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Introduction 

As a response to the Covid-19 pandemic and hopes to ‘flatten the curve’ in 

regards to transmission of infection, on the 18th March Gavin Williamson 

informed parliament that; 

 “After schools shut their gates on Friday afternoon they will remain closed 
until further notice. This will be for all children, except for those of key workers 
and for children who are the most vulnerable.” 

Since then there has been much speculation about what a return to school 

might look like and when it may be. However, there has been little discussion 

with children and young people about what their thoughts, feelings and 

concerns about this may be. This survey attempts to address that gap and 

place children and young people at the centre of decision making.   

The survey design reiterates a belief that children are experts in their own 

lived experiences and can provide answers and solutions that, as adults, we 

may not consider. 

Essentially, one of the young people who participated in the survey 

commented; 

“I think the government need to be asking the kids how we feel about going 

back, our views [are] not being taken into account”  

This survey has been created and administered by Sarah Dove, strategic 

director of Phoenix Education Consultancy. 

 

Aims  

The aim of the ‘Thinking about School Survey’ was to find out from children 

and young people what they thought may be difficult in returning to school 

and what might help them return. 

 

Methodology 

The survey was administered online through Survey Monkey.  The questions 

were a mix of closed and open questions. Questions relating to broad 

demographics (such as, “Which area of England do you live in?” and “What 

year are you in at school?”) were used to be able to understand if certain 

concerns were more prevalent in certain areas of the country.  

Additionally, questions to ascertain information relating to the type of school 

a pupil normally attends were included to be able to identify if children 

attending Alternative Provision or Pupil Referral Units had specific worries 

relating to their own circumstances.  There was consideration of children with 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/dashboard/
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medical needs that may have been unable to attend school with an 

attempt to understand if they had specific concerns relating to a return to 

school. 

Snowballing was used to circulate the survey to a range of different provisions 

and areas. This incorporated ‘word of mouth’, along with social media 

networking such as Facebook, twitter and LinkedIn.  

Schools and Local Authorities were approached directly to encourage them 

to send out the survey to the children that attend in their areas.  Key 

members of specific communities such as the traveller community were also 

approached to ensure that we gained information from a range of 

perspectives. 

 

Limitations 

It was intentional to not include questions around Free School Meals and 

Ethnicity questions as the questionnaire was designed for children to be able 

to complete as independently as possible. This survey, whilst the design was 

to use direct questioning and concrete words, may not have been able to 

be used by children with profound and multiple learning difficulties. 

The more commonly used methodological approaches (i.e. focus group, 

mosaic approach etc) had to be suspended due to restrictions to non-

essential activity during Covid-19 and taking into account cohort’s medical 

vulnerabilities.  

Participants 

The survey ran from 3rd May until 9th May. The short run was to allow maximum 

opportunity to analyse data to feed into wider Local Authority and 

government arrangements. 2063 children and young people completed the 

survey from a cross section of England, attendance to a range of provision 

and with some young people having an Education Health Care Plan for their 

Special Educational Needs.    
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Demographics 

Y/P from all schools 1 

 

The majority of children and young people that completed this survey self-

identified as female (70.51%) whilst 28.96% as male. There was one child that 

clicked ‘other’ and explained ‘boy’.  A number of children in the ‘other’ 

category indicated they were non-binary. A few children appeared to 

subvert the purpose of the question by self-identifying as inanimate objects. 

 

Y/P from all schools 2 
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The majority of young people that completed the survey resided in London, 

followed by the South East. A number of reasons could explain this including 

the majority of Phoenix’s professional network reside and work in London and 

the South East. Additionally, there are questions here relating to population 

density that could have influenced the number of children completing the 

survey from localised areas. 

