
RaY
Research at the University of York St John

For more information please contact RaY at
ray@yorksj.ac.uk

Walton, Joan and Darkes-Sutcliffe, Janice (2021) The impact of 
Covid-19 on the mental health and learning of young children. 
Project Report. British Educational Research Association, London.  

Downloaded from: https://ray.yorksj.ac.uk/id/eprint/5398/

The version presented here may differ from the published version or version of record. If 

you intend to cite from the work you are advised to consult the publisher's version:

https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/the-impact-of-covid-19-on-the-mental-health-learning-

of-young-children#:~:text=Among%20its%20findings%20are%20that,the%20emotional

%20support%20for%20children.

Research at York St John (RaY) is an institutional repository. It supports the principles of 

open access by making the research outputs of the University available in digital form. 

Copyright of the items stored in RaY reside with the authors and/or other copyright 

owners. Users may access full text items free of charge, and may download a copy for 

private study or non-commercial research. For further reuse terms, see licence terms 

governing individual outputs.  Institutional Repositories Policy Statement

https://www.yorksj.ac.uk/policies-and-documents/library/statement/
mailto:ray@yorksj.ac.uk


REPORT SERIES: EDUCATION & COVID-19

AUTHORS

JOAN WALTON

JANICE DARKES-SUTCLIFFE 

The impact of Covid-19 
on the mental health & 
learning of young children
JUNE 2021



2	 EDUCATION & COVID-19

ABOUT BERA

The British Educational Research Association (BERA) is the leading authority on educational 
research in the UK, supporting and representing the community of scholars, practitioners and 
everyone engaged in and with educational research both nationally and internationally. BERA is a 
membership association and learned society committed to advancing research quality, building 
research capacity and fostering research engagement. We aim to inform the development of 
policy and practice by promoting the best quality evidence produced by educational research.

Our vision is for educational research to have a profound and positive influence on society. 
We support this by promoting and sustaining the work of educational researchers. Our 
membership, which is more than 2,000 strong, includes educational researchers, practitioners 
and doctoral students from the UK and around the globe.

Founded in 1974, BERA has since expanded into an internationally renowned association. 
We strive to be inclusive of the diversity of education research and scholarship, and 
welcome members from a wide range of disciplinary backgrounds, theoretical orientations, 
methodological approaches, sectoral interests and institutional affiliations. We encourage the 
development of productive relationships with other associations within and beyond the UK. 

We run a major international conference each year alongside a diverse and engaging series of 
events, and publish high quality research in our peer-reviewed journals, reports, book series and the 
groundbreaking BERA Blog. We recognise excellence through our awards and fellowships, provide 
grants for research, support the career development of our members, and nurture an active peer 
community organised around networks, forums and special interest groups. 

BERA is a registered charity (no. 1150237) and is a company limited by guarantee, registered 
in England and Wales (company no. 08284220). We are governed by an elected council and 
managed by a small office team based in London.

ABOUT THE SMALL GRANTS FUND

The research presented in this report was funded by BERA's Small Grants Fund (SGF), which 
was set up in 2020 to support research projects that investigate the impact that Covid-19 
had, and continues to have, on important aspects of education and educational research. 
BERA initially commissioned a total of 15 projects that examined issues of socioeconomic 
disadvantage, support for teachers and schools, early years, special educational needs and 
online learning, each of which has produced a final report that shares their findings and 
recommendations for practice, policy and future research endeavours. 

Because of the SGF's success in its first year, BERA intends to commission research projects 
through the SGF on an annual basis, each year addressing a different, pressing theme. Our 
intention is that these projects will:

•	make important contributions to the discipline by contributing to and leading 
current debates

•	develop research capacity by involving postgraduate students and early career researchers

•	 receive applications from and involving practitioners and policymakers as well as 
academic researchers. 

In 2021 BERA is seeking proposals for SGF-supported research projects on the theme of ‘race 
and education’. See bera.ac.uk/opportunities for full details of this and other opportunities.

https://www.bera.ac.uk/opportunities


	 A CURRICULUM FOR WELLBEING	 3

Contents
SUMMARY	 5

1. INTRODUCTION	 6

2. LITERATURE REVIEW	 7

3. RESEARCH DESIGN	 8

4. FINDINGS & DISCUSSION	 9

5. CONCLUSION	 11



4	 EDUCATION & COVID-19

ABOUT THIS REPORT

Published in June 2021 by the British Educational Research Association.

