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VOICES aims to understand the challenges that children VOICES aims to understand the challenges that children 
and young people (aged 5-18) face in the context of and young people (aged 5-18) face in the context of 
Covid-19 disruption and encourage services providers to Covid-19 disruption and encourage services providers to 
listen and respond. The youth voices heard are particularly listen and respond. The youth voices heard are particularly 
those in economically-disadvantaged areas of the North those in economically-disadvantaged areas of the North 
East. VOICES is a research project co-produced by  East. VOICES is a research project co-produced by  
Children North East and Newcastle University. Children North East and Newcastle University. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

VOICES is a joint research project by Children 
North East and Newcastle University. We are 
finding out what children and young people’s 
lives are like now, to share this with policy 
leaders and practitioners in organisations 
across our region. We have a particular 
focus on 5-18 year olds living in poverty: 
understanding their needs has always been 
a serious knowledge gap for policymakers, 
and has been made worse by Covid-19. This 
research is funded by the Economic and 
Social Research Council (ESRC), as part  
of UK Research and Innovation’s rapid  
response to Covid-19.

VOICES is distinct as a research project in three 
areas. Firstly we put children and young people  
at the centre both in terms of their views and  
also by involving young people in consulting  
on our methods. 

Secondly our work is co-produced by researchers 
from Children North East and Newcastle University 
working together on an equal basis: developing 
methods together, sharing decision-making 
and respecting what everyone brings to the 
team. Finally, VOICES emphasises the need for 
policymakers to listen to and act on children and 
young people’s views. Much research time goes into 
working with organisations that provide services for 
and with young people so that changes in policy and 
practice can happen as a response to what children 
and young people are saying.

This is the first interim report from VOICES as a 
project that began in November 2020 and is funded 
until May 2022. This report sets the scene about the 
lives of children and young people across the North 
East, drawing together a baseline for our ongoing 
research and starting to indicate the long-term 
issues and decisions that affect the present and 
future of young lives. 

We first present our literature review of early 
research and reports about children and young 
people’s experiences of life during Covid-19 
disruption. Our focus on the effects of poverty 
means this literature review takes a multifaceted 
view across multiple aspects of children and 
young people’s lives. We identified an interim set of 
themes from this literature review, which informed 
our own primary research: health and wellbeing, 
culture and leisure, home and housing, transport, 
school, the digital world, and relationships. The 
main section of this report presents findings from 
our primary research with 180 children and young 
people as a pilot cohort of 147 from our VOICES 
North East regional consultation combined with 
the views of 33 children from the Poverty Proofing 
Covid Response project. These pilot findings include 
children and young people in Durham, Newcastle, 
North Tyneside, and Sunderland, at a point when 
VOICES was still building capacity across all Local 
Authorities in the region.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Our subsequent reports will focus on findings from 
our region-wide consultation, including longitudinal 
and creative work with targeted groups. Our aim 
is to reach over 1000 children and young people. 
We will provide a policy briefing to advance 
conversations with policymakers at organisational, 
regional, and national level, and equally will 
provide creative briefings that communicate our 
findings to children and young people. Our work 
with organisations will aim to encourage change 
in specific areas in response to our findings and 
in response to particular organisations’ direct 
engagement with young people.

Our reach includes Northumberland, Newcastle, 
North Tyneside, South Tyneside, Gateshead, 
Sunderland, Durham, Hartlepool, Darlington, 
Stockton-on-Tees, Middlesbrough, and Redcar & 
Cleveland. Our work with children and young people 
is delivered with partner organisations including 
schools, colleges, sports teams, training providers, 
local authorities, play schemes, and youth groups. 
For a current list of project partner organisations 
please see our website www.voicesproject.co.uk.

Our regional focus acknowledges the range of 
experiences across the North East. Prior to Covid-19 
our region already faced high levels of social and 
economic deprivation with 35% of children in the 
North East living in poverty, the second highest rate 
of child poverty in the UK, behind London at 39% 
and higher than the UK figure of 30%. The North  
East also saw UK’s biggest increase in child poverty 
rising from 26% to 35% between 2014/15 and 
2018/19 (Hirsch and Stone 2020); in some areas this 
is now as high as 41% in Middlesbrough and  
39% in Newcastle (Bambra, Munford et al, 2020).

Child poverty has always been an urgent issue in  
the region, but the effects of Covid-19 mean it is 
more critical than ever to address this. In April 2020, 
4.3% of people in the North East reported making a 
new claim for universal credit since March, making 
it the highest percentage in England (Bambra, 
Munford et al, 2020). Reduced income and/or 
increased pressure on family finances is likely to 
exacerbate the existing inequalities for children in 
the region. This regional consultation strengthens 
connections between partner organisations already 
working together to benefit children and young 
people, aiming to support strategic planning across 
multi-agency working. VOICES also has a resonance 
beyond the North East, sharing experiences and 
practices with policymakers in further regions  
and nationally. 

of children in the North  
East living in poverty

Prior to Covid-19 our region already 
faced high levels of social and 

economic deprivation with

“

”

Reduced income and/or Reduced income and/or 
increased pressure on family increased pressure on family 

finances is likely to exacerbate finances is likely to exacerbate 
the existing inequalities for the existing inequalities for 

children in the region.children in the region.

(End Child Poverty coalition, 2020)

https://www.voicesproject.co.uk/


5VOICES Project 1st Interim Research Report | April 2021

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review is of some of the early evidence This literature review is of some of the early evidence 
mostly published in 2020 on Covid-19 disruption’s impact mostly published in 2020 on Covid-19 disruption’s impact 
on children and young people. We have taken a particular on children and young people. We have taken a particular 
focus on social and economic deprivation. Whilst we focus on social and economic deprivation. Whilst we 
report national findings we also focus on the North East  report national findings we also focus on the North East  
to provide context for VOICES as a regionwide consultation to provide context for VOICES as a regionwide consultation 
with children and young people (particularly those living with children and young people (particularly those living 
in poverty). This review provides the context within which in poverty). This review provides the context within which 
to understand our findings and it also helped us identify to understand our findings and it also helped us identify 
initial themes used in the pilot phase focus groups that  initial themes used in the pilot phase focus groups that  
are the focus of this report. are the focus of this report. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW, 2.1 BASIC NEEDS

Covid-19 has had a disproportionate effect 
on children growing up in poverty and has 
served to magnify some of the factors 
associated with material deprivation, 
such as hunger, fear, isolation and stigma 
(CPAG, 2020; The Childhood Trust, 2020). In 
deprived areas Covid-19 related death rates 
have been as much as double those in more 
affluent areas, and therefore children and 
young people in deprived areas are more 
likely to have experienced Covid-related 
bereavement within their family or  
community (Street Games, 2020). 

Pre-pandemic there were 2.2 million children  
whose home lives were affected by multiple issues 
including domestic abuse, parental substance 
abuse, emotional illiteracy and severe mental  
health conditions, which compounded the  
stresses of lockdown (Children’s Commissioner 
2020a; Street Games, 2020).

Too many of these vulnerable children have had 
to experience lockdown with an abusive relative, 
suffered severe financial hardship, or become 
bereaved by the loss of a family member (Müller 
and Goldenberg, 2020). Children in inadequate 
housing have suffered from overcrowding, limited 
private space, social isolation and a reduction of 
normal support structures (Street Games, 2020). In 
a report published by the Children’s Commissioner in 
September 2020, children in low income households 
were 70% more likely to report a deterioration in 
the parent-child relationship since the beginning 
of Covid-19 related restrictions (Children’s 
Commissioner, 2020a).

