behavioural 
engagement, whereas barriers were associated with 
less engagement (Kenny, Blustein, Chaves, Grossman, 
& Gallagher, 2003). Additionally, parenting is 
considered a key risk factor in the development of early 
psychopathology, with lower levels of sensitive parenting 
linked to higher levels of distress and behavioural 
difficulties (Ryan, O’Farrelly, & Ramchandani, 2017).

Survey Results
The collection of complete, detailed, and accurate 
data on ethnicity is essential to generate appropriate 
conclusions and design targeted interventions for groups 
that may be disproportionately affected by COVID-19. 
Historically, crude labeling on ethnicity has led to groups 
being viewed as homogenous, despite possible significant 
differences in culture between various ethnic minorities. 
This report aimed to categorize ethnicity in a way that 
captured the heterogeneity of the sample. Consequently, 
respondents completed demographic details concerning 
their ethnicity, whether their parents worked as key 
workers and whether they or their parents had been 
diagnosed with COVID-19.

Ethnicity n %

Asian or Asian British 7 4 

Asian or Asian British Chinese 5 2.9 

Asian or Asian British Indian 3 1.7 

Asian or Asian British Pakistani 6 3.5 

Black or black British African 11 6.4 

Black or black British Caribbean 13 7.5 

Black or black British other 7 4.0 

Mixed other 5 2.9 

Mixed white and Asian 3 1.7 

Mixed white and black African 5 2.9 

Mixed white and black Caribbean 11 6.4 

Other 16 9.2 

Prefer not to say 8 4.6 

White British 49 28.3 

White Irish 4 2.3 

White other 20 11.6 

Have you had Covid-19

No 143 82.7 

Been diagnosed with COVID-19 and 
since recovered 17 9.8 

Suspected of having COVID-19 and 
recovered, but not diagnosed 13 7.5 

Have any of your parents had COVID-19  

No 115 66.5 

Been diagnosed with COVID-19 and 
Recovered 40 23.1 

Suspected of having COVID-19 and 
recovered but not diagnosed 17 9.8 

Diagnosed and still ill 1 0.6 

Do any of your Parents work as a keyworker

Does not work as key worker 73 42.2

Works as key worker 100 57.8
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The proportion of children 
whose parents were employed 
as Keyworkers
The survey showed that of the children who described 
themselves as black, 65% reported that one of their 
parents was keyworkers. In comparison, 53% of 
individuals from the white group said their parents were 
key workers, and 43% of individuals from the Asian 
population reported that their parents were key workers. 
When these statistics are aggregated, 63% of individuals 
who are part of the BAME group reported that they had 
parents employed as key workers, while 37% are not 
categorised as key workers. The differences between the 
groups reflect previous research, highlighting the extent 
to which black and minority ethnic groups make up a 
disproportionately large share of key workers (Greenaway 
et al., 2020). 

Ethnnicity data

80

60

40

20

Bame

Key worker not key worker

White Black Asian Mixed
0

The challenges of students 
studying from home
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the home and 
school environment became intertwined as parents 
and families became more responsible for the child’s 
education in the home. However, the transfer of teaching 
responsibilities to families can amplify existing disparities 
as it may depend on the available resources within the 
family. Previous research has shown that 12 weeks of 
schooling interruption drops test scores significantly 
(Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020). This indicates that 
socioeconomic status can further separate academic 
performance if one group can continue to learn and 
another cannot. Therefore, school interruption will widen 
the academic performance gap if children in those 
socioeconomic groups are under-served. 

Additionally, children in families with lesser 
socioeconomic status are less likely to live in homes 
where they can find a place to complete their schoolwork. 
Therefore, the current survey asked respondents whether 
they had a quiet place to complete their schoolwork.  

