
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rejs20

European Journal of Special Needs Education

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rejs20

What are the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the development of children with special
educational needs and disabilities from parents’
experiences? An integrative review

Laura Mullen, Michelle Evans & Lesley Baillie

To cite this article: Laura Mullen, Michelle Evans & Lesley Baillie (17 Jul 2024): What are the
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the development of children with special educational
needs and disabilities from parents’ experiences? An integrative review, European Journal of
Special Needs Education, DOI: 10.1080/08856257.2024.2372966

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2024.2372966

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 17 Jul 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 80

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rejs20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rejs20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/08856257.2024.2372966
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2024.2372966
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rejs20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rejs20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/08856257.2024.2372966?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/08856257.2024.2372966?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/08856257.2024.2372966&domain=pdf&date_stamp=17 Jul 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/08856257.2024.2372966&domain=pdf&date_stamp=17 Jul 2024


What are the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 
development of children with special educational needs and 
disabilities from parents’ experiences? An integrative review
Laura Mullen , Michelle Evans and Lesley Baillie

Allied Health and Community, London South Bank University, London, UK

ABSTRACT
The COVID-19 pandemic led the United Kingdom (UK) into 
a national lockdown in March 2020. The UK government has 
acknowledged that children and young people (CYP) with Special 
Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) were left behind during 
the pandemic. This integrative literature review aims to investigate 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the development of CYP 
with SEND from parents’ experiences. The review included 14 
papers: quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods. Parents’ 
experience of the COVID-19 pandemic was mostly negative; CYP 
were left behind, experienced reduced or suspended services, and 
loss of social interactions and support networks. However, a few 
parents reported some positive effects; families could spend more 
time together, and children experienced reduced anxiety as strict 
routines were relaxed. Most papers identified were completed dur-
ing or just after the first lockdown. Therefore, none of the papers 
included whether CYP’s development has been affected in the 
longer term.
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Introduction

In the United Kingdom (UK), approximately 1.4 million children and young people (CYP) 
are living with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) (Office for Standards in 
Education, Children Services and Skills [OFSTED], 2022). Within the 1.4 million CYP, 9% 
have a diagnosis of a physical disability (Department of Work of Pensions 2021). A CYP 
with SEND is defined as being aged 0–25 years and having a learning difficulty or disability 
which requires special educational assistance (SEND Code of Practice 2015, 15).

The recent SEND Green report discussed current issues with SEND provisions in 
the UK, summarising that CYP with SEND ‘too often the experiences and outcomes of 
children and young people are poor’, concerning education and health care provi-
sions (Zahawi and Javid 2022, 9). In addition, SEND provisions are not financially 
stable, and the systems do not consistently meet the needs of CYP with SEND. 
While the SEND Green Report (Zahawi and Javid 2022) highlights areas of concern, 
it does not address the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic; other than identifying 
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that ‘during the pandemic, 68% of parents reported that their child’s needs were “not 
met at all” or only “somewhat met” in accordance with their EHCP, during the 
pandemic’ (Zahawi and Javid 2022, 8). An initial literature search and the SEND 
Green paper identified a potential gap in the research on this topic, and therefore, 
an integrative literature review was conducted.

Background

In March 2020, like other countries, the UK entered a national lockdown due to the 
global COVID-19 pandemic, leading to the closure of schools and many other 
services (Department of Health [DH], 2021). The UK government identified that 
CYPs with SEND and had complex needs were at a greater risk of contracting the 
COVID-19 virus, as they were more vulnerable due to existing health conditions 
such as respiratory difficulties, and their outcomes from having the virus would be 
more severe (Department of Health 2022). Therefore, many CYPs with SEND were 
shielding (Department of Health 2022). Shielding in the UK was advised for indi-
viduals vulnerable due to illness, disability or caring duties; they were advised to 
stay home and have limited contact with individuals other than their households 
(Department of Health 2022).

Schools reopened to CYP with SEND earlier if they held an Educational Health 
Care Plan (EHCP) (Theis et al. 2021). An EHCP is provided to a CYP with SEND, where 
they require additional support and meet the required threshold (SEND, GOV.UK, 
2022). However, many CYPs with SEND who hold an EHCP did not take up the 
option of returning to school during the lockdown, as parents felt they were at 
greater risk and their health could be impacted, so they remained at home with their 
parents (Conti 2020; Theis et al. 2021b; Zahawi and Javid 2022). Unfortunately, it was 
reported that CYPs with SEND were left behind during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
did not meet their medical, physical, intellectual, social and emotional needs (Ofsted 
and Care Quality Commission [CQC] 2021). In addition, CYPs with SEND and who 
have complex needs were reported to be affected, as their services were reduced or 
dissolved, including respite, therapies, hospital appointments, medical procedures, 
loss of carers, loss of social worker intervention and loss of physical activity (Conti  
2020; Couper-Kenney and Riddell 2021; Ofsted 2021, Bellomo et al. 2020; Theis et al.  
2021).