Children already growing up in poverty have been 
doubly affected by Covid-19 disruption. Existing 
social and economic issues have been exacerbated, 
and access to support services has been reduced. 
A survey conducted by the Children’s Commissioner 
(2020a) found that over a quarter of children had 
suffered more stress relating to their mental or 

physical health since the beginning of lockdown, 
and an increase of depressive symptoms and 
emotional difficulties. 

Many children whose parents are frontline workers 
have suffered fear and anxiety for the safety of 
their parents or that the virus may be brought 
home (Street Games, 2020). Many children have 
struggled to access mental health support services 
with universal services like school, health and 
specialist services scaled back. Services that 
were available were moved online with increased 
waiting times, leaving some children unable to 
access these services due to limited access online 
or lack of privacy due to overcrowded housing (The 
Childhood Trust, 2020). Referrals, many of which 
would ordinarily come from schools or GPs, reduced 
by over half between February and April 2020 
(Children’s Commissioner, 2020a).

The next subsections summarise evidence  
by theme. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW, 2.1 BASIC NEEDS

Stress, depression and mental health problems 
disproportionately affect disadvantaged children 
and children with Special Educational Needs or 
Disability (SEND). Impact is potentially long lasting 
as children may develop post-traumatic stress 
disorder, attachment problems or a sense of grief 
(The Sutton Trust, 2020a; The Childhood Trust, 
2020). Children’s access to health professionals has 
diminished as a result of Covid-19. A Royal College 
of Paediatrics and Child Health survey found that 
in the beginning of May, 22% of paediatric doctors 
were transferred to adult services and up to 10% 
of paediatric staff were ill or shielding (cited in 
Children’s Commissioner 2020b). Surveys have also 
found that children were snacking more, with poor 
sleeping habits and engaging in much less physical 
activity (Children’s Commissioner, 2020b; Street 
Games, 2020).

The closure of schools, loss of structure 
and routine, reduced physical activity, 
home life and financial stresses, and loss of 
socialisation have all impacted on children’s 
overall wellbeing (Children’s Commissioner, 
2020b; The Childhood Trust, 2020). 

Young carers of disabled family members or parents 
with dependency issues have experienced additional 
responsibilities further compounding lockdown’s 
effects on mental health problems (The Childhood 
Trust, 2020): 55% of children surveyed in June 2020 
reported they had suffered stress since the beginning 
of lockdown, with many factors contributing to their 
stress levels and a sense of no longer being ‘able’ to 
do certain things such as see family or friends (49%). 
Children whose parents had become unemployed 
were more likely to experience stress at 29%, and 
13% of children reported they had become stressed 
due to not having enough food or clothes. Müller and 
Goldenberg (2020) found that stress-related factors 
can have an impact on impulse control and memory 
retrieval, and create difficulties in skills including 
planning and problem solving.

The Childhood Trust (2020) reported an 
increase of 750% of children needing referrals 
to social services compared to the same 
period in 2019, and calls to the National 
Domestic Abuse Helpline went up 80% in June.

The number of people seeking help from Alcohol 
Change UK soared by 400% (Children’s Commissioner, 
2020b). There has been an increased opportunity for 
children to witness domestic violence and to endure 
emotional or physical abuse from family members, 
coupled with the increased stresses imposed by 
lockdown such as unemployment or drinking at home, 
which may be creating a toxic home environment 
for children (Street Games, 2020). Children are no 
longer able to take refuge at school or with youth or 
community groups and have less exposure to staff 
who are trained to pick up evidence of abuse, as 
these services have been stripped back and there 
are concerns that newly-vulnerable children are now 
hidden from social services (The Childhood Trust, 
2020; Street Games, 2020; Children’s Commissioner, 
2020b). This heightened exposure to stress and 
trauma may have a long lasting impact for children 
later in life (Müller and Goldenberg 2020).
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW, 2.1 BASIC NEEDS

      

Lockdown has reduced children’s 
opportunities to engage with positive role 
models, and to socialise with friends and 
peer groups. 77% of children citied their 
inability to socialise with friends and family 
as their biggest concern and many children 
are struggling to access online devices that 
would allow them to engage socially  
(Street Games, 2020). 

Even with access to technology, remote access 
cannot replace the human contact that is crucial 
for healthy development (The Sutton Trust, 
2020a). Children have experienced a lack of play 
opportunities especially outside or with other 
children for much of the pandemic; Stenning and 
Russell (2020) have highlighted local approaches  
to supporting play and community on streets.

A survey conducted by Street Games (2020)  
found that two-thirds of children’s activity levels  
had dropped with fewer opportunities to engage  
in social activities and competitions, and with 
individual exercise being less appealing and only 
‘tolerated’ by children. Summer schemes which 
provide children with a valuable opportunity to go 
outside, socialise and catch up on missed school 
time were unable to re-open or were required to 
operate in Covid-19 bubbles. There was confusion 
around what children were and weren’t able to do 
with reports of police stopping families playing 
sports together. In some urban areas public green 
space is limited and many parks were closed 
(Children’s Commissioner, 2020a, 2020b).  
Increased access to green spaces, community 
groups and opportunities for physical and social 
activities will be crucial to children’s recovery  
post-lockdown (The Childhood Trust, 2020).

Lockdown has facilitated organised crime, 
with many gangs taking advantage of 
children’s reduced activity, boredom and 
time spent online as a ’recruitment drive‘ into 
gang membership. Children in social care 
have become prime targets for organised 
crime (Children’s Commissioner, 2020b). 

There are concerns that children are not abiding by 
the public restrictions and congregating in outdoor 
areas, and many parents have reported difficulty 
in controlling and supporting their teenagers who 
may be suffering during lockdown (Street Games, 
2020). Though it is important to include these 
documented concerns as part of our literature 
review there is no implication that all, or even a 
majority, of children and young people are engaging 
in anti-social behaviour; our own findings later in  
this report show that many were doing their best  
to follow Covid-19 restrictions, and were frustrated  
by the non-compliance of others.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW, 2.1 BASIC NEEDS

Evidence collected by the Children’s Commissioner 
(2020b) suggests that there may have been up 
to 550 families across England who spent the 
entirety of lockdown housed in B&Bs and 130,000 
children living in other temporary accommodation 
consisting of one small room with shared bathroom 
and kitchen facilities. This made social distancing 
regulations impossible to follow and gave children 
no space in which to play or have any privacy 
(The Childhood Trust, 2020). There is an increased 
risk of further families becoming homeless due to 
Covid-19 restrictions as families fall behind on rent 
and mortgage payments, which further increases 
the risk of parental mental health problems due to 
housing instability (Children’s Commissioner, 2020b; 
The Childhood Trust, 2020). 

Research from the Childhood Trust (2020)  
estimates that 2 million children have experienced 
hunger since the beginning of lockdown restrictions 
in March, beyond the 1.3 million children who were 
already entitled to Free School Meals (FSM). The 
Trussell Trust reported an 89% increase in demand 
for emergency food parcels in April 2020 (Children’s 
Commissioner, 2020b). For many children the 
Free School Meal is their only hot meal of the day 
and without it children have faced hunger and 
malnutrition: coupled with unemployment and 
financial difficulties, and supply chain issues, it has 
been difficult for disadvantaged families to meet 
their children’s nutritional needs (The Childhood 
Trust, 2020). The Free School Meal scheme was 
replaced by a voucher that families could redeem 
at supermarkets, however by the end of April only 
47% of families had received this voucher (Children’s 
Commissioner, 2020b; Street Games, 2020;  
The Sutton Trust, 2020b; CPAG, 2020). 