I have a quiet area where I 
can do my work N % 

strongly disagree 6 3.5 %

disagree 28 16.2 %

neither agree nor disagree 25 14.5 %

agree 77 44.5 %

strongly agree 37 21.4 %

According to the survey results, approximately 1/5th of 
the sample either strongly disagreed or disagreed with 
the view that they had a quiet area to work at home 
(N=34, 19.7%). Given that such a large proportion of 
the sample may not have had access to a quiet working 
area, it highlights the possible disparities resulting from a 
lockdown. 
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Given these results, a T-test was completed to identify the 
differences in mood and feelings and transition concern 
in students who had a quiet area to work and students 
that did not. The individuals who strongly disagreed and 
disagreed with having a quiet space in the home were 
grouped in one category (do not have a quiet space to 
work), and the group who strongly agreed and agreed 
that they did have the space to work were grouped in 
another category (have a quiet space to work). The results 
of individuals who reported that they neither agreed nor 
disagreed with this statement were not included in the 
analysis. 

The results showed that students who reported they 
did not have a significant space in which to work 
also reported higher levels of distress on the mood 
and feelings questionnaire (M=1.69, SD=0.40) 
in comparison to individuals that did have a quiet 
place to work in their home (M=1.48, SD=0.40). 
These differences were statistically significant 
(t(146)=2.67,p<.01). 

Students who reported they did not have a significant 
space in which to work also reported higher levels of 
concern about the school transition since they had 
started school (M=2.55, SD=0.71) compared to 
individuals who did have a quiet place to work in their 
home (M=2.25, SD=0.74). These differences were also 
statistically significant (t(146)=2.11,p<.05).

A supportive Adult in the home
Previous research has shown that when parents have a 
close relationship with their children, young people have 
more security and confidence to meet academic and 
social challenges (Flamm & Grolnick, 2013). The current 
survey asked students whether they felt an adult at home 
thought they would be a success. 

There is an adult at home who 
Believes I will be a success N of 

Total

never 2 1.2 %

rarely 10 5.8 %

sometimes 30 17.3 %

often 131 75.7 %

The students who reported that they never, rarely, or 
sometimes felt that they had an adult at home who 
thought they would succeed were grouped into the 
category of inconsistent support. In contrast, students 
who reported that there was often an adult who believed 
they would succeed were grouped into the category 
of consistent family support. On average, students 
categorised as having inconsistent support from an 
adult at home reported higher levels of distress on the 
mood and feelings questionnaire (M=1.82, SD=0.54) 
compared to individuals who had more consistent 
support (M=1.49, SD=0.82). 

Levene’s test for equality of variances was significant for 
the mood and feelings questionnaire. Consequently, the 
violation of this assumption was corrected by using an 
adjustment to the degrees of freedom through the use of 
the Welch-Satterthwaite method (Pallant, 2010). 
The differences between the group scores on the mood 
and feelings questionnaire were statistically significant 
(t(54.2)=3.65,p<.001). In addition, students who were 
categorised as having more inconsistent support at 
home also reported higher levels of concern about the 
school transition since they had started school (M=2.63, 
SD=0.82) compared to individuals categorized as 
having more consistent support in their home (M=2.26, 
SD=0.74). These differences were also statistically 
significant (t(171)=2.75,p<.01).
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Conclusion
The findings from the survey highlighted the significant 
differences in children whose parents are employed as 
key workers across ethnicities. Despite these disparities, 
the survey results did not show that parents employed 
as key workers were any more or less likely to contract 
COVID-19 than those that weren’t. However, it is 
important to note that as data from parents was not 
collected, it is difficult to determine other factors that 
could help to explain the link between being employed 
as a key worker and being diagnosed with COVID-19. 
Factors such as how many hours parents were away from 
home for work during the pandemic were not included, 
and this could have influenced the relationships within the 
family home.

The current survey also showed that children who felt 
they had an adult who believed in them at home scored 
higher on mental wellbeing measurements. Previous 
research has highlighted the detrimental impact of 
inconsistent support on children and young people 
(Darling & Steinberg, 1993). This can contribute to 
children feeling less confident in their social identity 
and make them more likely to internalize difficulties. 
Previous research has also shown that parenting styles 
can influence factors such as whether children feel their 
parent has belief in them (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). 
For young people who are forming their identity, the 
household environment is crucial. Perhaps even more so 
during the pandemic.

