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ABSTRACT

As a consequence of the 2019 global COVID-19 pandemic, numerous societal constraints were implemented by the UK government. Measures included the limitation on the movement of civilians, strict restrictions regarding leaving the home, and have had a significant effect on the usual sport and leisure activities and the daily lives of British children. School closures changed the way education was delivered to its pupils, all these factors demonstrate, that children have been one of the most population groups disadvantaged during the UK COVID-19 lockdown periods. Children’s physical activity, fitness, sleep patterns, eating habits, screen time, and mental health and wellbeing all suffered in relation to social isolation, social interaction, and social deprivation. I performed the literature research from Google Scholar, PubMed, and ProQuest Central as databases, its purpose was to identify the challenges facing children during the UK COVID-19 lockdowns. The articles I gathered covered mental health, educational boundaries experienced, environmental influence, poverty, and domestic and child abuse. Prolonged isolation periods can have a profound effect on positive socialisation and be capable of lowering resilience, mental health, and wellbeing. This review establishes the foundation for a better understanding of the physical and mental requirements of children post COVID-19 lockdowns, by parliament, local government, education organisations, parents, guardians, and local communities to facilitate the growth and development of children’s mental and physical health in the future.
1

1.  Introduction

On December 31, 2019, the first case of Coronavirus (COVID-19) was detected in Wuhan, China and was linked to a local seafood market. The virus spread rapidly throughout the world and was declared a public health emergency of international concern by 30 January 2020 and was declared a global pandemic on the 11 March 2020 (Shi, 2020). Since then, more than six hundred and fifty million people globally have been diagnosed with the virus, and over six and a half million deaths have occurred. In 2020 the COVID-19 vaccine was developed to ease the symptoms of the virus, and over thirteen billion doses have been administered worldwide (World Health Organisation, 2022). The pathogen is a severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2), is a highly contagious disease produced in the form of a virus, its symptoms include shortness of breath, fatigue, fever, vomiting, and loss of smell and taste, affecting mostly elderly men, people with respiratory conditions, smokers, cardiovascular disease, cancer and diabetes sufferers, and chronic pulmonary disease patients, leading to hospitalisation, intensive care, and death (Alimohamadi et al, 2022). Children  do not seem to account for a significant percentage of COVID-19 disease cases, children who contract the virus were either asymptomatic, or exhibit mild and modest symptoms that are less severe, although there have been more severe cases documented and over seventy-three thousand deaths transpired. COVID-19 has shown to have lasting effects on its sufferers and can lead to pneumonia, acute respiratory distress syndrome, viral sepsis, pulmonary fibrosis, long COVID, and end of life (Brosnahan, 2020). On March 19, 2020, British Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced the first national lockdown lasting until June 2020, the second lockdown came on 31 October 2020, but allowing three households to meet for Christmas between the 23 and 27 December, the third lockdown was announced 4 January 2021 lasting until 8 March 2021 to prevent further deaths and reduce the transmission of the disease. Britain’s three lockdowns closed schools, however during the first lockdown, schools remained open for the children of essential key workers, and children that were deemed vulnerable and school attendance crucial. Nonessential shops, pubs, restaurants, all leisure activities, sports clubs were closed, and all healthcare facilities were shut, unless life threatening circumstances or severe injury were involved (Brown, Kirk-Wade, 2021). The Chief Scientific Advisor Patrick Vallance disagreed with the lockdown approach and said, ‘Communities will become immune to it and that’s going to be an important part of controlling this longer term,’ he said. “About 60 per cent is the sort of figure you need to get herd immunity.” … ”Our aim is to try to reduce the peak, broaden the peak, not suppress it completely; also, because the vast majority of people get a mild illness, to build up some kind of herd immunity so more people are immune to this disease and we reduce the transmission, at the same time we protect those who are most vulnerable to it.”(Parker, 2020). The impacts of the pandemic were severe to children during these lockdowns, education facilities were shut for more than eight months, stopping them attending classes and ending all social interactions with their peers and teachers. Children were unable to attend online learning in some cases as they did not possess the technology required to participate in the lessons provided by schools (Lancker, 2020). Financial strain hit families as parents or guardians unable to work, faced job losses, and businesses were destroyed because of the global economic downturn (Tarkar, 2020). Children who lived with older relatives or guardians would have added responsibilities, as the elderly were more susceptible in contracting the virus, bereavement may have occurred placing the child in a vulnerable state of emergency, however these subjects have been researched in much less proportion. The coronavirus pandemic can have a detrimental effect on children’s physical health, psychological mindset and resilience, prolonged isolation has had a profound influence on suicide, domestic violence, depression, and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) increasing to the largest number ever witnessed (Barua, 2021). 

