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Clare Adamson MSP, Convener of the Education and Skills Committee  

Friday 8th January 2021 
 
Dear Clare Adamson and the Education and Skills Committee, 
 
Scottish Youth Parliament response to the inquiry on the impact of Covid-19 on learning and 
teaching in the senior phase 
 
I hope you had a safe Christmas and are keeping well.  
 
As Convener of the Education and Lifelong Learning Committee at the Scottish Youth Parliament, I am 
writing to you to share young people’s views and experiences, in response to your current inquiry into 
the impact of Covid-19 on learning and teaching in the senior phase. 
 
The Scottish Youth Parliament has worked hard to collect young people’s views and experiences of the 
pandemic through a number of consultations during 2020, including Lockdown Lowdown (April and 
November), From Scotland’s Young People – SYP’s 2021-26 manifesto, and through Members’ and 
Committee Motions submitted at SYP Sittings. Further information about the impact of the pandemic on 
young people’s education, and recommendations from existing SYP policy, can be found in the attached 
policy response. 
 
The most common concerns highlighted in the November Lockdown Lowdown report were around exams, 
difficulty with online/distance learning, and feeling that students were falling behind on their work. 
Respondents also mentioned a lack of support for students. 
 
Of course, schools are now closed until 1st February, but again from the November Lockdown Lowdown 
report, the most common suggestions in relation to schools were to enforce or increase safety measures, 
in-person or blended learning would be preferred, and suggestions for altering the structure of the school 
week. Respondents also mentioned that students were not receiving adequate support. 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has had an enormous impact on young people’s rights.  
 
One of our policy calls in From Scotland’s Young People is the following statement: ‘Children and young 
people’s rights should be at the forefront of decisions made during the Covid-19 crisis and recovery 
process’ (68.5% agree).  
 
This is supported by Article 28 of the UNCRC which states ‘Every child has the right to an education. 
Primary education must be free and different forms of secondary education must be available to every 
child. Discipline in schools must respect children’s dignity and their rights’. Article 29 also relates to 
education, it states ‘Education must develop every child’s personality, talents and abilities to the full. 
It must encourage the child’s respect for human rights, as well as respect for their parents, their own 
and other cultures, and the environment’. 
 
It is clear that the pandemic will have lasting effects on young peoples’ futures. We appreciate the steps 
the Education and Skills Committee is taking to consult young people through the focus group on Tuesday 
12th January, and the opportunity to respond to this inquiry in writing. We encourage the Committee to 
continue taking a human rights based approach to ensure young people are meaningfully involved in 
decisions which will affect them now and in the future. 
 
Although the majority of these findings were gathered before the announcement of the 2021 exam 
cancellation and the current lockdown, I hope the information will benefit the inquiry and will be 
actively considered. If you have any questions or wish to update us on the progress of the inquiry, please 
do get in touch! 



 
Yours sincerely,  
 
Cameron Garrett MSYP 
Convener of the Education and Lifelong Learning Committee 
  



Scottish Parliament Education and Skills Committee Inquiry: 
The impact of COVID-19 on learning and teaching in the Senior Phase 
Scottish Youth Parliament response – January 2021 
 

How has the Covid-19 pandemic affected young people’s education? 
 

Lockdown Lowdown - what young people in Scotland are thinking about COVID-19 
 
In April 2020, SYP, Young Scot, and YouthLink Scotland published Lockdown Lowdown – a report 
showing what young people in Scotland were thinking about COVID-19 during the first lockdown. 
This report contains the results of a survey carried out at the start of lockdown, available at 
https://bit.ly/3ngzVMv. The survey received 2,421 completed responses. 
 

• Over two fifths (42%) stated that they were extremely or moderately concerned about 
school, college and university closures.  

 

• Respondents expressed more concern regarding exams and coursework, with around half 
(49%) stating that they were moderately or extremely concerned. 

 

• Almost two thirds of respondents (61%) stated that they were moderately or extremely 
concerned about the impact of coronavirus (COVID-19) on their future. 