Children’s lives have been increasingly shifted 
online. This has been less closely supervised as their 
parents attempted to juggle work, childcare and 
homeschooling. This has left children at greater risk 
of online abuse, with early research suggesting there 
was an increase during this period. In an international 
context of rising reports of child abuse and exploitation, 
The Children’s Commissioner (2020) and The 
Childhood Trust (2020b) have warned of the risk that 
abusers are taking particular advantage of vulnerable 
children’s feelings of isolation and loneliness. 

There are 75,000 children living in care in the UK  
and lockdown restrictions meant these children  
were cut off from seeing family members and trusted 
professionals for a sustained period. Care leavers 
living in unregulated accommodation were placed 
at risk due to limited support, with 86% reporting 
feelings of anxiety and loneliness during lockdown 
and issues of being unable to pay bills or afford 
adequate food during lockdown, which may have  
an ongoing effect upon their mental health  
(Children’s Commissioner, 2020a).

The next section of this literature  
review is specific to school and learning.  
We emphasise that schools remain crucial to 
children’s lives with a social and community 
role beyond only access to learning, and bear 
in mind that issues around access to learning 
are now in a context where many children’s 
basic needs are not being met. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW, 2.2 SCHOOLS AND LEARNING

Reports on school and learning during 
this pandemic, including lockdowns, have 
shown the immense challenges that staff, 
pupils, and families are facing. In this section 
we focus on existing evidence relevant to 
children and young people who are living 
in poverty, particularly where social and 
economic deprivation is an additional  
barrier to pupils’ access to learning. 

Throughout this VOICES project, our intention  
is to highlight areas of practice that need further 
attention as well as to celebrate effective practice. 
This involves pointing out areas of practice that have 
been overlooked, or that unintentionally penalise 
families living in poverty. Our intention is to use this 
information as a lever to advocate for the policy-level 
action needed so that schools and organisations can 
continue to improve their provision for children and 
young people living in poverty.

    
Pupils’ experiences of home learning have varied, and there are signs that family income is 
a key factor in understanding why pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds have made less 
progress than their peers during the pandemic. Key issues include: 

• the link between family income and home learning. 
Eivers, Worth and Ghosh (2020) found that pupils 
from higher-income households and whose parents 
had higher levels of education spent the most time 
on learning at home, particularly at secondary level. 
This is a disparity that policymakers need to remain 
aware of. Where schools had been working to 
make schooling a fair place for all pupils regardless 
of family income (Mazzoli Smith, Tiplady, et al 2019), 
remote provision means that pupils’ homelife could 
have an even bigger impact on their access to 
learning. Müller and Goldenberg (2020) flagged 
an ongoing issue that there is a risk that existing 
inequalities are being exacerbated as families from 
higher socioeconomic backgrounds tend to spend 
more time on children’s online learning and are 
more likely to be able to assist and enable access 
to children’s online learning. Andrews, Cattan et  
al (2020) found that almost 60% of primary school 
parents and almost half of secondary school 
parents said they were finding it hard to  
support their children’s learning at home.

• the availability of study space at home. Sibieta and 
Cottell (2020) summarised this as 18% of parents 
citing a lack of quiet study space as a key barrier 
to home learning. The availability of study space 
at home is in the wider context of UNICEF’s (2020) 
concern that an estimated 160k children in the UK 
are living in households where domestic abuse is 
taking place, with a risk in the home of violence, 
abuse, neglect, substance abuse, and worsening 
mental health symptoms. 

• the availability of learning resources at home. The 
Childhood Trust (2020) noted concern that pupils 
from disadvantaged backgrounds are likely to 
have few if any learning resources at home. This 
includes access to online learning resources, to 
which we turn in the next section of this report. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW, 2.2 SCHOOLS AND LEARNING

This section on schools’ provision of online 
learning comes with the huge caveat that 
there are still major issues in the provision of 
laptops/devices to pupils (Whittaker 2020; 
ONS 2020), and stable internet provision 
in households. Earlier national estimates 
suggested that 7% of children do not have 
access to a fixed broadband connection 
(UNICEF 2020), and 8.5% of households 
consider their child is struggling to learn 
due to a lack of devices (ONS 2020). The 
true percentages may however be higher 
particularly in deprived areas: Lucas, Nelson 
and Sims (2020) found that senior leaders 
and teachers reported that home IT access 
was a challenge for about a quarter of pupils. 

Even when access to a device is addressed,  
poverty can be a factor in the types of online 
learning provision that pupils can participate in. 
Factors that are repeatedly being identified as 
positive for pupils’ engagement with school from 
home are typically based on not only access to 
technology and to the internet, but to high-data 
forms of online learning. For example: live online 
lessons, video call conversations between teachers 
and pupils, use of a VLE, check-in conversations at 
the start and end of live online lessons (Education 
Policy Institute 2020). 

Though there are pedagogical and pastoral 
benefits to these types of interaction, it is essential 
to note that these methods can unintentionally 
disadvantage pupils living in poverty. From our wider 
team’s Poverty Proofing research we already know 
that teachers’ conversations with pupils are well-
intentioned but can serve to highlight differences in 
family life, particularly when discussions ask pupils 
to share details of their homelife and social activities 
(Mazzoli Smith, Tiplady, et al 2019; Mazzoli Smith 
and Todd 2019). 

    

Though it is positive that some children from 
higher-income families have experienced 
lockdown learning that works for them, it is 
of profound concern that the learning and 
educational attainment of children from 
higher-income families could be accelerating 
at a time when children from lower-
income families cannot access those same 
opportunities (Andrews, Cattan et al 2020; 
Eivers, Worth and Ghosh, 2020). 

This is an issue both in studies that have compared 
experiences of households across different schools 
(primary/secondary/other, and schools serving 
higher- or lower-income communities), and studies 
that have commented on the experiences of 
pupils from higher- and lower-income families 
within the same schools (Eivers, Worth and Ghosh 
2020). UNICEF (2020) has noted the potential 
long-term impacts on all children’s educational 
outcomes in the UK, particularly where Covid-19 
disruption compounds earlier disruption to schooling 
experienced by refugee and asylum-seeking children. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW, 2.2 SCHOOLS AND LEARNING

The issue of pupils’ access to devices 
and to the internet must be addressed. 
The World Bank (The World Bank 2020, 
cited in Education Policy Institute 2020) 
has highlighted government initiatives in 
developing countries that, in scale and in 
administration, have avoided the problems 
of insufficient allocations of devices that 
impeded the UK government’s laptop 
scheme. But even when devices and internet 
access are provided – an issue that still 
cannot be taken for granted – school leaders’ 
educational technology strategies and 
practices need careful consideration. 

Studies have suggested limited uptake of the 
government’s flagship educational technology 
schemes, with a potential digital divide between 
schools that already have a digital strategy and  
have rapidly adjusted it, and schools that have 
had limited capacity to engage with educational 
technology at a strategic level (Education Policy 
Institute 2020). 

Even when schools and pupils have access to 
devices, there are risks of compounding existing 
disadvantage. Where educational technology 
companies have offered enhanced or free access 
during Covid-19 disruption, it is not clear how 
schools are expected to fund continued access 
to licensed platforms when special offers expire 
(Education Policy Institute 2020). 