Y/P from all schools 3 

 

The intention of the survey was to ensure that children and young people 

from across compulsory education systems were able to contribute to the 

survey. It is noteworthy that there was a good spread of respondents across 

the age groups although more responses from secondary schools overall. 
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Y/P from all schools 4 

 

For the type of school that children normally attend the vast majority of 

participants attend a mainstream school/academy.  For the children that 

indicated ‘other’ they further explained they attended grammar school or 

wanted to provide additional details on their mainstreams school such as the 

name of the school.  A small number of children elucidated that they 

attended Alternative Provision for children with medical needs.  
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Education, Health Care Plans 

 

Y/P from all schools 5 

 

In answering this question, the majority of pupils self-reported that they did 

not have an EHCP. Under other children expressed their wish to have an 

Education Health Care Plan or were on the SEN register at school. 

 

Current provision 

In answering the question ‘are you going to school at the moment?’. The 

majority of children indicated that they were not going to school. Those 

children that chose ‘other’ the answers were mixed and referred to letting me 

know why they weren’t attending school (Covid-19) or be further detailing 

that they were accessing online learning, or attending school as a child of a 

key worker but not on a full-time basis. 
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Y/P from all schools 6 

 

Medical Needs 

All y/p reporting on health needs 1 

 

37 children indicated that they had health needs that had affected their 

attendance to school. The majority of those as shown above relate to 97 
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children (4.72%) self-reporting a mental health need.  A smaller number of 

children had a physical health need and fewer still had a combination of 

both physical and mental health needs.   

135 of those children expanded on the nature of their medical needs. Please 

note the figures below do not equate to 135 as a number of children and 

young people had overlapping needs (i.e. Anxiety, Autistic Spectrum 

Conditions (ASC) and depression) 

 

66  Anxiety 

35  Autistic Spectrum Conditions 

19  Asthma 

18  Depression 

12  Unspecified mental health condition 

11 Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD, ADD) 

4  Bowel conditions 

4 Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 

4 Trauma 

3  Diabetes 

3  Attachment disorders 

2  Cancer 

2 Cerebral palsy 

2  Mood disorders 

2 Recovery post-surgery 

1 Migraines/tics/fatigue/fragile X/allergies/arthritis 

 

It is notable that the children and young people attending PRU or AP settings 

indicated that the reason for their lack of attendance to schooling related to 

a mental health need (16.92%)was higher than those attending mainstream 

schools. In taking out the figures of AP/PRU and only focussing on the children 

that reported as attending mainstream school we can see that those 

reporting health needs is significantly lower. 

Y/P from AP/PRU report health needs 1 
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Contact/engagement with school for pupils in Mainstream School 

Y/P from all schools 7 
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Most children receive work from their teacher which they complete independently, 

whilst others attend online classes provided by their school and others receive 

support from someone who lives at home. Some children from the mainstream 

cohort engaged with online lessons such as those from Oak Academy or BBC 

Bitesize. 5.41% of the participants self-reported not doing any work at home. 

Y/P from all schools 8 

 

Contact/engagement with school for pupils in PRU or AP 

Y/P from AP/PRU report attend school 1 

 

We can note that just over 18% of children who normally attend a PRU or an 

AP are continuing to attend. However, most pupils are not attending school 

and a small number have indicated that they previously Electively Home 
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Educate. This seems to be in connection to health needs, or whilst awaiting 

the completion of an Education Health Care Plan (EHCP). 

Young people were also asked whether they had previous experience of 

fixed term or permanent exclusions from school. The purpose of this question 

was to identify whether these children expressed particular concerns about a 

return to school and whether or not we could look at particular strategies or 

approaches to support those children in being successful. 

In comparing more specifically with the AP/PRU community there is an 

increase of children being contacted daily (20.16%).  

 

Y/P from AP/PRU report school contact 

 

Perhaps as a reflection of the needs of the young people, the majority are 

contacted regularly (a few times a week), a small minority have not been 

contacted or have only been contacted by their school once. 

In comparison, there was a higher % of children who indicated that their 

normal school was an AP or PRU that attend online classes arranged by 

school and notably with only 1 child of the 128 children that answered and 

attended PRU/AP accessed online lessons such as Oak Academy or Bitesize. 

More children % wise self-reported that they were not doing work at home. 
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Y/P from AP/PRU report school work 1 

 

One pupil attending an AP/PRU provision elaborated that ‘I am being sent work but I 

can’t do it. My teachers are going to start phoning me to through [sic] the work with 

me’ 

Concerns and solutions 

Question 18-21 explored children’s concerns, worries and solutions about returning to 

school. 

