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“That every child has the right
to rest and leisure, to engage in
play and recreational activities
appropriate to the age of the
child and to participate freely in
cultural fife and the arts.”

"That member governments shall
vespect and promote Hhe vight
of the child +o participate fully
in culural and arbistic life and
shall encourage the provision of

appropriate and equal opportunities
for cubbural, artistic, reereational
and leisure a\ul-ivﬂ-g."

In 2013 the UN adopted General
Comment 17 clarifying for
governments worldwide the
meaning and importance of Article
31. The purpose of the general
comment was to highlight the
critical role of play in children

and young people’s lives and to
emphasise the central role of play
in supporting the development of
health, wellbeing, education etc.

It is important to recognise that
all rights in the Convention are
indivisible and interdependent.
Article 31 is central to the
realisation of many rights. Equally,
other rights must be respected in
order to guarantee the realisation
of Article 31.




abid spread O

In Northern Ireland the measures adopted included
school closures, home isolation/quarantine for
those at most risk, community lockdown and
social distancing. The impacts of such measures
have been far-reaching, transforming the lives of
individuals and bringing about significant changes
to how we as a society operate and engage with
each other.

During the period of lockdown PlayBoard, the lead
organisation for Play in Northern Ireland was in
regular contact with children, parents and childcare
practitioners as we sought to provide essential
support and guidance. Through those interactions
we became increasingly aware of the impact of the
restrictions on the health, wellbeing, education and
development of children and young people.

Based on these concerns, and to get a better
understanding of the impact of lockdown on their
lives, in June 2020 PlayBoard commenced the ‘Your
Voice’ research project to capture the voices of
children and young people. Researchers from the
School of Psychology, Ulster University provic
advice on both the development and anz

esearch survey.

“T felt like

lockdown wae

never qoing
to end.”
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Impact on Play

Whilst the primary focus of the
research was on the impact of
lockdown restrictions on play
experiences, children were
asked to give a sense of how
being able to play made them
feel prior to the introduction of
restrictions.

Overwhelmingly, respondents

highlighted the positive

impacts of play:

+ 81% stated that being able
to play made them feel very

happy

feel
very happy

Children and young people have a natural desire to
play and the opportunity to engage in a range of play
activities is critical to physical and mental health and
wellbeing, social development and the learning and
development of new knowledge and skills.

+ 70% reported that play put
them in a very good mood

+ 72% highlighted the positive
role of play in tackling
boredom

+ 51% reported that play
made them feel very excited,
with a further 44% reporting
that play made them feel a
little bit excited

The “Your Voice’ research
highlighted that the social
restrictions associated with
Covid-19 lockdown had a
significant impact on the types
of play children were able to
engage in.

very good
mood

During lockdown there was

a decline in the proportion of
respondents who were active
through play (53.2% to 31.4%)
and, unsurprisingly, in the level
of social play children were
able to engage in (58.9% to
5%). A decline in active play
was particularly noted by the
post-primary respondents with
71% reporting a decrease in
active play, raising concerns
regarding potential impact on
physical health and wellbeing.

tackling
boredom

The survey found that during
lockdown on a daily basis
there was an increase in

more solitary types of play
including wheeled play (30.4%
to 45.7%), creative play (35.7%
to 45%), messy play (30%

to 35.4%) and daydreaming
(27.9% to 33.9%). For some,
this was a positive change as
they were able to explore new
play activities which would not
ordinarily have been part of
their play experience.

"l got more time with my
mom ¢ sister, we got to
learn new things, plant
vegetables we had fon.”

"'ve Pl creative and
have made lots of stuff.”

In line with other studies' the
survey showed an increase in
daily technology-based play
during lockdown from 33.9%
to 55.7%.

Whilst technology-based play
can have positive benefits

in terms of supporting
learning and promoting
social connections, there are
potential long-term concerns
such as the impact of more
sedentary play activities on
physical and social play,
both of which are essential
for long-term health and
wellbeing.

Unsurprisingly, lockdown
impacted significantly on

the locations that were
available to children and
young people for play. For
primary school children there
was a significant increase

in daily playing in their
garden (32.3% to 85.9%) with
parallel decreases in play

in friend’s gardens (79.7%

to 7.3%). Wider community
play opportunities declined
significantly with reduction in
play in the street from 51.4%
to 33.3%, on pitches from
80.8% to 5.1% and in local
areas (52.2% to 20.9%).