There is a further danger where the microanalytics 
offered by educational technology platforms risk 
overstating their benefits to learners, for example 
where ‘data on learning gaps’ (a term used for 
content delivered and assessed within a named 
software platform) is presented in appealing and 
whizzy ways, but data on attainment gaps (meaning 
the ever-widening gap between the most- and 
least-advantaged pupils, evidenced by Progress 
7 and by schools’ own tracking) is dependent on 
senior leaders’ monitoring and discussion of that 
data with staff, and was not designed to capture 
issues brought to the fore by Covid-19 disruption 
to learning. This is a long-term issue that needs 
continued commitment from school leaders to 
ensure that staff are able to monitor pupils’  
progress and to act on concerns. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW, 2.2 SCHOOLS AND LEARNING

Lucas, Nelson and Sims (2020) found that 
teachers in the North of England have 
reported lower levels of pupil engagement, 
parental engagement, and of guidance to 
teachers on work to be set and submitted 
compared to the South of England. 

Their report also found that North of England 
schools were less likely to be engaging in online 
conversations between teachers and pupils or 
pre-recorded video lessons - both of which were 
positively associated with pupil engagement - 
than were South of England schools. There is no 
implication that this reflects any regional disparity 
in staff expertise or in families’ commitment to 
children’s learning. The overwhelming message is 
that during this pandemic, entrenched social and 
economic inequalities are having a heightened 
impact on children’s access to learning from home. 

From this blunt North/South divide we now highlight 
evidence specific to the North East of England. 

Gateshead Council had already been addressing 
holiday hunger, and in 2020 developed its ‘Brighten 
The Day’ summer scheme (Gateshead Holiday 
Activities 2020) further to expand the provision 
of FSM during school holidays and link this with 
targeted activities in partnership with community 
organisations and venues. That provision was funded 
by the Department for Education’s Holiday Activities 
and Food programme, as one of only two areas in  
the North East to secure this funding in 2020. 

As an indication of the need for this provision, 
Brighten The Day delivered 11.5k child places and 
1.7k parent places on sessions that included: popup 
events and sports activities; a choice of packed 
lunches or food to microwave at home; delivery of 
fresh ingredients and recipes; and the provision of 
activity packs. Working with small businesses as 
local suppliers and self-employed sports coaches 
helped embed this provision in local communities, 
and was the first opportunity for some self-
employed providers to earn income in 2020/21 
financial year due to the impact of Covid-19. 

Before Covid-19, South Tyneside Council had 
already made links between its economic recovery 
plan and its post-16 provision of careers advice and 
training. Covid-19 disruption in 2020 meant some 
apprenticeship provision fell through and young 
people reported high levels of anxiety. 

From speaking with Connexions staff we learned 
that South Tyneside’s Connexions service delivery 
was changed to digital-only provision, and also 
brought forward intervention points to address 
disruption, aiming to engage with young people at 
risk of becoming classified as NEET. Feedback from 
training providers to Connexions has highlighted 
that young people’s behaviour in training settings 
has been exceptional, with a good understanding 
of new operating environments and demonstrating 
outstanding resilience in difficult circumstances. 

This literature review has used existing 
evidence to indicate that children growing 
up in poverty are particularly affected 
by Covid-19 disruption. This pandemic 
compounds existing inequalities for 
families in deprived social and economic 
circumstances, especially in the context 
of embedded regional inequalities for the 
North East. There is no doubt that VOICES’ 
regionwide approach to finding out about 
children and young people’s experiences 
– particularly those living in poverty – is 
needed. The next section outlines the 
processes used in VOICES’ initial pilot  
phase and presents new evidence. 
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3 INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.1 STRANDS OF EVIDENCE

This pilot phase of VOICES presents primary research  This pilot phase of VOICES presents primary research  
with 147 children and young people as a first cohort in  with 147 children and young people as a first cohort in  
our ongoing North East regional consultation. We also our ongoing North East regional consultation. We also 
gained permission to have access to the focus group gained permission to have access to the focus group 
responses of a smaller cohort of 33 children through responses of a smaller cohort of 33 children through 
Children North East’s Poverty Proofing Covid Response Children North East’s Poverty Proofing Covid Response 
in the first national lockdown, so this report presents in the first national lockdown, so this report presents 
evidence from a total of 180 children and young people. evidence from a total of 180 children and young people. 
We have integrated findings from the smaller Poverty We have integrated findings from the smaller Poverty 
Proofing cohort with findings from the main VOICES  Proofing cohort with findings from the main VOICES  
cohort in order to present one body of evidence  cohort in order to present one body of evidence  
structured around key themes.structured around key themes.Junior School Pupil, Year 5
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3 INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.2 METHODS

The VOICES pilot grew from Children North 
East’s initial appeal right at the start of the 
first lockdown for learning resources to be 
distributed to families via links with schools in 
the region. In addition to those resources, we 
distributed over 200 consultation packs as 
a pilot for VOICES. Each pack invited children 
to share their experiences by either drawing 
a picture or writing words in response to the 
following three questions: 

1. What has been a challenge recently?

2. What has been good recently?

3.  What is important to children and young  
people now?

Phase 1 data comprises 28 consultation packs that 
were returned to Children North East. In analysing 
phase 1 data, children’s written responses were 
interpreted but not their drawings due to the practical 
and ethical difficulties of interpreting children’s 
drawings without further contextual information.

Phase 2 of the VOICES consultation consists of 
focus group discussions with 119 children and young 
people. Schools/organisations were initially offered 
a choice of either video calls or socially distanced 
conversations; during periods of lockdown only 
video calls were offered. These conversations 
were with a range of children and young people 
across the region and used age-appropriate 
methods including visual prompts. Questions were 
asked using the following themes informed by our 
literature review (section 2 of this report) and our 
wider team’s Poverty Proofing research (Mazzoli 
Smith, Tiplady et al. 2019; Mazzoli Smith and  
Todd 2019, 2016):

VOICES aims to consult with economically 
disadvantaged children and young people. This 
presented challenges to how we should recruit 
to the study and we made an ethical decision 
to take an inclusive approach to the research, 
accepting those organisations that asked to be 
included, and decided not to recruit based on 
the income of the children’s families. An inclusive 
approach to recruitment also meant that we 
used contextual statistical datasets to inform our 
approach without limiting who could participate 
in VOICES. We targeted recruitment of schools or 
other organisations to areas that our partners and 
networks advised us had high levels of social and 
economic deprivation, but did not exclude any 
organisations for not (for example) being in a target 
postcode or meeting a percentage of FSM eligibility. 
We then used contextual information on each 
organisation’s intake to help us make sense of  
the children’s responses.

• Wellbeing

• Culture and Leisure

• Home and Housing

• Transport

• School

• Digital World

• Relationships

We targeted recruitment of schools 
or other organisations to areas that 
our partners and networks advised 

us had high levels of social and 
economic deprivation
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3 INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.2 METHODS

Children North East is the national founder 
and leader of the Poverty Proofing initiative, 
working with numerous schools and 
organisations. Children North East’s flagship 
offer is the Poverty Proofing audit, a process 
that schools or Local Authorities pay Children 
North East to carry out that finds out how 
school actions and practices stigmatise 
(usually unwittingly) children who are poor, 
and reports back to schools in order for 
change to happen. 