British Educational Research Association (BERA)  
9–11 Endsleigh Gardens  
London WC1H 0EH

www.bera.ac.uk  |  enquiries@bera.ac.uk  |  020 7612 6987

Charity number: 1150237

Download

This document is available to download from:  
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/new-teachers-responses-to-covid-19-building-on-initial-
teacher-education-for-professional-learning

Citation

If referring to or quoting from this document in your own writing, our preferred citation is 
as follows:

Walton, J., & Darkes-Sutcliffe, J. (2021). The impact of Covid-19 on the mental health and 
learning of young children (Education & Covid-19 series). British Educational Research 
Association. https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/new-teachers-responses-to-covid-19-
building-on-initial-teacher-education-for-professional-learning

This document is published under creative commons licence Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivs 2.0 UK. For commercial use, please contact publications@bera.ac.uk.

https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/new-teachers-responses-to-covid-19-building-on-initial-teacher-education-for-professional-learning

https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/new-teachers-responses-to-covid-19-building-on-initial-teacher-education-for-professional-learning

https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/new-teachers-responses-to-covid-19-building-on-initial-teacher-education-for-professional-learning

https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/new-teachers-responses-to-covid-19-building-on-initial-teacher-education-for-professional-learning

mailto:publications%40bera.ac.uk?subject=


	 THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE MENTAL HEALTH & LEARNING OF YOUNG CHILDREN	 5

Summary
The project was a partnership between York 
St John University and Kids Planet Day Nurseries, 
investigating the impact of Covid-19 on the mental 
health and learning of young children, as perceived 
by practitioners and parents. Data were collected 
from a survey and interviews with practitioners, and 
interviews with parents whose children were cared 
for within KPDN settings. Although Covid-19 has 
been recognised as a global trauma and presents 
as the same ‘objective’ reality for all, each person 
has had a unique experience of it, influenced by the 
social, physical and psychological variables which 
characterised their lives. Specifically, it was discovered 
that the key person role was disrupted, significantly 
affecting the ‘triangle of trust’ between parent, child 
and practitioner, thus reducing the consistency of 
the emotional support for children as the pandemic 
progressed. Children with special educational needs 
and disability (SEND) were particularly affected. 
Assumptions were made about children’s resilience 
that did not always reflect awareness of the emotional 
and psychological impact of a traumatic event on 
young children. It was concluded that, as we reflect 
on lessons learned from the pandemic, we should 
place greater emphasis on the centrality of positive 
relationships and engage in further research to learn 
more about what is required to create and sustain 
networks of support, particularly during times of crisis. 
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Covid-19 is recognised as a global trauma, 
threatening people’s lives and wellbeing across all 
communities (Woods et al., 2020), including those 
of children. Smelser (2004, p. 33) cites Freud as 
saying that the traumas of childhood ‘are all the 
more momentous because they occur in times of 
incomplete development and are for that reason 
liable to have traumatic effects’ (Freud, 1963, p. 361). 

Kids Planet Day Nurseries (KPDN), an independent 
provider of early years education and care for 7,500 
children in the north of England, realised from 
the outset that the pandemic was likely to have 
a major impact on the lives of young children. In 
April 2020, senior managers from KPDN approached 
researchers at York St John University’s School of 
Education, Language and Psychology, and requested 
a partnership approach, both to research the impact 
of Covid-19 on the young children with whom they 
were working, and to identify ways that would 
equip practitioners and parents with the knowledge, 
understanding and skills to prevent mental health 
problems in the present and the future. 

A first phase of the research took place between June 
and September 2020. Ten themes emerged, which 
were then grouped into four meta-themes: 

•	Covid-19 as a traumatic experience

•	 the professional and emotional responses of 
KPDN practitioners and managers

•	 the emotional impact of Covid-19 on children

•	and the experience of Covid-19 from the 
perspective of parents. 

The second phase, which is the focus of this report, 
took place between October and March 2021, and 
included a focus group, a second survey and further 
in-depth interviews. 

The significance of this inquiry, and others investigating 
the impact of Covid-19, is that we are studying a global 
phenomenon that, from an ‘objective’ perspective, is 
the same entity for all people on the planet; but from 
a ‘subjective’ perspective, is experienced differently by 
each individual. These experiences are shaped by the 
individual’s situatedness within a diversity of factors, 
including geographical location, local government 

policy, economic status, age, ethnicity, overall health, 
predisposition to feelings of anxiety, levels of resilience, 
and the number and nature of other stressful events 
that they may simultaneously be experiencing. 