As a consequence of COVID-19, children in less 
supportive households may suffer more as this is not 
buffeted by positive experiences they may gain from 
adults in school or during extra-curricular activities. 
Additionally, children who lack the space to work 
academically may also feel more concerned about 
their ability to perform at school. The lack of space in 
the family home to complete schoolwork may have 
a detrimental impact on children’s wellbeing, as they 
cannot meet the required objectives and develop the 
required skillset. This can significantly affect students who 
live in smaller homes or in multigenerational households 
where there is less space or conducive environments to 
complete schoolwork.  
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Recommendations  

1.  Year seven mental health assessments: The 
cohort of year sevens starting in September need to 
begin the year by assessing their mental health and 
wellbeing needs. A great way to achieve this is the co-
produced student profiles Paradigm Project produces 
as part of the My Next Steps programme. These 
profiles allow students to outline their vision and goals 
and explore how they need extra support. During the 
first term of the academic year, starting in September 
2021, Paradigm Project will offer group sessions for 
year seven groups to facilitate this process.

2.  Year seven enrichment: Much has been said 
about catching up academically, but students in 
year seven this year and the new cohort arriving in 
September have missed a lot of vital face-to-face 
interaction. Our group session enrichment sessions for 
year seven and eight students support their personal 
development and interpersonal skills. The KS3 
curriculum must be supplemented with group offers for 
younger students as we go into the new school year.

3.  Early Help support offer: More comprehensive 
support must be put in place at an early help level for 
children, young people, and families with indicators 
of emerging difficulties or additional needs. In a time 
of shrinking budgets and increasing demand, our 
approach promotes welfare, safety, development, 
and societal stability at a considerable cost saving. 
Paradigm Project’s early help support offer (as 
explained on page 38) provides a wrap-around 
support package that targets young people, parents 
and staff, and professionals.

4.  Training in trauma: Children experience various 
difficulties, both socially, academically, and personally. 
Individuals who work with young people should be 
trained in understanding trauma and how it impacts 
young people. By accessing the trauma-informed care 
training provided by Paradigm Project and Marvzmind, 
it will help teachers better understand the distress and 
difficulties experienced by young people and use the 
right strategies to support them. 

5. Youth empowerment approach: Adopting a 
youth empowerment approach focuses less on box-
ticking outcomes but instead is more centred around 
a nurturing process that helps to support young 
people to develop confidence and become more 
independent. Our Six C’s model (see page 13) helps 
to identify areas of development. The reimagining of 
how outcomes are measured is an essential part of 
creating and implementing appropriate programmes 
for vulnerable young people. Paradigm Project seeks an 
open approach from all partnerships on building these 
impact tools together.

6.  Teacher’s wellbeing: There should be a priority 
placed on ensuring the wellbeing of teachers and 
educational professionals. Teaching environments 
should enable teachers to feel like they can discuss 
concerns with their peers and colleagues. In addition, 
there should be a culture within school environments 
that acknowledges the positive contributions teachers 
make. 

7.  Quiet space for teachers: Teachers should be 
provided with appropriate and safe reflective spaces 
to allow them to have the freedom to think about their 
teaching environment, its impact on them, and its 
impact on the students. This can include developing 
a greater awareness of social disadvantage and 
culture and its implications on student presentations 
and learning styles. In addition, teachers can be 
encouraged to attend training sessions to build 
skills in co-facilitating such reflective practices (E.g., 
Marvzmind reflective practice training by Dr. Marvin). 

 
8.  Collaboration: There must be a whole systems 

approach to give young people the support they need. 
This means collaborations between statutory services, 
third sector organisations, and broader community 
groups should be encouraged. For example, in 
our short-term objectives, we have partnered with 
businesses and community groups across a range of 
London boroughs to provide summer provision for 
young people. Beyond this, and as demonstrated on 
pages 39 & 40, partnerships with other organisations 
are integral to our approach. Paradigm Project 
seeks to develop existing partnerships and is open 
to collaborating with new agencies to further the 
objectives outlined in this report.
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It’s clear from the findings of this report that action needs 
to be taken to protect children and young people from 
experiencing further harmful effects of the pandemic.

Both students and teachers’ short, medium and long-term 
mental health and wellbeing needs must be considered. 
Paradigm Project is built on providing proactive and 
preventative solutions to youth issues. The pandemic has 
caused an increase in support needs, and the lack of 
proactive interventions threatens to overwhelm already 
overstretched systems. 