Children North East’s practitioners consult with  
all children in a school, in addition to work with  
staff, parents, and governors. Pre-Covid-19  
evidence based on Poverty Proofing is shared in  
our collaborative research (Mazzoli Smith, Tiplady,  
et al 2019; Mazzoli Smith and Todd 2019, 2016). 

The strand of Poverty Proofing evidence shared 
in this report comes from the Poverty Proofing 
Covid Response updated audit format developed 
by Children North East to support schools during 
Covid-19 disruption. Each Poverty Proofing audit 
included consultation with pupils, the senior 
leadership team, and a staff briefing. 

The approach taken in Poverty Proofing 
consultations with pupils is closely aligned with the 
focus group approach in VOICES, and permission 
was secured for notes from meetings with children 
as part of the Poverty Proofing data to be used in 
this research. Poverty Proofing necessarily focused 
on school rather than the wider questions on all 
aspects of children’s lives covered by the VOICES 
consultation. The Poverty Proofing data nevertheless 
provided valuable evidence from late 2020 when 
VOICES was building capacity.

    
  

Infant School Pupil, Year 2
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3 INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.2 METHODS

The evidence presented in this report 
represents a range of experiences. Groups 
within Local Authorities are not directly 
comparable to each other; our analysis is  
not weighted to reflect either the number  
of children and young people or the social 
and economic context of each group. 

VOICES pilot findings include children and young 
people in Durham, Newcastle, North Tyneside, and 
Sunderland. 180 children were involved in the pilot: 
147 across either phase 1 (28) or phase 2 (119) of 
VOICES, and 33 from the Poverty Proofing Covid 
Response groups (18 from one primary school KS1 
and KS2; 15 from one secondary school KS3 to KS5). 
Approximately three quarters (112 of 147) of the 
children involved in VOICES were from organisations 
that we classified as providing core data and 
approximately one quarter (35 of 147 ) were from 
organisations providing comparator data. 

Core organisations were those where a high 
proportion of their intake was eligible for FSM 
and/or that served areas with high disadvantage 
indicators. We put together composite criteria for 
each organisation and made a judgement based  
on those indicators as well as talking to the 
fieldwork researcher for additional contextual 
information. The ages of the children ranged 
from 6-18 but for this pilot cohort we did not have 
information on their gender or ethnicity. The majority 
of children that responded in phases 1 and 2 were 
in KS1, KS2 and KS3 (mostly KS2). A small number 
of KS1 children were involved in the core group but 
not in the comparator group. All data were collected 
between 1 June and 31 December 2020. Phase 1 
consultation packs were delivered during school 
holidays, and the phase 2 VOICES focus groups 
were carried out in September to December 2020 
(mostly the latter part of this time period). The 
Poverty Proofing Covid Response focus groups  
were carried during the first national lockdown.

The data from VOICES pilot phases 1 and 2 and  
from the Poverty Proofing Covid Response groups 
were put together for the purposes of analysis  
to identify what themes emerged. We took a  
co-production approach to thematic analysis by 
which we mean that the whole team, researchers 
from Children North East and those from Newcastle 
University, were involved in the analysis process.  

We summarise the co-production approach  
used throughout VOICES as a form of inclusive 
research (Nind 2014) that is designed to enable  
the meaningful involvement of children and  
young people, and organisations and staff, not 
as research subjects but as agentic participants. 
Our co-production approach to analysis of pilot 
phase data emphasises the equitable involvement 
of our whole research team, as a combination of 
practitioner researchers and academic researchers. 
The initial level of analysis was the fieldwork 
researcher’s focus group notes and observations. 
This was developed further through discussion with 
our full research team, to reflect on the focus groups 
and identify the key issues presented as our findings. 
This narrative approach sought to both present the 
detail of children and young people’s experiences, 
and to present connections between issues. 

  

Our findings are presented in detail in  
section 3.3, then section 4 summarises  
key findings alongside considerations  
for practitioners and policymakers.
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3. INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.3 FINDINGS

We explored the relationship between school 
and pupils both during the first lockdown 
where the majority of children were engaged 
in home learning (March-July 2020), and 
during the first half term of the return to 
school premises during September and 
October 2020. Children and young people’s 
participation in this research was in the 
period September to December 2020  
when they were back at school. 

Consistently, children and young people missed 
school during the first lockdown and it was rare 
to find positive comments about accessing online 
school from home: ‘I missed school a lot’, ‘no one to 
talk to when you’re not in class’, ‘missed my friends’, 
‘Definitely felt anti-social’. Consequently the response 
from children and young people was largely positive 
about the return to school. This included excitement 
about building new relationships and having routine: 
‘exciting meeting new teacher’, ‘now there is more 
school work, more routine’. However the most 
common positive response about the return to  
school was the opportunity to reconnect with  
people: ‘wanted to be with my friends’. 

However, some liked not having to go to school. 
Many had learnt new things at home: ‘I learnt you 
can’t keep ladybirds as pets’, ‘learning how to make 
new dances on Tiktok sometimes with Nana’. Some 
liked the change in learning rules and routine, such 
as going to the toilet or eating when they liked. 

Children talked about challenges engaging in school 
work at home. Many of these barriers revolved 
around the access or lack of access to technology 
(discussed in our ‘digital world’ findings section), 
however there were also many children and young 
people who required more regular contact from 
their teacher: ‘It’s different to your teacher’, ‘I didn’t 
like my Mam teaching me’, ‘well you couldn’t talk to 
your teacher so if I was stuck I used Google’. There 
were several examples of devices becoming broken. 
It appeared from discussions with some groups that 
if the school was aware of difficulties in accessing 
the internet, school staff had provided suitable 
devices or materials in paper format. 

Children also talked about motivation with it being 
‘harder to motivate at home’ and the challenges of 
staying focused as there was ‘too many distractions. 
Couldn’t always concentrate’ and ‘younger siblings 
annoying and distracting me’. Some of the older young 
people also talked about being incredibly conscious  
of the pressure that their parents were under:  

In this section we present new evidence of 
children and young people’s experiences 
during Covid-19 disruption.

Infant School Pupil, Year 2
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3. INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.3 FINDINGS

 ‘I was sitting in the kitchen with her but she’s 
supposed to be working. I don’t get it, can’t ask the 
teacher but I know she’s stressed so I said nowt’. 
Many found the work given at home boring. Some 
did not engage at all ‘I only did 2 pages the whole 
time’ or were not provided with anything. 

There were some children who had a feeling of 
apprehension surrounding returning to school. 
These feeling were primarily concerned with 
separation anxiety and change to routine: ‘didn’t 
want to leave my Mam’, ‘used to being at home’, 
‘I felt scared I went into a new class’. One of the 
main anxieties that young people talked about 
was missed milestones, including the lack of 
opportunities to say good bye to their previous class 
teacher, or indeed their previous school. Older young 
people also talked about missing exams, and an 
uncertainty about what that meant for their future. 

There has been a varied response from pupils to 
the changes in school life in terms of the measures 
taken to make school more ‘Covid-secure’. Children 
appreciated that school was a bit slower, feeling 
less pressure on the return to school to progress at 
the same rate as usual. Some children explained 
that the school day felt less rushed: ‘not being in  
sets has definitely changed the pace. The teachers 
try, because some lessons you get different pieces 
of paper like for each set, with what to do on but  
it is slower’. 