 
Lockdown Lowdown phase 2 - what young people in Scotland think about their lives as 
lockdown restrictions change 
 
A further consultation was carried out in November 2020 to find out young people’s experiences 
as lockdown restrictions change. This consultation included a survey of over 6,000 young people 
from across Scotland (available at https://bit.ly/2WczhE6), and a number of focus groups with 
young people from seldom heard groups (available at https://bit.ly/3a7U18c). Key results from 
both of these consultations are shown below. 
 

• Around three quarters (76%) of relevant respondents had returned to in-person learning. 
Of those who had returned, around three quarters (76%) were happy with the 
arrangements for their educational course, with around a quarter (24%) stating they were 
not. 
 

• Over two thirds of those who had returned to in-person learning (67%) agreed or strongly 
agreed that they were happy to be back. 
 

• Nearly one in five of those who had returned to in-person learning (17%) disagreed or 
strongly disagreed that their educational establishment had re-opened in a safe way. 

 
Respondents were asked if they would like anything altered about the current 
arrangements for their educational course. The most common suggestions were to enforce 
or increase safety measures, in-person or blended learning would be preferred, and 
suggestions for altering the structure of the school week. Respondents also mentioned that 
students were not receiving adequate support. 
 
“Distancing rules are not properly in place. It is impossible to have school without distancing. I 
believe these rules should be enforced, especially since of the rise in cases.” 
 
“Since we’ve back at school, they brought in that you need to wear masks in corridors, but at 
my school a lot of people aren’t really wearing masks. Obviously I’m a young carer, and the 
person I care for is at risk, so it’s a big risk me going into school and mixing with people, 
obviously there’s rules at school but I see them at the weekend and they’re not following the 

https://bit.ly/3ngzVMv
https://bit.ly/2WczhE6
https://bit.ly/3a7U18c


rules. I feel unsafe at school. I don’t want to get it from someone and put my dad at risk. I’m 
still going into school for now, but my mum is keeping an eye on numbers, and if it gets too risky 
they’ll keep me and my brother at home.” – A young carer (focus group participant) 
 
“My school think I should be exempt from wearing a facemask, but I am not and wear one. It’s 
easier with a visor, and they school aren’t allowed to help me put it on or off, so if it falls down, 
they can’t help me put it back on so I use a visor, although it’s less effective.” – a young 
disabled person (focus group participant) 
 
“Less computer-based Teams learning, which we have to do at home. It would be better to do 
more work in class so you had the teacher's help.” 
 
“I think the live online participation in certain sessions needs some work-often those online find 
it difficult to join in with class discussion.” 
 
“I cannot go into school like my peers, so I am essentially teaching myself the courses with little 
to no help. I'd love it if teachers would still put resources up on Teams or check in on me more 
often because I'm relying almost completely on Google.” 
 
“I would like to be made more aware of what our exams/future education will be like. Myself, 
other students and teachers are unaware of what will be needed for exam evidence (I'm in S4 so 
no exams), knowing not much is stressful.” 
 
“Before, I took getting out of the house for school for granted, I didn’t realise that I needed that 
break from my family during the day. I didn’t realise I needed that until lockdown.” – A young 
carer (focus group participant) 
 
When asked if they had any further thoughts on the impact of coronavirus on education, 
the most common concerns were around exams, difficulty with online/distance learning and 
feeling that students were falling behind on their work. Respondents also mentioned a lack 
of support for students. 
 
“I think it has had a big impact on us, especially with exams. It has been overwhelming not 
knowing if the exams will be going ahead this year or not. I think everyone would just like to 
know what is going on and what will happen to our future because of this!” 
 
“It was quite disheartening to learn that exams had been cancelled after strenuously studying 
for so long-ultimately, causing a lot of stress.” 
 
“Coronavirus has strongly affected my future with my higher exams being cancelled last year 
made a huge impact on the universities that I can even apply to. This has made me anxious and 
upset to think that my highers, the pathway to university has gone and I had very little control 
over it.” 
 
“Coronavirus meant that a lot of learning was done at home which I find especially difficult as 
you have not only distractions but you can't receive one on one help.” 
 
“Online education doesn't work here. People don't have enough resources like computers 
reliable wifi.” 
 