Research Aims

The purpose of this review is to provide a general overview of the challenges primary school children faced during the COVID-19 lockdown periods in the United Kingdom (UK). Specifically involving education, poverty, ACEs, and the physical and mental health of the children concerned. The review aims to show the conditions children experienced, and how the lockdown periods impacted on their health and wellbeing. 

2. Method and Methodology

The literature search was performed during December 2022 using Google Scholar, PubMed, and ProQuest Central as databases. The following search terms were used: COVID-19, coronavirus, primary school children, isolation, pandemic, and truncated “restrict”, “child”, and “lockdown”. I used an abbreviation of United Kingdom to gain as many articles as were available. As inclusion criteria, I only considered articles in the English language, only studies containing humans between the ages of three to eleven years, and only used papers relating to the United Kingdom. I adopted a cautious approach and considered social deprivation and social isolation as children have been separated from their peers, teachers, community friends, and even relatives for several various periods of time, with no exception. I manually searched journals to assist the literature review and these were added to the search result. Given the lack of research and journals in this topic, the evidence provided was still proven and accurate. Future research however may agree or disagree with the conclusions of this literature review. Lopez-Bueno et al or agree that health related habits such as physical activity, sleep patterns, eating habits, and screen exposure due to social deprivation and isolation worsen during confinement (Lopez-Bueno, 2021). The current review aims to summarise the available literature regarding the impact on children who experienced the UK COVID-19 lockdowns, these topics will demonstrate how education, poverty, physical and mental health, and the increased ACEs witnessed, have affected primary school children.

3.1 Education

UK educational establishment closures were imposed on March 23, 2020, creating an original approach to learning for children, a number of schools remained open for children of essential key workers, deemed as parents/carers who worked in food distribution, food retail workers, healthcare sector employees, and public service workers. Those children ‘who absolutely needed to attend’ included those with Educational and Health Care Plans for their Special Educational Needs and Disabilities and ‘vulnerable children’ and young people on the child protection register (i.e., children in families with intervention for abuse and neglect) (Cabinet Office of Department of Education, 2020). Children who lived in deprived communities may have struggled to attain the technology required to partake in their online learning, and poorer families were unable to pay internet providers, or unable to access internet contracts from previous financial difficulties faced. Enforced government lockdown procedures and teaching trade unions were both of the opinion to keep schools closed, however, preventing schools from reopening were increasing the gaps in attainment for children in the UK. Anne Longfield Children’s Commissioner for England declared that “disadvantaged children, already behind in terms of attainment, slip further behind during school holidays. It has previously been found that summer holidays already account for as much as two thirds of the attainment gap between rich and poor children at age 14. The implication is clear that keeping schools closed will worsen social mobility, and the future costs to the education system of attempting to rectify this may also be substantial” (Longfield, 2020). This theory was proved by the Institute of Fiscal studies who highlighted considerable discrepancies in support of home learning between more affluent and poorer families (Andrew, 2020). Children have been one of the most deprived population parties during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns, but there is very few numbers of journals, papers or reports of children, about how prolonged isolation periods made them feel, proving that they were indeed very disadvantaged during these last two years. Holt and Murray (2021), do however observe the thoughts and emotions by including four statements of children ranging from five to sixteen years of age. Nic, eleven explains that although happy at first, he does not like learning from home, he says his screen time has increased finds himself  eating when he wants, he is not regularly active, but has learnt how to cook, Nic would like to complete his exams and also misses his friends, teacher, and his counsellor, Nic is looking forward to returning to school. Laura, eleven expresses that due to school closures, she feels she is missing a huge amount of education that will prepare her for secondary school, and feels unready for the transition, she misses structure and socialising with friends and physically attending school. These statements reveal how fundamental face to face learning is for children, social interaction, physical activities, and structure are essential for children’s growth and development, mental health, and wellbeing, the accounts also reveal how important primary school supports a positive transition to secondary education (Bagnall, 2022).