However there were many challenges in the new 
school routine. Children talked about engaging 
in lengthened lessons, and how it was difficult to 
concentrate for so long: ‘we used to have 5 lessons 
a day now it’s 3 cos the teachers come to our class 
so the lessons are longer and it’s more boring harder 
to keep interested’, ‘lessons are two hours and it’s 
really hard to concentrate for that long’. Children and 
young people were stuck in bubbles which some 
were unhappy about because their friends or staff 
that support them were not in their same bubble: 
‘Stricter- can’t hug friends- lots of restrictions’, ‘can’t 
do things we usually do- have to sit facing forwards 
in class’, ‘can’t cuddle my cousin he’s just started in 
reception and I want to help him settle in and it’s 
difficult’. One young woman reflected that she was 
unhappy about being stuck in a bubble without her 
friends, but has found that she has been able to 
make new friends so has found this to be beneficial. 

Many children and young people felt that their 
lunchtime experience had changed in a negative 
way both in terms of choice of food (many explained 
that they did not have a hot option) and logistics in 
terms of how lunch was served: ‘there’s no school 
dinners cos of corona. We have packed lunch. I want 
school dinners. Mince and dumplings is the best’, 
‘you have to stay in your classroom for dinner it’s 
rubbish’. This was dependent on whether schools 
had managed to resolve this issue, with a real  
split in schools who have and haven’t been able  
to respond to this. However, some children and 
young people preferred eating in their classrooms: 
‘fun to eat in the class’, ‘better - the hall is loud’,  
‘you get to colour at dinnertime’, ‘I love it the food  
is in cartons and the teachers deliver our food to  
us like little servants!’.

Children and young people have had to manage 
new home-to-school transitions, moving between 
home learning and school learning, with constant 
changes in each context: ‘I went back then my  
year was out for 2 weeks, went back for 4 days,  
then back out again cos this lad in my form got  
it or something. I’m fed up’. They described why  
they found the additional restrictions on returning  
to school difficult: ‘changes in how you sit we’re  
in rows’.

”

“ I went back then my year  
was out for 2 weeks, went 
back for 4 days, then back 

out again (...). I’m fed up



21VOICES Project 1st Interim Research Report | April 2021

3. INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.3 FINDINGS

Schools did respond and provide work packs  
and paper copies of home learning materials  
which were well received by some of the pupils 
spoken to: ‘didn’t have Dojo during lockdown. No 
idea what to do but did work pack’, ‘school posted 
the work through the letterbox’.

Children and young people were asked about 
their access to digital devices, what role 
these played in their lives currently, and how 
they feel about engaging with others online 
both for education and social purposes. 

Children and young people have been using and 
continue to use a variety of different types of devices 
including phones, tablets, laptops, computers, 
and consoles, with a huge variation of the number 
of devices that were accessible: ‘yeah got Xbox, 
tablet, phone’. Children and young people were 
unanimous in the desire to engage with real people, 
and particularly during the first lockdown of the 
Covid-19 pandemic children and young people 
found it difficult when they did not have the option 
of meeting with their friends face to face. Many said 
they were tired of Zoom calls and just wanted to 
meet with people in person. 

Children felt there was a heavy reliance on 
technology and internet access for learning at 
home. This was difficult for some children and  
young people due to lack of digital devices as 
well as a lack of suitable wifi access: ‘sometimes 
it doesn’t work’, ‘it’s not good when you’re sharing 
devices’, ‘Using up all the data was a problem’,  
‘Wifi connection dropped’. 

Children and young people  
were unanimous in the desire  

to engage with

”
“ it’s not good  

when you’re  
sharing devices

Infant School Pupil, Year 2
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3. INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.3 FINDINGS

Pupils have also reflected that following the first 
lockdown and the return to schools, many teachers 
have been setting more activities and homework 
that require digital devices. They noticed that 
there had been a move to more learning online 
and online resources generally: ‘I would say we do 
more homework online now’, ‘we access homework 
online’. For the children and young people who 
struggled to access homework online during the 
first lockdown, the same challenges seem to persist, 
which is presenting challenges for some: ‘hard to 
upload your work and sometimes to remember 
because it’s not always clear when it’s due’.

Gaming formed a really important part of lockdown 
life. Despite children and young people’s desire for 
more face to face contact, one of the most positive 
aspects of the current pandemic is that they have 
had more opportunity to participate in gaming 
and have done so for longer periods of time. For 
older young people in particular there was a social 
element to the gaming which enabled those with 
devices to keep in regular contact with peers: ‘I 
spend more time online gaming I’ve talked to people 
on Xbox’, ‘I play Roblox with my friends’. This was  
less the case for younger children, and so gaming 
was more a solitary activity for them. 

A small minority of children reported that access to 
technology had affected their contact with friends 
and family, and implied that this was due to not 
having the necessary devices: ‘No, don’t have a 
phone I broke it I feel sad’, ‘couldn’t find the charger’. 
There were a few children and young people who 
felt that having regular contact with friends was 
important and they had evaluated their friendships 
based on who had been able to engage with them 
online: ‘realised your true friends’. I spend more time online 

gaming I’ve talked to  
people on Xbox

”

“

Infant School Pupil, Year 2
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3. INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.3 FINDINGS

This section explores the opportunities and 
challenges that were bought about during 
the first lockdown in England, and the role 
that both space and relationships played in 
children and young people’s experiences  
of lockdown. 

Hannah King and Rob MacDonald’s Youth Under 
Lockdown (2020) project clearly identifies that one 
aspect of young people’s experience of lockdown 
was largely determined by the amount of domestic 
space available to them. This was reflected in 
the importance of garden space highlighted by a 
number of children and young people we consulted: 
‘we had a camping trip in the garden’, ‘we were 
in the garden more’, ‘we got a fire pit and toasted 
marshmallows’, ‘we made an outside cinema’. All  
of these activities require both resources and space, 
and we can infer that these important activities  
were not possible if you did not have a garden. 

Many children and young people made positive 
comments about the extended periods of time they 
spent at home. Many discussed the opportunity for 
more family time, and how this had helped them 
bond more as a family: ‘I think we bonded as a 
family more family time not having to rush about’, 
‘spending more family time; ‘went out for a walk 
with dog and dad’. This was not without challenge 
though with many children feeling ‘stuck’ indoors:  
‘all packed into the house’, ‘I did not enjoy being 
stuck in the house all day’. 

It was clear that many families have struggled since 
the start of the pandemic. Children and young people 
said that they felt frustrated by the limits placed on 
their lives as a result of Covid-19 and particularly the 
lockdown: ‘puzzling’, ‘Boring’, ‘trapped’. 

There was particular frustration universally 
expressed at not being able to meet with friends 
and other family members: ‘weird not being able to 
see people. We have to be careful as Grandad is in 
a care home he’s 76 years old Mam only visits him 
but we Facetime him’, ‘I couldn’t go to my Dad’s’, 
‘can’t see my Grandma’, ‘you can’t ask to go to your 
friends house’, ‘normally I go down my Aunty’s a lot’. 

young people’s experience  
of lockdown was largely  

determined by the

available to them

  

Infant School Pupil, Reception
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3. INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.3 FINDINGS

Children and young people talked about 
their experiences of lockdown and how they 
felt this had impacted on their mental and 
physical health, commenting that during 
lockdown they were less likely to engage  
in physical activities and they had spent 
more time indoors: ‘yeah inside more’. 