Specifically, based on our findings from the first phase 
of the project, we were aware that the impact of 
Covid-19 on the mental health and learning of young 
children could not be separated from the awareness, 
emotions and behaviours of the adults responsible 
for their care. Consequently, in this study, it became 
our aim to understand more about the nature of the 
complexity of singular lives. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 
2005) ecological systems model provided a theoretical 
model to demonstrate the intertwining relationship 
between the child and their physical and psychological 
needs, the early years practitioners, the parents, and 
the wider social and political contexts in which they 
were respectively located. 

1. Introduction
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The academic literature on the impact of Covid-19 on 
very young children is so far limited, due to the recent 
advent of the pandemic. The European Early Childhood 
Education Research Journal produced a special issue, 
specifically exploring plural narratives about Covid-19 
and early childhood (Bertram & Pascal, 2021, p. 1). 
These highlighted the variable impact that the 
pandemic has had, depending on the psychological 
and social environment in which the child was living 
(Howes et al., 2020; Pascal et al., 2020).

From an early stage, evidence has been emerging 
about how anxiety generated by Covid-19 has 
affected the lives of young children (Howes et al., 
2020). Relevant in this context, then, is literature 
which explores the effects of trauma on children and 
on what they need for their emotional wellbeing. 
Trauma is experienced when ‘previous feelings of 
safety and security are replaced by perceptions of 
danger [and] chaos’ (Neal, 1998, p. 3). Mantovani 
et al. (2021, p. 36) draw on Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) 
model to give an account of an individual as a 
‘systemic and socio-ecological construct’, arguing 
that parents, carers and educators all have an 
influential role to play in strengthening the mental 
wellbeing of children. Resilience, defined as ‘the 
ability to bounce back from adverse life events’, 
is viewed as a capacity of the individual, but is 
essentially dependent on the interactions that take 
place in the child’s living environment, where the 
quality of relationship and support impacts on the 
child’s learning and feelings of security. 

The importance of creating emotional security for 
children is well recognised in the literature. The 
allocation of a key person is seen as central to this, 
as it ‘puts the relationship between this practitioner 
and child at the centre of good early years practice’ 
(Brace, 2020, p. 2, emphasis in original). Brace 
explains how being a container for a child’s distress 
allows for the pain to be expressed and provides 
space for the emotional pain to be thought about 
and processed. She develops her argument to show 
how practitioners may unconsciously develop 
‘defensive strategies’ to protect themselves from 
being present and emotionally available. 

The ‘woeful lack of recognition of the complex 
nature of professional roles in attachment work’ 
is highlighted by Page and Elfer (2013, p. 556). As 
Covid-19 spread through society, including early years 
settings, it became a central aim of this research to 
identify how practitioners responded to the crisis, 
and what information it reveals about the strengths 
and areas for further development required of those 
working closely with young children, who are likely to 
be reflecting the emotional stress and anxiety of the 
adults around them. 

2. Literature review
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The main aim of the research was to investigate 
what impact the Covid-19 pandemic has had on 
young children, and to identify action that can be 
taken to safeguard their long-term mental health 
and wellbeing as a consequence of experiencing 
a global crisis. A second aim was to investigate 
the possible interactive relationship between 
psychoanalytic and cultural theories of trauma 
(Alexander, 2004), using Bronfenbrenner’s 
(1979, 2005) ecological systems model of child 
development as an initial conceptual framework. 

A mixed methodology approach was selected. 
Quantitative data were collected using an online survey 
sent out to early years practitioners. Informed by 
findings from the first phase of the research, the survey 
questionnaire was structured into three substantive 
blocks, focusing on:

1.	 the traumatic experience of the pandemic

2.	the impact of Covid-19 on work and 
professional practice

3.	the emotional impact of Covid-19 on children. 

Qualitative data were gathered from a focus group 
which met on six occasions, and from 31 interviews 
undertaken with 22 practitioners, managers and 
parents. Seven practitioners and three parents were 
interviewed more than once, allowing for changes 
in their experiences over time to be recorded 
and analysed. All the focus group meetings and 
interviews took place over Zoom to enable the 
contributors to see one another. This was recorded, 
and the video file was immediately converted to 
audio files by the researcher prior to transcription. 
A copy of their transcript was made available to the 
interviewee, with the opportunity to give feedback 
or make corrections. Interviews were analysed using 
interpretive phenomenological analysis. 