Historically, services for CYP with SEND in the UK have been required to change to 
enable access to social care, education, and health services exclusively (Department of 
Health 2022; Ofsted 2021). However, the joint report from OFSTED and the CQC (2021) 
clearly outlines increased concerns about meeting the needs of CYP with SEND during and 
since the COVID-19 pandemic. It appears that limited thought has been given to the 
development of CYP with SEND and the long-term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Bailey, Hastings, and Totsika 2021). This literature review explores parents’ experiences of 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the development of CYP with SEND. The rationale 
for focusing on parents’ experiences rather than CYP-reported experiences is due to the 
complex needs that are often not explored due to limited abilities to communicate their 
feelings and experiences. Therefore, parents are often the research participants.
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Methods

An integrative literature review was conducted to allow different types of studies 
to be included, such as quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods (Bowden and 
Purper 2022; Whittemore and Knafl 2005). Integrative literature reviews are argued 
to produce new knowledge for critical review, produce a data synthesis, and 
produce new frameworks and perspectives on the research question/topic (R. 
Torraco 2005; 2016; Yorks 2008). In addition, integrative literature reviews allow 
for fresh new perspectives to be generated; they are suitable for new emerging 
topics and better suited when there have not been extensive or comprehensive 
literature reviews on the subject previously (Cronin and George 2023; R. J. Torraco  
2016). Elsbach and Knippenberg (2020, 1277) suggest integrative literature reviews 
are ‘the most useful vehicles for advancing knowledge and furthering research in 
a topic domain’. There are several stages to an integrative literature review, which 
are the problem identification, the literature search, the data evaluation, the data 
analysis, the data reductions, the data display, the data comparison, and finally the 
conclusion drawing and verification (Whittemore and Knafl 2005).

Search approach

The search engine Discovery Host was used, and journal articles from various sources 
were combined (Arts & Humanities Citation Index, LSBU Research Open, 
PsycARTICLES, Education Research Complete,ASCE Library, Medical Online PsycINFO, 
Social Sciences Citation Index, BASE, SAGESocINDEX, MEDLINE, Science Citation 
Index, Taylor & Francis, British Education Index, ERIC, British Library EThOS, CINAHL 
Complete, Education Index British Standards Online, Child Development & 
Adolescent Studies Scopus®, Educational Administration). Bettany-Saltikov’s (2012) 
Population, Exposure, and Outcome approach formed the search terminology 
(Table 1).

The literature search comprised of the following words using ‘and’ or ‘not’ and were 
included in the abstract: ‘AB (children or adolescent* or youth or child or teenager*) AND AB 
(special education or special needs or disabilities or SEND) AND AB (covid-19 or coronavirus or 
2019-ncov or sars-cov-2 or cov-19) AND (experiences or perception or perceptions or experi-
ences) NOT (vaccination or vaccine). Filters were used to identify the literature that met the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria, and the Abstract was selected for key search terms. When 
inputting words such as ‘child’, this would generate similar words from the search engine 
used in articles such as youth, children, young people/person, etc. All words generated as 
similar, meaning the same, were used for each selected word ‘Child, COVID-19, SEND and 
experience’.

Table 1. Population, exposure and outcome.
Population Exposure Outcome

Parents of CYP 
with SEND

CYP with SEND experiences of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

The experience of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 
development of CYP from the parent’s perspective.
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Figure 1. Sifting process.
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Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion and exclusion criteria was devised before conducting the search and these 
were intricately connected with the PEO table (Table 1). The inclusion criteria were 
parents of CYP with SEND, aged 0–25 years old, male and female; studies were carried 
out in the UK, were written in English, dated from 2020 to July 2023 and peer- 
reviewed to ensure quality. Exclusions included telehealth-only studies, typically devel-
oping children, adults, and non-UK studies; Figure 1 shows the sifting process and 
results.