Working in a preventative capacity is not only cost-
efficient, but, more importantly, it means we can impact 
a young person’s life at a critical phase. The Paradigm 
Project model prevents vulnerable young people from 
becoming disadvantaged and gives them the fair access 
to support and opportunity every child deserves.

In the short term, children need to catch up on the social 
interaction they have been starved of over the last year. 
Therefore, the six-week holiday is a fantastic opportunity 
for young people to participate in extracurricular activities 
to enrich and support their personal development. 
Paradigm Project has collaborated with local 
organisations to provide summer programmes and advise 
those working with or caring for young people to get in 
touch with their local authority to find out more about 
local summer holiday offers. 

In this same period, it’s a critical time for teachers to 
unwind and reflect on a year that has taken its toll. In our 
partnership programmes listed in this section, Mindset 
Matters, a company that focuses on workplace wellness, 
describes using the break before the next academic year 
as a period to reflect, reimagine and re-engage. 

In the medium term, as children return to school in 
September, suitable programmes must have been put into 
place that promote growth and recovery for life post-
pandemic. In this section, we outline the Paradigm Project 
programmes that we have built as we have learnt from 
the findings of this report. 

As teachers return to school, the short summer break 
mustn’t be used to mask the tremendous strain of the 
pressures caused by working through the pandemic. 
Instead, the training and support needed to create 
productive, safe learning environments should be 
prioritised.

Many of the long-term implications of the pandemic 
can be positively influenced by what we achieve in 
the short and mid-term. As a grassroots organisation, 
Paradigm Project is honoured to have had the opportunity 
to work on this report to make a small contribution 
to better understanding the needs of young people. 
We are committed in the long term to the continuing 
development of our programmes that make a difference 
at critical life stages.

A call to action

“The pandemic has caused 
an increase in support 
needs, and the lack of 
proactive interventions 
threatens to overwhelm 
already overstretched 
systems.”
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“I have noticed that year seven students have a clear 
lack of socialisation due to the pandemic. They interact 
aggressively or lack social intelligence, which has been a 
major impact of COVID-19.”

36 |  Bridge the Gap Report 2021
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Our two main delivery approaches focus on primary to secondary school transitions and working 
with early help teams within local authority children and young people services. We believe 
that to create a fairer, more inclusive society; there needs to be a paradigm shift in the way we 
approach tackling youth issues. Prioritizing proactive interventions is key to creating environments 
that will help our young people to thrive beyond the pandemic.

Our programmes

My Next Steps
My Next Steps is our flagship programme which focuses 
on the transition between primary and secondary school. 
The programme is delivered in three elements to; Students, 
Teachers, and Parents.

Every student that participates in the My Next Step’s 
programme co-produces a student profile that includes; 
a vision statement, goals, and support needs. However, 
the main objective through all three delivery areas is to 
identify those students who need additional support. Those 
identified as needing further help then receive one-to-one 
mentoring during their first term in year seven.

This current cohort of year sevens are the first to have 
experienced this critical transition through a pandemic, 
and now a second cohort will begin in September, having 
experienced similar disruptions. 

During collecting data for our survey, a year seven teacher 
at a London borough school said: “I have noticed that 
year seven students have a clear lack of socialisation due 
to the pandemic. They interact aggressively or lack social 
intelligence, which has been a major impact of COVID-19. 
These stats could prove that schools are not doing enough 
to support students, especially with the transitioning year 
seven students.” 

Our programme is a tool that can be used by local 
authorities and schools to limit the long-term effects of the 
pandemic on young children. Ensuring a smooth transition 
gives young students the best opportunity to grow and 
thrive in this next phase of their journey. We look forward 
to expanding our programme into more London boroughs 
and beyond and working alongside other services to 
protect our young people.

“My mentor has helped 
me a lot with school, my 
mentality and attitude. 
If it wasn’t for this 
mentoring process I’m 
pretty sure I would have 
been excluded by now”
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Early Help
Typically, Early Help Teams are embedded as part of 
local authorities’ children and young people’s services 
and work with children, young people, and families with 
indicators of emerging difficulties or additional needs. 
These needs can include anything that affects children and 
young people’s health, development, wellbeing, and safety.