Question 18 ‘is there anything that worries you about going back to school?’ 

provided a range of responses from both pupils at mainstream, special school and 

AP/PRUs. 1648 children responded to this question. It is interesting to note that the 

biggest concerns from across the educational settings related to Covid-19 with 596 

responses relating to this e.g. 

“Social distancing and how families could catch the virus from us” 

However, for the PRU/AP pupils that answered this question there was a bigger focus 

on Covid-19 than their mainstream counterparts than other aspects. There were 

concerns expressed around other children understanding the rules and social 

distancing.  However, in mainstream there was a more complex understanding that 

carrying the virus may mean that you make others vulnerable.  We wondered about 

children’s understanding within the context of this survey, and those attending 

AP/PRU about the nuances of issues relating to viral load and the effect their 

behaviour could have others. There was an increase focus, instead, on their own 
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survival. Instead, we postulate that the response sat within the most simplistic ‘fight or 

flight’ response. For example, we are concerned that if there is a perceived threat 

on their own well-being, such as another child breaching social distancing rules, 

then this may pose a threat in terms of behavioural responses.   

This will have clear implications for planning to support these children who may need 

specific support in relation to; 

• Effective hygiene measures 

• Understanding the impact of social distancing 

• Being able to understand different media communication of events 

• The neurological model pertaining to anxiety and trauma 

A smaller minority of the children and young people within PRU/AP will require; 

• Specific work that looks at their own neurological responses 

• More staff/student ratio to review fears and address accordingly 

• Development of their own programme that works on these issues feeding into 

an overall risk assessment 

Overall, any programme of support is likely to need to be carefully focussed for the 

cohort of children attending PRU/AP that considers their specific needs relating to 

communication and interaction and individual circumstances. 

Moreover, teachers and education staff will need to understand the trauma model 

and how children may have been managing an anxiety response over several 

months. To this end, we recommend an approach that focuses not just on the 

academic but the pastoral support too. 

202 children expressed that pressures around school work were a concern. This 

young person provided an in-depth response to what these concerns were; 

“Right now, we have a lot of work to do, and i don’t want to go back and be 

behind. I want more time to catch up. I also think it would be weird going back to 

school now. I think it would be better for our education’s if we went back in 

September as consistent change going back and forth will impact us and our 

mental health and enthusiasm a lot. I think going back next academic year would 

be best for us. I’m worried that if we go back from then, it will impact our mental 

health. Also, if we go back and people are at different levels of what lessons they 

have or haven’t done, the teachers will have to most likely go back to the lower 

level of people who haven’t done as much and do the rest of with everyone. I also 

think it would as we are just getting used to remote learning, and getting back into 

the school routine would be hard and impact us mentally, and physically, in the 

sense that people may need time to get back into those strict routines. Going 
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straight back into it, especially without the summer holidays in between, wouldn’t be 

good, in my opinion.   

Other children echoed these concerns explaining ‘being behind in my class’ and 

‘not getting all my work done,’ and one said 

“My teachers are going to realise how much 

work I need to catch up on because it’s hard to 

do it at home, the environment, everything is 

just not the best.”  

Another key concern expressed by children was 

that of transitions with 62 responses explaining 

what their concerns were. One child summed it 

up saying ‘Change, people, taxis, pretty much 

everything’ whilst another said ‘I’m in a routine 

now of being at home and I’m terrified of 

change again, also scared of going back to 

possibly being behind on school work’. 

A number of year six children explained that the 

change to the secondary was something that 

worried them, and some expanded that it was 

in relation to the older children being there; 

“If I don’t go back to primary before September 

going straight to secondary worries me.”  

“Yes…I am due to start secondary school and I’m worried about the bigger kids 

bullying me.” 