“Our school gave all senior pupils a laptop, so S5 and 6 and I believe they were thinking about 
giving it to all other students if the school were to close again. I’m not sure if they had data 
packages.” – a young ethnic minority person (focus group participant) 
 



“I have autism and anxiety and the government restrictions are stopping me from going to 
school and from getting any support apart from online. ... I don't like on line stuff, so I really 
need and want to be in school.” 
 
“I think that due to the coronavirus and having to be in lockdown for so long has had an impact 
on learning as it caused us to fall behind in courses and now to try and catch up everything is 
rushed to try and be ready to sit Prelims and Exams.” 
 
“Many subjects are behind in the teaching of course work or are having to recap the majority of 
the work done during lockdown. Units are having to be rushed in order to complete courses, 
meaning not all pupils will have a thorough understanding.” 
 
“The availability to get help from teachers is so limited now. Most of my work is having to be 
done at home and sometimes my computer is far too slow, doesn't connect to the internet, or 
work at all so how am I supposed to get all my course work done ready for my exams with also 
limited support?”  
 
“I have dyslexia and ADHD and I'm finding it harder to get help because in each class the 
teachers can't walk around the class to help you as much and I can't do things outside of class 
with teachers that makes me want to be at school.” 
 
“With education, it’s been hard for people with disabilities to access funding for access to 
technology. The green badge/landyards has been good for those who don’t need to use a mask.” 
– a young disabled person (focus group participant) 
 
“Taking on a [caring role] role has impacted my own learning. When they [siblings] weren’t 
allowed to go to school, they had homework to do every weekday, and they’re nine and ten, so 
that was quite a lot. We basically set up a home school, and it was having to be constantly 
helping with that, signing them into google classroom and stuff, helping my mum with the zoom 
class and stuff. I had my own schedule of class calls, but I had to work it around their schedule 
as well... it was kind of all over the place” – a young carer (focus group participant) 
 
“Not enough being done for students' mental health. We have just come out of a nearly 6 month 
lock down and flung in at the deep end with testing and work and everything else after being at 
home with no socialisation for months and it's a lot to take in.” 
 
“Everyone is so stressed and behind on our workload and have a lot of pressure on us.” 
 
When asked if there were any topics that respondents would like more information about, 
the most common requests were information and support for mental health and wellbeing, 
clear reliable and accessible statistics about the virus itself, and information on schools, 
education and exams. 
 
“How to access records of the Scottish government briefings, I'm at school while they're on and 
they include crucial information, but it's tricky to find anything but highlights online.” 
 
“Broadband in rural areas is slow and unreliable and can be very frustrating when trying to work 
from home and meet deadlines. In some areas working from home isn't even possible due to bad 
connections.” 
 
“Personally I’m planning on staying on an extra year at school before I decide what to do, 
because I’ve never really been certain on what I would like to do at university or college... 
Covid has delayed what I was planning. By next May I’ll be out of school and I don’t want to be 
out of school and still not know what I am doing. I’ve been to a careers advisor, there’s one in 
my school, I’ve set up an appointment.” – A young disabled person (focus group participant)  



How has the Covid-19 pandemic affected young people’s rights? 
 
Throughout the pandemic, decisions have been made quickly and as a result, the impact of 
these decisions on young people’s lives has not always been prioritised. Although it can take 
some time, it is essential that young people are consulted on all matters that will affect them, 
particularly when something as important as the long-term impact of these decisions on our 
futures is at stake. 
 
“Every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting 
them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously. This right applies at all 
times.” – UNCRC Article 12 
 

Recommendation: ‘Children and young people’s rights should be at the forefront of decisions 
made during the COVID-19 crisis and recovery process.’ (From Scotland’s Young People 
manifesto statement - 68.5% agree) 
 
Recommendation: ‘Children and young people from seldom heard groups (such as immigrants 
and refugees, gypsy traveller communities, single parents, disabled people, Armed Forces, care 
experienced and justice experienced) must be listened to by policy makers on issues that affect 
them’ (From Scotland’s Young People manifesto statement - 80.4% agree) 

 
The pandemic has had a huge impact on young people’s mental health. We have heard through 
all of our consultation activities that many young people are feeling overwhelmed, stressed, and 
unsure where to go for help. Concerns about education, exams, and future prospects has further 
exacerbated Scotland’s existing mental health epidemic. Failure to support young people’s 
mental health will be a failure to meet their right to the best possible health. 
 