Ethical approval was gained through the York St John 
ethics committee. All research participants were provided 
with an information sheet concerning the research 
and signed a consent form prior to involvement. Every 
attempt was made to safeguard confidentiality, through 
removing identifying details from the transcripts and 
anonymising settings and participants. 

3. Research design
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As Covid-19 progressed, the most noteworthy outcome 
was the very different psychological responses to the 
crisis. The survey shows clearly that for the majority 
(57.52 per cent), responses fluctuated over time, 
influenced by what else was going on for the individual, 
physically and emotionally. Of particular significance 
was the centrality of relationships: individuals who felt 
connected in a positive way to others, both in their 
personal lives and with their work colleagues, were 
more likely to stay positive in the face of challenges 
presented by Covid-19. Conversely, a breakdown in 
relationships enhanced feelings of stress and anxiety. 

Three specific, though connected, central findings are 
discussed in this section. First, the main relationship 
in a child’s life while being cared for in an early years 
setting is with their key person. During the pandemic, 
the key person role was extensively disrupted, 
impacting on the child’s emotional security. Second, 
children with special educational needs and disabilities 
(SEND) were especially impacted by the fragmentation 
of the SEND support system as the result of changes 
due to Covid-19. Finally, although all children’s lives 
were severely disturbed, unfounded assumptions were 
made about children’s resilience, without apparent 
awareness that there may be a dissonance between 
presenting behaviour and inner feelings. 

Since 2008, the adoption of a key person system has 
been a mandatory requirement for all early years 
settings within the early years foundation stage 
(DCSF, 2008; DfE, 2017). A key person has the main 
responsibility for working with a small group of 
allocated children. It is an approach which advocates 
an attachment-based pedagogy through the formation 
of a special relationship between a named practitioner 
and a child (Elfer et al., 2011). Recently published 
non-statutory guidance for the sector, Birth to 5 
Matters (Early Years Coalition, 2021), highlights how 
the key person role involves developing a ‘triangle 
of trust’ with the child and their family. The key 
person supports the child to feel ‘emotionally secure 
when away from home’ and provides a reassuring 
point of contact for the parents (p. 30). Our findings 
highlighted how vulnerable the key person role was 
to discontinuity and disturbance throughout the 
pandemic, with increased feelings of psychological 
and emotional distress in practitioners, children and 

4. Findings & discussion
parents. Many different challenges were encountered 
through the different phases of the pandemic, which 
put strain on establishing and maintaining the 
‘triangle of trust’.

‘When she didn’t go for months, it was literally 
heart-breaking to send her back in there. Because 
everything changed, the rooms changed, the key 
workers [sic] changed and because she hasn’t been 
in it for so long, the first two weeks were horrible – 
for me, as a parent, and for her.’ 

Parent 1a

Although the commitment of staff to supporting the 
young children in their care, despite the inherent risks 
to themselves, was in evidence, the establishment of 
warm, responsive and interactive relationships was 
more difficult to achieve due to the many changes to 
practice and provision that had to take place in order 
to ensure the physical safety of staff and children.

‘Obviously, the priorities changed… It was all about 
the health and safety of the children. How to keep 
them safe and how to keep staff safe.’

Senior leader A

Key persons could not necessarily be with their 
assigned key children; parents were no longer allowed 
into the setting and new arrangements had to be made 
when dropping off and collecting children from the 
nursery. Initial visits for new children transitioning into 
nursery had to be curtailed, impacting on relationships, 
particularly within baby rooms.

‘We’ve had to cut our pre-admission, so that 
[baby’s] visits into nursery with the parent is down 
to 15 minutes. 15 minutes is not a very long time 
to pass over all the information when a baby has 
potentially never been with any other adult before.’

Staff S3b

Support ’bubbles’ were introduced, but with the 
increase in numbers of staff and children testing 
positive for Covid-19, the majority of settings involved 
in the project had to close bubbles at various times 
which ‘affected staffing and... affected morale I think 
as well’ (senior leader B). 
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‘So it’s just, it’s a bit of juggling at the minute with 
Covid. So, we’re doing our best to make sure that 
everyone’s in ratio, which is the main thing really.’