There should be a careful focus on the year 6 pupils and other children who are 

transitioning to different schools (whether that be GCSE year or infant to junior or 

from mainstream to specialist or specialist to mainstream, as it is likely that concerns 

about a return to school are exacerbated by the lack of practical experiences of 

the next school (premises, teachers and peers). 

 

Question 19 “Is there anything that you think will help you go back to school?” 

1489 children provided a response with 78 citing a slow transition as being key for 

their return, 71 a reduced infection risk, 37 for both friends and accommodating a 

change to learning.  20 children cited teachers as being something that will help 

them return to school.  This has real implications for policy and decision makers but 

also those operationally that can foster some support for children on a day-to-day 

basis. 

A slow transition was described clearly by this year 9 female student who explained 

that it would help them ‘Being in smaller classrooms and maybe going twice a week 

or something like that,’ . A year 11 female pupil reiterated that ‘it would help to 

make the school day shorter (at least at first) to ease us back into the environment.’ 

One year 9 pupil suggested, “Maybe if our school started online classes that fit our 

schedule and everything so that, we what we would be doing at home would 

Key messages 

1. Children seem to be most 

concerned about; covid-19, 

pressure relating to school work 

and transition  

2. Children in PRUs/AP are likely to  

need additional strategies to 

explain why they may be worried 

about other children coming 

near them. This will need 

reiteration and needs to be 

delivered in a way that considers 

their expressive and receptive 

language skills 

3. Children in year 6 are likely to 

need additional support and 

planning for transitions to 

secondary school. 
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slightly resemble the school routine: the teacher being there would, of course, be 

very beneficial as well.”    

Children were torn between wanting to be 

near their friends and wanting to adhere to 

reducing infection strategies, “Being able to 

be with my friends and keeping isolated in 

our classes, but able to go outside maybe 

at different times. Maybe pack [sic] lunches 

to start with.”  

One child thought it would help if there 

were ‘reassurances we could be normal 

together’. Another, “being in small groups, 

having a buddy to look after me’.  

One year 12 student explained that it would 

help if there were ‘Amended demands for 

exams (shortening of specification, extra 

consideration for exams)”. A year 9 girl explained it would help if ‘Maybe to go back 

to the topics we learnt at home and go over them to have a good understanding of 

the topic‘  

 One child wanted an acknowledgement that things had changed, explaining, 

‘acting like it didn’t happen and was totally the same as it was before.’  

In terms of teachers, they have a real opportunity to support children’s return to 

school. Children (especially those in PRU and AP) cited good relationships with 

teaching staff and this was followed through with answering this question with young 

people saying ‘being able to talk to the teachers,’ and ‘calm and understanding 

teachers’.  There was also an understanding of the effect of stress within the school 

community. One year 12 girl explained ‘teachers being stressed make students 

stressed’.  Head Teachers, governors and wider stakeholders have a part to play in 

making sure that all staff feel able to have emotional support to manage children 

returning to school.   

Circulation 

A copy of this report will be distributed to the following organisations. Until then this 

needs to be considered as confidential and just for the attention of select individuals 

that this has been sent to.   

• The Department of Education 

• Ofsted 

• Children’s commissioner Anne Longfield 

• Minster of Children Vicky Ford 

• Not Fine in School 

• National Association of Hospital Education 

• PRUsAP 

• The Difference 

• The Centre for Social Justice  

Key messages 

1. A slow transitions, reduced 

infection risk, friends and change 

in attitudes to learning were most 

frequently cited to help children 

go back to school. 

2. Children had clear ideas of things 

that could help. 

3. Children as key informants of 

things that could make a return to 

school most successful and 

therefore should be involved in 

the planning 
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Additionally, a free to access webinar will be provided to both children, parents and 

school leaders to share the findings to a wider audience.   

Biography of researcher 

Sarah Dove has a BA in sociology and criminology with her thesis ‘including the 

voice of the excluded child’, before completing her masters in inclusive education 

which drew upon qualitative focus groups and interviews to write a behavioural 

policy for children within psychiatric in-patient services. Sarah Dove is currently 

completing a PhD which draws upon the mosaic approach and participatory 

research to explore young people’s experiences of belonging within alternative 

provision.   