Our Early Help support offer is our most comprehensive 
programme and includes one-to-one, group mentoring, 
and professional training delivered over 12 months. 
Those young people who were not previously known to 
services but now find themselves on the radar are at risk 
of social exclusion. One of the main perceived risks for 
socially excluded young people is youth offending, and 
this is an area of particular interest for Paradigm Project. 
*IPPR’s 2017 comprehensive study into school exclusions 
estimates that each cohort of excluded pupils goes on 
to cost the public purse an additional £2.1 billion in 
benefits, healthcare, and criminal justice costs.

Our exclusion prevention group workshops and one-
to-one mentoring sessions are designed to disrupt 
adverse pathways as soon as identified. Additionally, our 
training programme for teachers and professionals that 
work with young people supports identifying risk and 
vulnerability across various areas. In a time of shrinking 
budgets and increasing demand, our approach promotes 
welfare, safety, development, and societal stability at a 
considerable cost saving. 

As demonstrated in our programmes in this section, 
Paradigm Project is committed to working with young 
people to limit the harmful effects of the pandemic. Being 
proactive in approach now protects young people. It 
allows those responsible for their futures to reduce the 
risk of an entire generation of young people becoming 
socially excluded or disadvantaged due to Covid-19.

Early Help Case Study
“ X has become a happier and more confident young 
man since working with his mentor. His self esteem has 
increased and he has set positive goals for his future. He 
has also shown improvement in being able to regulate his 
emotions.” Jade Rockall - Case worker Lewisham Early 
Help Team

“My mentor has helped me a lot with school, my 
mentality and attitude. If it wasn’t for this mentoring 
process I;m pretty sure I would have been excluded by 
now, so he has helped me massively” X - 14 year old 
Young Person referred through Lewisham Early Help Team
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Partnerships are the backbone of third sector successes. We wanted to highlight two examples in 
this report that align with the Paradigm Project ethos and provide essential solutions to the issues 
raised in this report.

Partnerships

1. Social Inclusion Recovery 
Group - advocacy and support 
for parents

Social Inclusion Recovery Group 
(SIRG) was established to provide 
free advocacy support in Education 
and Mental Health in Lewisham 
and surrounding London boroughs. 
They primarily support African and 
Caribbean parents and carers who 
cannot provide adequate support 

to their children and whose children fall into difficulties 
in their educational setting. Their education advocacy 
program aims to address some of those in-school 
factors that can fail to address inequalities in educational 
outcomes for Black students.
 
The lack of support for parents and young people is a 
critical emergency that existed before the Pandemic. 
However, the Pandemic has shed light on the long-
existing disparity in health and education across the 
community, with the consequences having a longer-
lasting impact. As a result of lower educational 
outcomes, poorer employability, housing, and health 
provision, COVID-19 has merely highlighted the need 
for community programs to support those who lack the 
financial, physical, and informational resources and 
therefore require services like SIRG to bridge the gap.

Parental View

Parents supported by SIRG speak of the pressure to 
motivate their children, especially when there may be 
distrust or broken relationships between parents and 
the school. SIRG aims to minimise the lack of positive 
dialogue between parents and schools, mainly where 
arbitrary decisions have gone unchallenged, leaving 
students and parents feeling disconnected.
 
A key element of our work at SIRG is providing information 
and support to upskill and build confident parents. From 
the perspective of a SIRG, the informed, engaged, and 
involved parent can hold us accountable for their child’s 
progress (ren). They can inform, build, support and help 
implement the policies that ensure all children have a safe 
and productive school life. We at SIRG realise quickly 
that the impact of the Pandemic is very complex and 
multifaceted. Our concerns are for those in our community 
whose response to the loss of time in education and 
training is to further withdraw from engagement or develop 
even greater difficulty than within the normal parameters of 
an educational setting and therefore find it harder to settle 
on return. There needs to be a collaborative approach of 
support in full benefit to this generation by grassroots, third 
sector, school, and local authority service organisations. By 
working together to ensure the parents are equipped with 
the right tools to support their child’s emotional, financial, 
and educational needs.
 