Data evaluation and analysis

The mixed methods appraisal tool (MMAT) (Hong et al. 2018) allows for one 
template for all the different design methods. The initial search identified that 
the studies included in this literature review used various design methods, and 
therefore, using one template minimises the potential for errors. When using the 
MMAT, the article must meet two initial criteria within the template to be included: 
‘S1. Are there clear research questions? And S2. Do the collected data allow to address 
the research questions?’ (Hong et al. 2018, 2). Following on from the initial two 
questions, which were met for each included study, each article has five questions 
that need to be analysed and scored. This is completed by applying a percentage 
met for each of the questions. Of the 14 studies included, eight were quantitative, 
four were qualitative, and two were mixed methods. Overall, the appraising score 
was good quality; nine studies scored 100%, and five scored 80%. Two of the 
papers were one study reporting results in separate papers (Asbury and Toseeb  
2022; Asbury et al. 2021). Table 2 provides a summary of the study and the critical 
appraising score.

Data reduction

Data reduction begins with the reviewer reducing the primary papers by identifying the 
main concepts of the study, such as the study, design, methods and appraisal (Table 2). 
Following the initial process, the researcher continues with the next stage, which is to 
select the information from the primary papers, which are put into subcategories. An 
example would be papers discussing psychological difficulties; another could be beha-
vioural problems; these would form subcategories for the review question. Manual coding 
was then conducted with each paper, where the researcher read through the paper 
results or findings and extracts selected abstracts relevant to the research questions 
and marked these on the side of the paper (Whittemore and Knafl 2005). An example of 
codes was feeling sad, anxious and acting out. These abstracts are the codes, and then the 
researcher inserts these codes into an Excel sheet, where additional comparison and data 
display occur.
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Data display and comparison

After completing the coding for each paper, the codes are then displayed and 
compared. This is where the codes are brought together as a group of similar 
codes, known as clusters. These clusters are put together based on patterns that 
are forming. From these patterns, the cluster of codes, themes and subthemes for 
the literature review are developed using thematic analysis (Coughlan and Cronin 
(2021). Thematic Analysis is a data analysis process that allows the reviewer to 
summarise and synthesise the results and address the aims of the literature review 
(Coughlan and Cronin 2021). An example of codes that were clustered together was 

Table 2. Summary of the 14 included studies.

Study Research Design and Methods Participants
Appraisal 

score

Quantitative
1. Bailey et al. 

(2021)
Naturalistic exposure design 

Quantitative online survey 
Longitudinal data collection

397 parents with a CYP with 
intellectual disabilities, aged 5– 
16.

100%

2. Greenway and 
Eaton‐Thomas 
(2020)

Quantitative 
Online survey

238 parents of CYP with SEND, 80%

3. O’Connor et al. 
(2021)

Quantitative survey 
Online survey

239 parents of CYP with SEND 80%

4. Pavlopoulou 
et al. (2020)

Quantitative 
Online Survey

449 parents of CYP with Autism. 100%

5. Sideropoulos 
et al. (2022a)

Quantitative 
Online Survey 
Cross-sectional design

402 parents of CYP with SEND. 
186 CYP with SEND.

100%

6. Sideropoulos 
et al. (2022b)

Quantitative 
Online survey 
Cross-sectional design

48 CYP with Downs Syndrome 
56 typical developing children.

100%

7. Theis et al. (2021) Quantitative 
Online survey 
Cross-sectional design

125 parents of CYP with SEND 80%

8. Toseeb and 
Asbury (2022)

Quantitative 
Online survey 
Longitudinal study

527 parents/carers of CYP with 
autism.

100%

Qualitative
Study Research Design and Methods Participants and setting Appraisal 

Rate
9. Asbury et al. 

(2021)
Qualitative study: online semi-structured 

interviews and questionnaire.
241 parents/carer of CYP with SEND 

aged 5–18.
100%

10. Asbury and 
Toseeb (2022)

Qualitative- using a free text question in 
a questionnaire online.

517 parents of CYP with Autism. 100%

11. Canning and 
Robinson (2021) 
UK

Qualitative design 
Ethnographic narrative design using 
telephone interviews and online video 
conferences.

8 families 
Children diagnosed with SEND/ 
Autism 
5–11 years old.

100%

12. Rogers et al. 
(2021)

Qualitative 
Interviews online or telephone.

8 mothers of CYP with SEND. 100%

Mixed Methods
Study Research Design and Methods Participants and setting Appraisal 

Rate
13. Gillespie-Smith 

et al. (2021)
Quantitative 

Online survey with closed and free text 
questions online

67 typical developing children. 
43 CYP with SEND.

80%

14. Wolstencroft 
et al. (2021)

Mixed method 
Online Survey 
Semi-structured telephone interviews.

23 mothers of children with 
intellectual disabilities aged 5–15 
years old.