3.2 Poverty

Before the COVID-19 pandemic arrived, the poorest groups in the UK had been facing ten years of austerity measures, vast government cuts and a higher proportion of children in poverty, created a reduction of essential spending on services to support the most deprived areas that require it the greatest (Taylor-Robinson, 2019). Poorer population groups, who struggle with overcrowding and live in inadequate quality living conditions are more at risk of infection, as social distancing guidelines are exceedingly difficult to adhere to, poorer communities are also more vulnerable to severe symptoms and outcomes once infected, because of higher levels of pre-existing illness, and physical and mental condition. Increased rates of infection have led to greater loss of income linked to the disruption of employment and large job losses, placing financial pressure on families, adding to the anxieties already faced from long periods of isolation due to enforced COVID-19 lockdowns (Daras, 2021). Six million workers are estimated to become unemployed in the UK as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, parents working part-time jobs are especially vulnerable, this will affect children greatly as 75% of children in poverty live in a family with only one working parent (Commissioner, 2018). All these factors will result in additional seclusion for deprived children as parents and guardians may struggle to purchase the required technology or internet data for electronic communication with children’s schools, friends, and relatives. Many of the health complications observed in deprived children, show that they have limited opportunities to be healthy, originating from exposure to poverty, unhealthy environments, lower quality nutrition, inferior quality air, substandard housing, and continued anxiety (Spencer, 2016). It is uncertain how the COVID-19 pandemic will unfold, or for what time period it will continue, what is clear unless there is a practical and resolute strategy emphasis on vulnerable children, they will continue to be denied from the appropriate growth and development and enjoy positive health and wellbeing. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)  affords children special protection, we must make certain that these rights are not disregarded, as they have been in previous years, children will further be disadvantaged unless we act now (Whitehead, 2020). School closures also intensify food insecurity, for many children living in poverty, schools are not only a place for learning but also for eating healthily. Research shows that school dinner is associated with improvements in academic performance, whereas food uncertainty, including inconsistent consumption or unhealthy diets are associated with low educational attainment and can be significant risks to the physical health and mental wellbeing of children. The number of children facing food insecurity is substantial. According to Eurostat, 5.5% in the UK—cannot afford a meal with meat, fish, or a vegetarian equivalent every second day (Bitler, 2019).