We are looking not only to build awareness of our work 
with parents in our community but also to support schools 
and the local authority. It is crucial that effective advocacy 
can be seen to work for the benefit of all stakeholders.

“They are extremely proactive and excellent with their aims; 
even in a pandemic, they promote that each child is entitled to 
the education they deserve and to be treated fairly.”
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2. Mindset Matters - workplace 
wellness
Covid-19 has resulted in wide-spread school closures, 
affecting 11.2 million primary and secondary school 
pupils in the UK. Focus has largely been centered on 
the effectiveness of closures in curbing the spread of the 
virus and the impact on student’s educational attainment 
and wellbeing. However as proposed by Kim et al 
(2020) of equal importance is the impact of Covid-19 
on education professionals, particularly given the fact 
that they are essential workers and 52% have reported 
that their mental health and wellbeing had suffered either 
considerably or a little as a result of the pandemic (Report 
from Education Support)

The speed with which education professionals have had 
to change their day-to-day teaching methods, and the 
challenges this has presented, must be acknowledged 
and more importantly applauded. This adaptation to 
online teaching coincided with a range of competing 
demands and stressors including safeguarding the 
emotional wellbeing of students, homeschooling their 
own children, caring for vulnerable relatives, and 
managing their own mental health. 

Any one of these additional demands would be a 
challenge to personal resources and individual wellness, 
but in the last year they have been experienced 
simultaneously. It is therefore imperative that as we 
transition through our safe exit strategy, we do so with 
an understanding of, and a commitment to, workplace 
wellness both now and in the future. 

Social wellness is key to any changes in workplace 
wellness that take place over the coming months. 
Connection, collaboration, and community sit at the 
very heart of schooling. Relationships with colleagues 
and leaders that are supportive, and nurturing play a 
large role in the maintenance of wellbeing for many. 
Daily interactions with staff and students foster a sense 
of inclusion and belonging which we know, in its 
absence, has resulted in feelings of social isolation. 
Our connections with others translate into meaningful 
collaboration. Sharing ideas, resources, and support 
enhance both the teaching and learning experience. 
Positive pedagogy has an impact that is felt far wider than 
the classroom, it carries into our communities as young 
people are nurtured and empowered to become active, 
purposeful citizens driven by a positive sense of self. 

Unfortunately, workplace wellness programs too often 
skip over the fundamental pillar of social wellness and 
invest a significant proportion of resources, time, and 
effort into recovery initiatives such as Employee Assistance 
Programs and Mental Health First Aiders. Whilst 
undoubtedly necessary, these are recovery orientated 
approaches which seek to provide support to those 
already in distress in order to avert a mental health crisis. 
Shining a spotlight on social wellness provides a holistic 
balance to workplace wellness by enhancing preventative 
approaches that are inclusive of the individual, the 
institution, and the community. Any attempts to enhance 
the wellness of education professionals must seek to 
understand the relationship between societal wellness and 
individual wellbeing. 

It would be simplistic to view the approaching ‘summer 
holiday’ as just that, a holiday. The reality however is 
far more complex and once understood, requires a 
commitment to action. In the past 12 months education 
professionals have not only experienced sustained 
disruption to schooling, examinations, and student 
welfare, many reading this may also have lost loved 
ones, colleagues, or friends, mourning amid social 
restrictions and global uncertainty. As a society we have 
also reckoned with growing calls for racial equity which 
has included a focus on our education system and the 
importance of an inclusive curriculum framework (Miller, 
2021). It is little wonder then that feelings of anxiety, 
fatigue, isolation, and trauma have been expressed 
by many in educational settings which serves only to 
highlight the importance of the upcoming 6-week break 
as a much-needed period of rest, reflection, and respite. 

Rest is fundamental to wellbeing, many may be familiar 
with the phrase ‘you cannot pour from an empty cup’ 
and yet, this is precisely what so many have been doing, 
driven by the desire to safeguard and nurture young 
people during a period of educational and societal 
uncertainty. This speaks to the commitment, passion 
and drive shown by those in education but it’s time now 
to shift some of the focus towards staff who have been 
selfless in their endeavors over the past year. 
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I urge you to encourage staff to rest in the weeks 
ahead, to acknowledge the impact of the year and the 
requirement for time-out to process, to reflect, to grieve, 
to engage in acts of self-care, to spend time with family 
and friends, to simply be. Supporting staff wellbeing 
doesn’t have to feel complicated, it doesn’t require 
endless short-term recovery focused initiatives it requires a 
commitment to action following a period of reflection. 