Manager 2c

Ensuring statutory requirements for staff-to-child 
ratios are met has implications for other priorities in 
the setting and has meant that SEND co-ordinators 
(SENDCOs), who are the key point of influence in 
establishing and implementing the setting’s SEND 
support, are struggling to fulfil the requirements 
for their role. Restrictions on movement within the 
setting has meant that SENDCOs (who often have key 
person responsibilities as well) cannot be released to 
advise and support colleagues working with children 
with emerging needs or a diagnosis of SEND.

‘With these bubbles, I would say, this has been 
the biggest – not being able to have somebody 
in the room or somebody to cover you because of 
the bubble situation has been quite a big impact 
really – on the SENDCO side of things, you know, 
as a professional to get out to do things.’

SENDCO 3a

The SEND code of practice (DfE, 2014) makes clear 
that the SENDCO must ensure that parents are closely 
involved throughout, and their insights should inform 
actions taken by the setting. 

‘If parents aren’t particularly on board, but you 
think you’ve got a child who has got an extra 
need and you want to get them that support, 
that is particularly hard when you’re trying to 
get your parent onside to actually agree to let 
services get involved when you’ve not got that 
personal contact with them all the time to give 
those little drip, drip feeds.’

SENDCO 2a

The pandemic has presented many barriers to being 
able to carry out the SENDCO role effectively, with 
many difficulties being encountered when trying to 
liaise with professionals beyond the setting. This has 
been a source of great stress and worry, especially as 
it impacts directly on the quality of care and support 
available for the children. Depending on the local 
authority area, many external agencies have been 
unable to visit nurseries and complete assessments 
or update plans.

‘The vision impairment teacher’s been in, I think, 
once since Covid. I know occupational therapy have 
been in, I think, once or twice. I don’t think physio 

have been in to nursery to see him. And I know the 
special needs inclusion team haven’t been in to see 
him. Speech and language [therapists] have not 
been in to see him either.’

Parent of child with complex needs 1c

Our findings also showed that there were differing 
perceptions concerning children’s resilience. Most 
assumed that the pandemic had not affected them.

‘As for the children, they just took it all in their 
stride. We all thought with them all coming back 
they’d be quite upset, unsettled and it would be 
like them having to re-start their nursery time 
again. But they have all seemed to have come back 
in and just got on with it, like it’s just “normal”.’

FG 1 staff

Others acknowledged that how settled a child was 
depended on a number of factors, but that routine, 
consistency and the special relationship the child had 
with the key person were significant.

‘We had a few that struggled at the beginning, 
but we’ve got a two key worker system. So we’ve 
been lucky enough to have staff in that they’re 
familiar with, that they’re comfortable with and 
settle in with nicely. It does take time, and like I 
said, every child is different.’

FG 1 manager A

Some considered that resilience related to where the 
child had spent their time through the pandemic.

‘I feel I can tell the different resilience between 
the children who were here throughout [the first 
lockdown] compared to the children who are 
returning from lockdown. I feel the children of 
key workers who have been here, have a higher 
resilience than children who are returning back.’

FG 1 manager B

Only a few demonstrated an awareness of how difficult 
it is to know how children are feeling and responding.

‘You have to sort of look at everything and I think 
that’s the thing that we found... You have to look 
at every family and things differently in a way 
because you have to look at what their experience 
is and what their past experience has been to 
almost see maybe how they will become, or how 
they will change and how things will affect them 
as they go back to normality as such.’

FG 3 manager 



	 THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE MENTAL HEALTH & LEARNING OF YOUNG CHILDREN	 11

The data collected in this project were rich and varied. 
The main finding was the unique nature of each 
response, given that the initiating event was the same 
for all; and within that, the centrality of relationships. 
Specifically, this means paying attention to the ‘triangle 
of trust’ between practitioner, parent and child, with 
particular notice being given to children with special 
needs. This supports Bronfenbrenner’s model, which 
proposes an intricate interconnection between the 
development of the individual child, and the micro, 
meso, macro and sociohistorical contexts in which 
that life is lived. Our conclusion is that there needs to 
be more research that explores in depth the nature 
of the intertwining relationship between unique lives 
and the diverse contexts in which those lives are lived. 
Emphasis should be placed on the processes involved 
in moment-by-moment relational interactions, rather 
than seeking to discover generalisable and replicable 
outcomes that can be applied to large groups of 
people, regardless of individual circumstances. 

5. Conclusion
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