T sTARTED
ANIMATION AND
HAVE CREATED A
YOUTVBE CHANNEL

WITH MY FRIENDS
WHICH HAS KEPT
VS (N TOVCH."”




M Ith

The pandemic, and lockdown in
particular have been characterised
as causing a widespread sense

of uncertainty and anxiety leading
to increased levels of stress. For
children, this increased level of
stress has in part been connected
to reduced social contact through
reduced opportunities for play and
social engagement, exacerbated by
the closure of schools?

Emerging research into the impacts
of Covid-19 indicate a direct
impact on children and young
people’s mental health through a
forced change in how they ‘grow,
learn, play, behave, interact and
manage emotions’®. From a long-
term perspective concerns have
been raised regarding the potential
impacts of social isolation on rising
behavioural and psychological
problems amongst children and
young people®.

Within the ‘Your Voice’ survey, the
impact of the lockdown on individual
emotional health was found to be
broadly negative with over 60% of
respondents reporting a feeling of
sadness during lockdown and over
50% reporting feelings of frustration,
upset and worry.

Comments included:

"T FELT LIKE LOCKDOWN WAS
NEVER GOING TO END.”

" had mixed emotions inclading
loneliness, or;/o\om and

feav.

“T felt uncertain and confused.”

Children reported exposure to a
broad range of ‘stressors’ during
lockdown which were deemed to be
beyond their normal, pre-lockdown
experience. These included a sense
of isolation from friends and close
relatives, concern and worry over
relatives who were in vulnerable

2 Shah et al., 2020

3 Shah et al., 2020
4 Di Pietro et al., 2020

One of the starkest areas of impact associated

with the lockdown restrictions implemented as

part of the fight against Covid-19 has been on
mental health and wellbeing.

groups, broader fears regarding
Covid-19 and potentially contracting
the virus as well as the economic
impact on families.

"It has been hard not having enovgh
money. My mum has two jobs and only
one paid her. She worries about the
bills and says she can't afford them all
Sometimes she is angry and says she
would be better being on benefits than
working becavse she wooldn't have all
the bills. Then she says to ignore her
becavse she wants me to work and not
get benefits.”

Additional stressors identified

by participants within the survey
included the disruption to daily
routine resulting from the closure

of schools. For some this led

to sleeping difficulties whilst for
others it led to concerns regarding
educational attainment and long-term
impact on career aspirations.

Social relations and the opportunity
to engage with others are a key part
of children’s development, providing
opportunities to develop positive
connections amongst peers and
significant others/adults. Within the
survey only 17.8% of respondents
reported being able to stay in touch
with friends as much as they would
have liked during lockdown. Of the
remainder, 44.5% reported having
some problems staying in touch,
21.2% said they had struggled to stay
in contact with friends with 16.4%
being unable to stay in contact with
friends during lockdown.

For those children and young
people with access to technological
solutions during lockdown (smart
phones, tablets, webcams etc.) the
use of social media, online platforms
and videogames was identified as

a key tool for maintaining social
connections.
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The increased levels of stress, emotional
disturbance and extended period of social isolation
have had an immediate, short term impact on
children’s emotions and feelings.

During lockdown many children experienced an
overwhelming mix of often negative emotions
connected to fears regarding Covid-19, the
disruption of daily routines and concerns regarding
the impact of lockdown on social relations.

During lockdown the use of online and electronic
means of communication provided a key
mechanism for some children and young people
to maintain social relations as well as accessing
online learning. Children without access were at a
distinct disadvantage both in terms of continued
learning within the home environment and the
ability to maintain social connections.