Many felt that their fitness and health had been 
adversely affected by an increase in time spent 
inside and a decrease in physical activity: ‘not  
doing sports in the lockdown’, ‘I used to run for  
miles on pitch and not be out of breath but I feel it 
now’, ‘my fitness has been affected’, ‘I gained weight 
not exercising as much’. Many felt that the return  
to school and resumption of activities had helped 
them return to fitness and active lifestyles: ‘we do  
PE at school now’, ‘activeness coming back’, ‘Better 
now but don’t feel fully restored’. However there  
was occasion where this was not possible due  
to their bubbles not giving some young people  
access to the fields at school. 

For one young person changes in the school day 
adversely affected their management of health 
conditions such as diabetes: ‘my ratios are all off, 
had to change to get my blood under’. In contrast, 
some felt that spending more time outdoors had 
helped them feel healthier. 

According to some children and young people the 
lockdown had impacted on people eating habits, 
with some recognising that their own changes in 
eating habits were not necessarily healthy: ‘Ate 
more junk - trying not to now’, ‘Ate more in lockdown’, 
‘not as healthy. Not that good’. Some of the children 
and young people spoken with stated that their 
eating habits had improved: ‘more healthy food’, 
‘more home cooked’. The common point was how 
important a topic food had become for children  
and young people. 

The lockdown also impacted on children’s mental 
health in a variety of ways. Most children expressed 
worry and anxiety as a result of the virus: ‘everything 
changed because of covid’. ‘You have to think about 
what happens if you get it’. Many children discussed 
anxieties for what the future will bring and the 
consequences of Covid-19, such as the impact  
on education and employment. 

“
”

everything changed  
because of covid“

”

I used to run for 
miles on pitch and 

not be out of breath 
but I feel it now

Infant School Pupil, Reception
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Some children discussed their worries in relation  
to Covid-19: ‘you have to think about what happens 
if you get it’, ‘trying to survive it, not get infected’, 
‘Concerned about catching Covid or my family 
getting it’, ‘at the beginning of lockdown I couldn’t 
watch the news when it came on the cases going up 
and up it made me feel like I was going to cry’. Many 
of these concerns were linked to frustrations about 
the limits put on their lives: ‘because it’s all corona, 
corona, corona’, ‘Christmas is ruined… our cousins 
won’t be able to come’, ‘it’s hard to follow and  
keep up with the rules set by the government’. 

Children also talked about their inability to access 
the support that they require, and many explained 
that the health and welfare services that they would 
usually access such as counselling or mental health 
support were not available to them. 

3. INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.3 FINDINGS

When discussing wellbeing many children talked 
about the frustrations that they had about life during 
Covid-19 disruption. Some of the most common 
frustrations included the following:

• The impact the restrictions were having on their 
ability to go about life in the usual way. 

• The non-compliance of others who were flouting 
the rules.

• The rules themselves and the impact this had 
specifically on seeing friends and family. 

Children and young people talked about these 
restrictions impacting negatively on their wellbeing. 

the health and welfare services that 
they would usually access such as

 
 

 

”

“I couldn’t watch the news  
(...) it made me feel like I  

was going to cry

Infant School Pupil, Reception
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3. INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.3 FINDINGS

Children and young people talked about 
their access to cultural, leisure and social 
opportunities, and the impact that Covid-19 
had on these opportunities.

The main theme through this section is that children 
and young people had limited opportunities to do 
things that they would normally enjoy. Examples 
included a weekly sports club, a holiday or 
spending time with friends: ‘gymnastics club was 
not on’, ‘couldn’t go to rugby’, ‘my friend’s party got 
cancelled’, ‘our holiday was cancelled’, ‘missed 
cricket, I was looking forward to the season but then 
we didn’t have a single match’, ‘not going to Greece 
our holiday got cancelled’ ‘I did all my prep (for first 
holy communion) and then it didn’t happen’. There is 
also an acknowledgement that charities and other 
community organisations also haven’t been able to 
engage with children and young people, and this 
was also talked about in a negative context. 

There have been a lot of children and young people 
who talked about trying new things at home: ‘using 
Youtube to learn how to draw - it’s fun’, ‘riding a bike 
after years of not doing. I enjoyed it but I’ve come 
off it!’, ‘Lockdown capsule - weird how things have 
changed. Mam bought it did it with Mam, Dad and 
brother’, ‘cooking more and learned to make banana 
bread’. While this was positive for many children and 
young people there was still a frustration that there 
was a lack of space to do the things that they wanted 
to: ‘couldn’t play out still can’t now’, ‘all packed into 
the house’. 

    

Infant School Pupil, Year 1
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3. INTERIM EVIDENCE, 3.3 FINDINGS

Children and young people showed a high level of 
awareness of the need to comply with rules in order 
to stay safe. They struggled to equate some of the 
measures being imposed with effective virus control 
and they noticed inconsistencies: ‘we’re at football 
together, train with him, can tackle him but then if 
I saw him upset at school or somewhere cannot 
even put my arm around him and say alright mate’; 
‘you’ve got to pretend you don’t know each other’.

Children and young people talked about 
employment and the challenges they have in 
accessing employment, but also the concern about 
their parents’ future employment. There was a 
pessimism about the future of the job market, and 
a diverse experience of employment status and 
experience of the older young people (KS5) who 
were consulted. Some students explained that 
they were torn during lockdown as their teachers 
expected them to be at home studying for their A 
Levels, while their employers knew they were not 
at school and expected them to be at work. Some 
students expressed concern about their choice of 
university and other career avenues such as the 
financial implications of a lengthened armed  
forces application process.

Children expressed almost universal anxiety 
regarding the use of public transport, and as a result 
of these concerns families had stopped putting their 
children on public transport. This was particularly 
highlighted in rural areas of the region: ‘No buses 
since lockdown’, ‘scared to use the bus. I’m worried 
about catching corona virus’, ‘on the bus I don’t like 
wearing a mask - too many people on buses’. 

Some parents had removed their children from 
school buses but these families were able to provide 
alternative transport (either directly, or through 
arrangements with friends and family).Some older 
children felt concerned about getting the school 
bus: ‘I get the bus, I have to wear a mask to get 
on, you’re stuck with other years on the bus - they 
keep you separate at school’, ‘you’re not allowed to 
stand up on the bus so if there’s not enough seats 
you get taken off the bus. It happened to my sister, 
they’ve put another one on now. It goes everywhere 
everyone needs to go. Takes longer to get home.’ 

Children and young  
people showed a

There was a

of the need to comply with  
rules in order to stay safe

 

about the future of  
the job market
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4. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS; IMPLICATIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

This section summarises key issues  
identified in our findings. We emphasise 
that these are interim findings from the pilot 
cohort of our ongoing VOICES consultation, 
and as yet are based on a small number of 
participants across four of the twelve North 
East Local Authorities. 

The following table summarises our  
key findings and suggests implications  
for policymakers. 

Summary of findings Implications and recommendations for 
policymakers

Children and young people were largely positive about 
the return to school, and were particularly pleased to 
see friends again. However, a few had liked not having 
to attend school.

The importance of children and young people having 
access to the social aspects of learning and the 
school community cannot be underestimated. Policy 
and decision makers should not just focus on ‘catch-
up’ learning, but include social considerations in 
their planning for post-lockdown school and extra-
curricular provision, for example by focusing on group 
and project work, forest schooling and out of school 
sport, cultural and play-based activities.

Children and young people were largely negative about 
the experience of online learning and it posed a number 
of challenges: access (due to lack of devices, data or 
internet connection); finding somewhere to work at 
home; the work set was either boring or revision; and  
the lack of timely help from a teacher was frustrating. 