Creating a culture of wellness that is driven by strategy 
and anchored through effective communication can be 
achieved when we reflect, re-imagine, and re-engage. 
Reflective practice is vitally important in this moment. 
Taking the time to explore successes, learnings and 
assumptions from the past 12 months empowers leaders 
to identify areas for strategic development and innovation 
over the next 12 months. Because whether we call it 
‘new normal’ or not, we are all faced with the decision 
of whether we go back to what was or seize this moment 
as an opportunity to re-imagine workplace wellness 
through a social lens, prioritising relationships, culture, 
and community engagement. When your staff return 
rested, do you have a plan to re-engage them to ensure 
that their wellness is maintained in the months ahead? 

Creating buy-in is crucial to the success of any workplace 
wellness program, and to do that you must create the 
right environment for wellbeing to flourish, include 
opportunities for collaboration and co-production and 
effectively communicate your vision. 

Our workshop series has been expertly designed to 
support you in taking the first step towards the creation 
of a culture, not simply a calendar of events. Investing in 
workplace wellness while your colleagues take the time 
to restore their individual wellbeing has the advantage 
of ensuring that any gains are not lost but sustained in 
the long-term. We will equip you with the knowledge, 
skills and tools required to cultivate environments that 
are inclusive, equitable and responsive, increasing the 
resilience required to navigate new terrains. 
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I want to acknowledge Blueprint for All for their support in making this report possible. Both 
Sonia Watson and Chelsea Way have continually supported and encouraged my work through 
Paradigm Project. Becoming a member of the Your Space co-working facility has become an 
integral building block for Paradigm Projects’ future.

Closing Remarks

Special thanks to both Richard Williams and Fatima 
Johnston from Deloitte, who have supported me on this 
report from its conception. They have both reignited the 
understanding of how powerful it is when you genuinely 
believe in someone. I thank them both for all the 
conversations that stretched, encouraged, challenged, 
and ultimately grew me through this project.

If you haven’t already seen the powerful short film ‘A New 
Normal For Who?’ we put together to promote our report, 
then go and check it out on our website. Kay Rufai from 
S.M.I.L.E-ing Boys Project wrote and performed the piece, 
which so effectively portrays the youth experience of the 
pandemic. I’m so grateful for his important contribution to 
this project. His work helps this report transcend the typical 
audience for a report and ensures it reaches the eyes and 
ears of the people it seeks to serve. 

Last but not least, I want to extend my gratitude to the 
incredible Dr. Marvin and Shannon. They both reached 
out to me in support of the work Paradigm Project does 
and have made many sacrifices to put all of this work 
together over the past few months.

There were many barriers to producing this report, and 
engaging with schools during home learning conditions 
was challenging. However, the end result is a testament 
to the collective resilience and perseverance of everyone 
involved in putting the report together. As a leader, I’ve 
learnt a lot about my organisation and myself. Still, most 
importantly, I’m honoured to have helped to contribute 
to findings and solutions that will make long-lasting, 
meaningful changes in young people’s lives.

Joel Dunn
CEO & Founder
Paradigm Project

Chelsea Way 
Head of operations Blueprint for All.

Sonia Watson OBE 
CEO Blueprint for All

Fatima Johnston 
Director Tax

Richard Williams 
Senior Tax Partner



Bridge the Gap Report 2021  |  43Bridge the Gap Report 2021  |  43



44 |  Bridge the Gap Report 2021

Although this report attempted to capture potential changes of concern regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, 
participants did not answer questions at different time points. Instead, participants were asked to recall their views 
before beginning face-to-face learning/teaching. Therefore, there may be an element of recall bias in the study. 
Additionally, all data collected was quantitative. This means that we could not collect research data that allowed 
respondents to speak about their experiences using their own words. However, given the time constraints and the 
social distancing restrictions of COVID-19, it wasn’t easy to mitigate against this.

Limitations of the Report
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