“Every child has the right to the best possible health. Governments must provide good 
quality health care, clean water, nutritious food, and a clean environment and education on 
health and well-being so that children can stay healthy.” – UNCRC Article 24 
 

Recommendation: ‘Public bodies (such as the NHS, the SQA and Police Scotland) should work 
with young people to ensure that information is made available in a youth-friendly and 
accessible manner. They should also ensure that young people's views are taken into account 
when making decisions that affect them.’ (From Scotland’s Young People manifesto statement 
- 86.6% agree) 
 
Recommendation: ‘There should be more investment in college and university welfare 
services, such as mental health support, pastoral care, advice services, and housing support.’ 
(From Scotland’s Young People manifesto statement – 85.5% agree)  
 
Recommendation: ‘There should be mandatory training for those working in education and 
health care settings on how to identify mental health problems and provide support for all 
young people, especially those most at risk.’ (From Scotland’s Young People manifesto 
statement – 89.4% agree)  
 
Recommendation: ‘The Scottish Youth Parliament believes that adequate support must be 
provided to young people making the transition from school to university, college, 
employment and other positive destinations to mitigate against the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic.’ (99% agree) - Committee Motion by Education and Skills Committee (passed 10th 
July 2020) 

 
 
 



The disruption to young people’s education throughout lockdown, and the cancellation of 
exams, has put additional pressure on young people’s education. For some young people, lack of 
access to digital resources or the lack of a suitable learning environment away from school will 
have a further detrimental impact on their education and their future prospects.  
 
“Every child has the right to an education.” – UNCRC Article 28 
“Education must develop every child’s personality, talents and abilities to the full.” – UNCRC 
Article 29 
 

Recommendation: ‘The Scottish Youth Parliament calls on decision makers to apply all 
available resources to ensure that the attainment gap does not widen due to the COVID-19 
pandemic.’ (99% agree) - Committee Motion by Education and Skills Committee (passed 10th 
July 2020) 
 
Recommendation: ‘Colleges, universities and employers should amend their admissions and 
recruitment policies to ensure young people whose grades and/or work experience were 
affected by the COVID-19 crisis are not penalised.’ (From Scotland’s Young People manifesto 
statement - 84.3% agree) 
 
Recommendation: ‘State schools should be financially supported by decision-makers to 
reduce or eliminate the costs of applications for university.’ (From Scotland’s Young People 
manifesto statement - 84.3% agree) 
 
Recommendation: ‘State schools should be financially supported by decision-makers to 
reduce or eliminate the costs of attending work experience.’ (From Scotland’s Young People 
manifesto statement - 81.4% agree) 

 
Young people tend to work in sectors such as retail, hospitality, and tourism, and therefore we 
are one of the groups which has most negatively been impacted by the shutdown of these 
sectors during lockdown. Many of these jobs are zero-hour contracts, so young people haven’t 
always been eligible for furlough schemes, and there haven’t been enough part-time or seasonal 
jobs, which some young people rely on in order to access further education or to pay for basic 
living costs. This may have led some young people to seek employment in more hazardous 
environments, or to take on work which impacts on their ability to attend classes or focus on 
their education. 
 
“Governments must protect children from economic exploitation and work that is dangerous 
or might harm their health, development or education. Governments must set a minimum 
age for children to work and ensure that work conditions are safe and appropriate.” – 
UNCRC Article 32 
 

Recommendation: ‘Policies and initiatives should be created to ensure that young people 
have good employment prospects throughout the recovery from the COVID-19 crisis, such as 
youth employment schemes, work experience initiative sand skills development programmes.’ 
(From Scotland’s Young People manifesto statement - 83.8% agree) 
 
Recommendation: ‘The Scottish Youth Parliament believes that efficient careers advice 
services are vital to ensuring young people are well informed about their options, and should 
cater for all accessibility requirements.’ (94% agree) - Members’ Motion by Maya Tams–Gray 
MSYP (passed 21st March 2020) 

 
From Scotland’s Young People – available at https://bit.ly/38ld5hM 
SYP Policy Log – available at http://policy.syp.org.uk/  
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