3.3 Physical and Mental Heath

COVID-19 lockdowns and extensive social isolation periods have a negative impact on the mental health of children globally, systematic investigations have reported that children and adolescents are likely to experience high rates of depression and anxiety, and that there may be requirement to visit mental health services in the future, especially for vulnerable children (Deolmi, 2020). However, Racine et al all concur that in relation to the subject, minimal theoretical research on the topic of mental health in children in the context of COVID-19 has been undertaken, with very few articles of research published, and a lack of pre-COVID-19 comparative baseline data for children available (2020). Prolonged lockdown containment and enforced school shut downs created challenging periods for children, the absence of their peers, teachers, and their support networks, all added to their insecurities, resulting in increased worry, anxiety, and loneliness, the results of international research regarding the closure of schools and limited access to friendship groups can cause increased stress levels, acute anxiety, depression, lethargy, impaired social interaction, reduced appetite, physiological effects include a weakened or compromised immune system (Jiao, 2022). Constant updates and continual media exposure to death rates and sad news can lead to increased mental distress in children according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2023). Brooks et al (2020), carried out a rapid review of the possible psychological costs for individuals during an epidemic of quarantine, which they defined as separation and restriction of movement of people who have potentially been exposed to a contagious disease. The World Health Organisation affirms physical activity is related to numerous health benefits for children, encouraging stronger heart function, enhancing growth and development, delivering healthier muscles and bones, promoting a healthier immune system, increasing strength, endurance, and resilience, it can also improve balance and posture, and can reduce the risk of chronic disease and poor health outcomes (WHO, 2022). Physical activity can also facilitate emotional regulation, brain health, reduce tension, tackle obesity, and improve health and wellbeing (Bates, 2020). UK government  lockdown restrictions including remote learning and ‘stay at home’ guidelines have made it difficult for children to engage in physical education, sports, or other forms of physical activity, team sports or community based events (Martinez-Ferran, 2020). COVID-19 lockdowns changed the sedentary behaviour of children, screen time increased enormously, isolated and lonely children used social media platforms as a means of communication to converse and interact with friends and relatives, time on gaming consoles became unrestricted as children used these devices as communication tools to connect with friends and the world outside (Sheldrick, 2022). 

3.4 ACES 

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), established after a research study conducted by the U.S. health maintenance organisation Kaiser Permanente and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention are observed traumatic events experiences involving violence, abuse, neglect, witnessing hostile behaviour, living in a household with a absent or incarcerated parent, alcohol and substance misuse, mental health problems, or burden that occur before 18 years of age (Petruccelli, 2019). In the last two decades there is increased evidence demonstrating that these traumatic childhood events, and the toxic stress response they produce, lead to inferior physical growth and development, behavioural problems, poor mental health, and wellbeing. ACEs can also negatively affect education, future employment, earnings potential of individuals, early childhoods trauma can have a profound impact on relationships, lead to poor lifestyle choices, alcohol and substance abuse, and early death (CDC, 2022). COVID-19 lockdowns increased the time vulnerable children and families spent in the home, adding to the negative events and experiences they may not normally observe while in school, out playing or participating in sports (Pena, 2021). Alcohol consumption amplified, employment establishments were closed, forced job cutbacks and reductions were made, lengthy isolation periods were enforced, and anxieties, mental and physical health problems were growing and emerging on a daily basis, producing negative events that could add to the number of ACEs that children may witness (Boullier, 2018). According to the Administration for Children and Families more than 78% of child abuse and neglect is perpetrated by the children’s parents, the same parents they are now in social isolation with while disconnected from provisions such as teachers, grandparents, friends, and outside social support agencies (Wekerle, 2014). The New York Times reports that COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns have increased the level of domestic abuse occurring, and that the number of police complaints received by victims have risen immensely during these isolation periods, and reports the accounts of witnessed verbal and physical abuse seen in public worldwide (Taub, 2020). Even though the enforced COVID-19 restrictions have understandably added to amount of ACEs witnessed by children and increased the risk of abuse and neglect, various studies have pointed to a decrease in official child maltreatment reports during the lockdowns and school closures (Garstang, 2020). According to Baron et al (Baron, 2020), however child educators who are the largest mandated reporters of child maltreatment, and possess the biggest decrease in reports to social service agencies, would argue that with the enforced school closures and face to face learning of children unavailable, any concerns or child protection issues that would normally be observed by teachers and support staff will not be recorded and forwarded to the relevant safeguarding agencies. The COVID-19 lockdowns impact children’s social ability, health, poverty level, physical, and mental health, but these factors will also affect parents and guardians of children, creating new anxieties, health and lifestyle influences, these components may result in increased ACEs witnessed and resulting in poorer health and wellbeing outcomes in children (Ashikkali, 2020).