17.8% reported
being able to stay in touch
with friends as much as they
would have liked

44.5% reported having some problems
staying in touch

21.2% struggled to stay in contact
with friends, impacting on friendships
negatively

16.4% being unable to stay
in contact with friends
during lockdown

T feel like I have grown up and
become more responsible. Thic makes
me cad. I want to play on the cwinge

and climbing wall and go ewimming
without worrying about the virue but
L don't think I ever will. I feel like I

have been looking after my friends

on Roblox and taking charge when

thinge are ctreccful. Sometimes I
wich I didn't care ac much ac I do
but I cant.”
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pacto

ducatio

During the initial period of lockdown all schools across
Northern Ireland were forced to close in an attempt to
reduce the transmission rate, preventing the spread of
Covid-19. With a view to maintaining children’s access
to education, remote learning was introduced in an
attempt to reduce disruption to the learning process.
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missed
“meeting
up with

friends”

51%
missed
“talking to teachers”

70.4%

missed
“playing
in the
playground”.

‘At the ctart it was

good but I ctart to

mice my friends and
my teacher a lot.”
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The majority (64.9%) reported looking forward to going back to school when they reopened in September with the
opportunity to meet up again with friends and get out to play again being key factors. Whilst there was general
happiness at the thought of returning to school, a number of children did voice concerns about returning including

concerns regarding:

Covid-19
N
et
o0
‘Fearful there will be

another peak.”

"Scared of Heve il

bwir\g gszs."

"T'M WORRIED ABOVT CORONAVIRVS,
My (RELATIVE) IS SICK AND HAS HAD
TO LIVE N A DIFFERENT PART OF THE
HOVSE. WE HAVEN'T BEEN ABLE TO GET
CLOSE TO (THEM) SINCE MarcH - T'M
worrted I WILL CATCH THE VIRVS (N
SCHOOL AND BRING IT HOME."”

Mummy hag told us how to keep
ourcelves cafe but I'm worried other
people won't ctick to the rules.”

Education and learning

“T'M aFeaId T WON'T KNOW
HOW TS bO SOME OF MY WORK.,
OR FORGET THINGS I LEARNED.”

“New teacher, different rulec,
failing at school work,
catching upl.”

"'m vexy nexvous about goir\g

back and gth—ir\g -HAir\gs

NVong.
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Social relationships

"I'm worried my friendships
won't be the same as before.”

"Not being able 4o properly

socidlise with friends.”

"T FEEL A LITTLE SAD BECAVSE
I DON'T KNOW WHAT IT WILL BE
LIKE AND WHO WILL BE (N MY
GROVP AND IF MY BEST FRIEND

WILL BE ABLE TO PLAY WITH ME.”

“Ceared my friende will have
forgotten me’.

felt that school
closure had affected
their education
negatively

In terms of the learning process, a majority (64.1%)
felt that school closure had affected their education
negatively. Particular issues noted included a lack
of access to practical subject elements (e.g. science
experiments) impacting negatively on the learning
process, concern that subjects were not being
explored in the same depth as they would have been
in school and a sense of being ill-prepared for GCSE
and A-Level examinations due to time out.

Children were asked to suggest what schools could
do to make the transition back to school easier for
them. Suggestions were wide ranging and included
a focus on allowing children to spend time getting to
know their friends again, more time to play together
outdoors and a focus on social contact (whilst
socially distanced).
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Going to school provides children and
young people with a daily routine that

helps them to focus and better function
throughout the day. It also offers
opportunities for social interaction with
other children through play and other
activities as well as with teachers. Missing
out on those interactions has been reported
to be one of the most challenging aspects
for those who completed the survey.

Whilst the going back to school was largely
viewed with excitement as it allowed
children and young people to be with their
friends again, there was a general sense

of fear, anxiety and worry for some. Key
concerns noted included fear of falling
behind in the learning; losing friendships;
contraction and spread of the virus.

Whilst some respondents reported
having the right environment and support
to positively advance on their studies;
others reported lacking the technology or
environment leaving them with a feeling
that they were falling behind. There was a
significant perception that, although online
classes were provided by the schools,
students did not have the right materials
for learning or enough support from their
teachers.

PURCHACE
WITHOVT
WATERMARK
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Contact Details

PlayBoard NI

7 Crescent Gardens
Belfast BT7 1NS
Northern Ireland

T: 028 9080 3380

E: info@playboard.org
www.playboard.org

PlayBoard Nl is registered with the Charity Commission for
Northern Ireland NIC104724, company limited by guarantee
no. NI30225, charity no. XR86639.