As schools continue to make use of online learning, 
policy and decision makers should pay particular 
attention to the quality of what is provided, and the 
ability of disadvantaged pupils to fully participate in 
this form of learning/education. This includes both 
strategic level decisions about the provision of devices 
and online learning platforms, and the need to engage 
with pupils remotely without highlighting social and 
economic disparities in their home lives.
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4. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS; IMPLICATIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary of findings Implications and recommendations for policymakers

Children and young people largely accepted the measures taken to make schools 
more Covid-secure, but these caused stress as so much was different and familiar 
friends/teachers might not be in the same bubble. Children were also having to deal 
with continual change in Covid-19 measures, with many constantly moving from 
being in school to online learning from home.

The measures taken by schools in particular, but also by other organisations, need fuller 
explanations given to children and young people. Decisions about the implementation 
and lifting of Covid-19 measures should include conversations with children and  
young people, so that they are seen as active participants within this process,  
perhaps involving student representative structures.

Ritual and celebration milestones have been cancelled or changed and this has 
been difficult for children and young people. This includes primary/secondary 
transition, leaving a teacher at the end of the year and leaving school. Children  
living in poverty are likely to have missed out even more.

Schools and other organisations working with children and young people need to  
make sure that key points in time are celebrated and use more inclusive ‘poverty 
proofed’ approaches to doing this.

On the return to school, lunch options were often more restricted with some 
providers now not offering a hot meal.

Whilst lunchtime provision has now improved in many schools, the Department for 
Education, Local Authorities and schools should work together to overcome any 
remaining barriers to providing a full lunch offer, including hot meals (particularly 
as increasing numbers of families face financial difficulties and may rely on schools 
providing a hot, balanced meal for children).

Lockdown had provided children and young people with the opportunity to engage 
in online gaming and the use of social media platforms, including YouTube and 
TikTok, which they valued as a social space.

Organisations working with children and young people need to acknowledge that 
young people’s time online (particularly social media and gaming) includes new forms 
of meaningful social interaction, as well as opportunities for learning new skills. 

There was an overwhelming wish to see friends and family face to face.
All organisations working with children and young people should work to facilitate 
as many opportunities as possible for face-to-face engagement and activities – 
particularly with other children and young people – including outside of school. 

Children and young people were largely negative about the impact of lockdown on 
their physical health and eating habits, but a minority of children’s exercise, health 
and opportunities to eat healthily had improved. There was overwhelming concern 
about Covid-19, getting ill or those close to them becoming ill.

All organisations working with children and young people, including schools and local 
authorities, should ensure there are a variety of opportunities to access affordable 
exercise and leisure facilities, with additional funding provided by central government 
to support this. This should include making the 2021 Holiday Activities and Food (HAF) 
programme as inclusive and far-reaching as possible.
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4. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS; IMPLICATIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary of findings Implications and recommendations for policymakers

Although children and young people’s opportunities to do things they would usually 
enjoy were very much curtailed, many had enjoyed learning new things at home 
(riding a bike, cooking) but there was also a frustration that this was limited to  
the home. 

There needs to be greater recognition in policy of the resource divide, not just the 
digital divide. Policymakers must constantly ask ‘Where are the opportunities for 
families that don’t have the resources?’.

Children and young people were highly aware of many of the government’s  
Covid-19 rules, and followed them - but were also aware of and frustrated by 
inconsistencies, such as being able to sit next to a friend at school but not being  
able to see them at home.

Policymakers, the media, and organisations working with children and young people 
should recognise and celebrate how they have contributed to the fight against 
Covid-19 by following the rules.

There was universal anxiety about the safety of public transport due to difficulties  
in following social distancing rules and passengers not wearing masks. 

Public transport providers – particularly bus operators – should take action on specific 
issues and undertake targeted engagement with young people so that they can feel 
safe and confident again about using public transport. We have begun working with 
some public transport providers on this issue.

Older children and young people had concerns about access to future  
employment opportunities, as well as about their parents’ employment.

Regional employers’ organisations and strategic public bodies (e.g. LEPs and  
Combined Authorities) should undertake targeted engagement with children and  
young people, to build confidence that they have employment opportunities and  
a positive future in our region.

The main themes as above were found in the responses of all children and young 
people whether from core or comparator organisations. 

However, children and young people’s access to material resources played a key 
role in the potential to limit or alleviate many of their concerns and frustrations. This 
included space at home and digital devices for learning, the provision of alternative 
ways to get to school to avoid public transport etc. 

There is a resource divide that can affect all aspects of children and young people’s 
social development, learning and ability to fully participate in society. This resource 
divide existed before Covid-19, and has been both highlighted and exacerbated by the 
pandemic. Organisations must be aware of the immediate and longer-term impacts 
that poverty has on children and young people’s lives – and the particular impact that 
Covid-19 has had on the most disadvantaged children and young people – with place-
based policy approaches focussed on addressing this.

Organisations must also work to ensure that their staff develop awareness of how 
poverty impacts their work with children, young people and families.
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5. CONCLUSION

At the time of writing in early 2021, this 
pandemic continues to involve rapid change 
and considerable disruption. This first interim 
VOICES report aims to ensure that children 
and young peoples’ experiences are shared 
with policymakers. 

It is particularly clear that children and young people 
living in poverty – whether before Covid-19, or due 
to recent changes in household circumstances – are 
having a rough time, and for social and economic 
reasons are excluded from many of the positive 
points their classmates are enjoying during an 
unprecedented period of change. 

Though our interim findings and recommendations 
include some clear calls to action, we ask 
policymakers to equally take note of the more  
long term, complex, and emergent issues we  
have highlighted.

Infant School Pupil, Year 1
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5. CONCLUSION

This is the first interim report from VOICES 
as a project that began in November 2020 
and is funded until May 2022. This report 
sets the scene about the lives of children and 
young people across the North East, drawing 
together a baseline for our ongoing research 
and starting to indicate the long-term issues 
and decisions that affect the present and 
future of young lives. 

Our subsequent reports will focus on findings from 
our regionwide consultation, including longitudinal 
work with targeted groups. We will provide a policy 
briefing to advance conversations with policymakers 
at organisational, regional, and national level, 
and equally will provide creative briefings that 
communicate our findings to children and young 
people. We have already started working with a 
wider advisory group on a strategy for enabling 
action as a response to the voices of children  
and young people. 

Our approach is to select a small number of key 
actions and work with targeted groups of policy 
makers and practitioners, putting them directly 
in touch with some of the young people we have 
spoken to. Our aim is to encourage those who  
work with or provide services for children to  
listen, engage in dialogue, and respond.

We thank all the participants in VOICES. Our reach 
includes Northumberland, Newcastle, North 
Tyneside, South Tyneside, Gateshead, Sunderland, 
Durham, Hartlepool, Darlington, Stockton-on-Tees, 
Middlesbrough, and Redcar & Cleveland. 

This first interim report shares pilot findings across 
multiple Local Authorities at a point when VOICES 
is still building capacity across the North East 
region. Our work with children and young people 
is delivered with partner organisations including: 
schools, colleges, sports teams, training providers, 
local authorities, play schemes, and youth groups. 
For a current list of project partner organisations 
please see our website www.voicesproject.co.uk.

“

”

Our aim is to encourage  Our aim is to encourage  
those who work with or those who work with or 

provide services for children provide services for children 
to listen, engage in dialogue, to listen, engage in dialogue, 

and respondand respond

Infant School Pupil, Reception

https://www.voicesproject.co.uk/
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