4 Strengths and Limitations

The main strength of the literature review is that the search process was conducted through three large databases and was also completed by exploration  across other databases available to assist my research paper. Firstly, the databases where most of the reviewed studies took place have minimal articles published within them, not including the fact we are still encountering the effects of the unprecedented Covid-19 pandemic. This fact hampers generalisations or comparisons of the current situation with that from the examined research. Second, the review of the research was conducted using the available evidence to date, meaning that further studies will be performed and later published, allowing an enhanced representation of the current subject, and demonstrating the potential outcomes of children’s mental health and wellbeing after experiencing the three UK lockdowns.

5 Conclusions

This literature review provides an understanding of how children may be impacted by the loss of school-based education, increased poverty levels, the challenges encountered to their mental and physical wellbeing, and the affect that negative experiences and ACEs will have in their growth and development throughout childhood and adult life, as a consequence of the UK Covid-19 lockdowns.

6 Recommendations

Firstly, to support children transitioning back to teachers will need to effectively communicate with children before they attend classes, educators will need to reconnect with children to build positive relationships to attain the child’s trust. Create a safe environment, provide structure and routine so the child knows what they will learning and that they are safe and protected from the virus. Teachers must also effectively communicate with parents’ accurate information and inform them about their child’s development. Parents must reassure their children that school is safe to promote resilience, reduce anxiety, encourage, and explain that education is essential in their growth and development. Schools must provide the appropriate staff training, produce precise policies and procedures and support children whenever required (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022).
Secondly, governments must support children and families that struggled through Covid-19 lockdowns financially and allow easily accessible systems for their citizens. Parents must ensure that children basic needs are being met and are doing everything they can to facilitate the correct growth and development for the children within their families. Schools must recognise when children are not being cared for correctly and provide the appropriate support required to meet their needs or contact the relevant social assistance agencies required (GOV.UK, 2022). Thirdly, to promote children’s mental health and wellbeing parents must first take care of themselves, parents must be proactive in their conversations with children, promote resilience and lessen anxiety, remain calm and understand their children’s emotions and feelings. Educators must promote positive wellbeing and recognise any concerns, anxieties or behaviours that are negative and communicate these concerns to their safeguarding officers who can support and speak to relevant mental health agencies. Governments must provide the appropriate services to tackle children’s mental health difficulties (GOV.UK, 2022). Lastly, everybody has a duty of care to children, parents must recognise that their actions and experiences impact their children’s behaviours and developmental outcomes in immense proportion, parents must promote positive experiences for children and suppress the negative events they may encounter. Schools have a responsibility to uncover any traumas that children may have observed and disclose them to appropriate support services and safeguarding agencies. Government must provide safeguarding agencies to challenge and deliver the appropriate assistance and support wherever needed. All caregivers of children must uphold United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), but also the public have a duty to uphold these rights for all children (Unicef, 2022).
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Appendices

Initial Stages of the Literature Review 
Step 1: Chose a broad topic areaThe broad area of health and/or care I am interested in researching is:
Affects of Covid-19 Pandemic.





Step 2: Do preliminary research to learn about topical issuesSome of the topical/current issues currently being discussed on this topic are:
Children’s future is now unknown.




Step 3: Narrow down your topic The specific aspect of this topic I will be researching is:
Children’s physical, mental health, and growth and development.






Step 4: Identify a research problemThe problem my research will be exploring is:  
Affects caused by Covid-19 in children

This is relevant to health and care because:
Children are the future of the United Kingdom and it’s success or failure.









Step 5: Write your research questionMy research question is:
How Covid-19 lockdowns impacted primary school children in the (United Kingdom?






Step 6: Establish your research Aim & ObjectivesMy research Aim is:
Identify how children were affected by Covid-19.




My research objectives are:
Objective 1: To identify the problems children faced experiencing the Covid-19 pandemic.

Objective 2: To portray these accurately in my literature review.

Objective 3: Provide recommendations for the future.
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