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The Silent Aftermath of the Covid-19 Shockwave

Are Generation Z students genuinely lacking resilience, or are they navigating an educational landscape still deeply scarred by the Covid-19 legacy? The more I work with FE cohorts, the more certain I become: the issue is not a deficit within the students, but a deficit in the developmental opportunities they were denied. The pandemic has created a silent disruption to identity formation, social confidence, and emotional development, and these effects are now being felt in our classrooms. 
When the pandemic struck, many of my students were in Years 7 or 8, a critical stage where identity, belonging, and peer relationships take centre stage. The sudden loss of daily in-person schooling removed far more than curriculum time. Students lost routine, stability, face-to-face interaction, trusted adult support, play, exercise, and the informal micro-moments that shape emotional and social development. These aren’t extras; they are foundational experiences that underpin resilience and confidence.
Education is not simply a place of learning; it often serves as a developmental anchor. Through transitions between year groups, forming and reforming friendships, and engaging in extracurricular experiences, young people rehearse who they are becoming. They test boundaries, explore identities, and develop the internal structures that prepare them for the independence expected in young adulthood. Generation Z learners progressing into FE today missed many of those experiences, and the gap is visible.
As a lecturer, I have witnessed a marked change across the last three “Covid-legacy” academic years. Students who were educated remotely during key developmental windows often display reduced social confidence. Group work that once would have been noisy, dynamic, and unpredictable is now characterised by silence. Students pair off rather than form friendship circles. Many even refuse public speaking tasks outright, sometimes supported by medical exemptions due to “anxiety states.” These learners are not incapable; they simply had fewer opportunities to develop social courage.
Public speaking, assemblies, classroom debates, group problem-solving, and navigating new social groups are not just academic tasks; they are developmental exercises that foster growth and learning. They build tolerance for discomfort and strengthen self-efficacy. When those opportunities disappear for months at a time, students enter FE lacking the very experiences that cultivate resilience. What appears to be fragility is often simply unfamiliarity. Identity development has also been disrupted.
Adolescents naturally spend years exploring questions such as, “Who am I?” and “What am I capable of?” Normally, by the time they arrive in FE, much of this early exploration is underway. Yet today, I see students still unsure of their interests, strengths, ambitions, or sense of self. Many describe feeling as though they “lost a year” or that life “stopped and then restarted.” Lockdowns, restrictions, and remote schooling created a pause at the exact time when identity development relies on real-world experiences and social exchange.
The result is a student who appears delayed, not academically, but developmentally. Emotional regulation, decision-making, uncertainty tolerance, and self-belief all take longer to emerge when early identity work is interrupted. As educators, we must recognise that we are not just teaching our subjects; we are supporting students in completing development that would normally have occurred long before they reached us.
Fortunately, FE has the flexibility to respond if we choose to use it well. I am fortunate to work under a leadership that encourages innovation, and this has allowed me to introduce supplementary courses aimed at rebuilding skills that traditional curriculum alone cannot repair. Modules on communication, stress management, and interpersonal skills help re-establish social trust and create intentional spaces for identity reconstruction. Belonging doesn’t develop accidentally; it must be deliberately nurtured through structured opportunities and repeated, low-risk social interaction. 
Because I teach my cohorts across two academic years, I have the privilege of witnessing their evolution. When students first enrol, many lack behaviours associated with emerging adulthood, self-advocacy, emotional resilience, and confidence in unfamiliar situations. But over time, with consistent relationship-building, routine, gentle challenge, and a classroom culture of being seen and valued, their confidence grows. It reinforces my belief that educators today must be more than assessors of knowledge; we must be facilitators of identity formation and resilience development. 
The COVID-19 legacy is not solely an academic issue for Generation Z; it is also social, emotional, and developmental. FE students are transitioning into a system that assumes they have already acquired foundational skills, skills that previous generations had the chance to develop naturally. Our responsibility now is to rebuild those foundations through intentional practice. That means creating learning environments where belonging is cultivated, social risks feel safe, identities can be explored, and confidence can be reconstructed piece by piece.
This generation should not be defined by what they missed. They should be defined by their ability to overcome unprecedented disruption, provided we reshape our educational environments to meet them where they are rather than where we assume they should be. As educators, we have a unique opportunity and responsibility to rebuild a generation’s confidence, identity, and resilience. If we respond with empathy, structure, and intentionality, the Covid-19 legacy will not be a permanent deficit, but a challenge they overcame with our support. 
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