100%
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acting out, biting, and hitting, which were clustered to form a theme of behaviour 
concerns.

Presentation of results

The findings from completing the thematic analysis are in Table 3. which shows the 
overarching themes and the subthemes developed from the codes in the thematic 
analysis.

Theme 1 Psychological effects on children, young people and parents

There were three subthemes: psychological distress of parents and child, challenging 
behaviours or behaviours of concern, and experiences of loss.

Psychological distress of parents and child

Psychological distress can be understood as the condition of someone’s mental health 
and well-being. Ohayashi (2012, 2) suggests that ‘psychological distress is a term used to 
describe the general psychopathology of an individual with a combination of depressive 
symptoms, anxiety and perceived stress’. Therefore, the codes identified for psychological 
distress were worry, depressed, sad, stress, overwhelmed, fear, anxiety, mood, despair, 
crying, acting out and exhaustion. Psychological distress was reported in all the studies 
across all of the different research designs for both parents and CYP with SEND. This 
subtheme is considered in two parts: parents’ psychological distress and child’s psycho-
logical distress.

For parents with psychological distress, studies reported that they experienced diffi-
culties, often related to the CYP’s education (Sideropoulos et al. 2022a). Another worry 
parents reported was becoming ill and/or dying and not being able to look after their CYP 
and who would take care of them if they were unable to (Pavlopoulou, Wood, and 
Papadopoulos 2020). Parents also reported in both quantitative and qualitative studies 
that they felt stressed, anxious, distressed, and overwhelmed with meeting their child’s 
needs and or educational requirements and coping with additional responsibilities 
(Asbury and Toseeb2021; Bailey, Hastings, and Totsika 2021; Canning and Robinson  
2021; Rogers et al. 2021; Toseeb and Asbury 2022; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Another 
psychologically distressing factor parents experienced in quantitative studies was fear, 

Table 3. Overarching themes and subthemes.
Overarching Theme Subtheme

Theme 1 Psychological effects on children, young people and 
parents.

a) Psychological distress of parents and child. 
b) Challenging behaviour or behaviours of 

concern. 
c) Experiences of loss.

Theme 2 Effects on services for CYP with SEND. a) Professional services 
b) The government guidance and approach. 
c) Education.

Theme 3 Positive outcomes and future implications. a) Positives reported. 
b) Concerns for the future.
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which was linked with the child’s educational needs, feeling tired and exhausted from 
home-schooling, and meeting their child’s needs (Greenway and Eaton‐Thomas 2020; 
Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos 2020). In their qualitative study, Rogers et al. 
(2021) found that parents reported feeling guilty for not being a good mother/parent, or 
when offered support from family and friends to go food shopping, they declined as they 
saw this as not fulfilling their parental responsibilities. Parents also reported in both 
quantitative and qualitative studies an increased strain on them, whether it was taking 
care of their child’s needs or trying to balance working and home life, which led to feeling 
burnt out (O’Connor et al. 2021; Rogers et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021).

In all the studies, CYP reported at least one psychologically distressing factor (Table 3). 
The CYP with SEND was reported in two quantitative studies as fearing people dying, e.g. 
their family and friends (Greenway and Eaton‐Thomas 2020; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and 
Papadopoulos 2020). Parents in quantitative, qualitative and mixed-method studies 
reported their child was often overwhelmed, had low mood, was sad, stressed, worried 
or fearful, and showed signs of withdrawal or depression (Asbury and Toseeb 2022; 
Asbury et al. 2021; Bailey, Hastings, and Totsika 2021, Canning and Robinson 2021; 
Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; O’Connor et al. 2021; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos  
2020; Rogers et al. 2021; Sideropoulos, Dukes, et al. 2022a; Theis et al. 2021; Toseeb and 
Asbury 2022). Parents considered the cause to be being at home all the time and missing 
their peers, friends, social networks and support (Rogers et al. 2021). Other factors were 
the confusing guidance by the government for the child with SEND and becoming 
obsessive over the COVID-19 restrictions (Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021), and finally, the 
expectations of schoolwork (Canning and Robinson 2021; Greenway and Eaton‐Thomas  
2020; O’Connor et al. 2021).

Challenging behaviour or behaviours of concern

It is not uncommon for CYP with SEND to display challenging behaviour (O’Connor et al.  
2021). However, many parents reported in qualitative, quantitative and mixed method 
studies an increase in challenging behaviour or behaviours of concern (Asbury et al. 2021; 
Asbury and Toseeb 2022; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers et al. 2021; 
Theis et al. 2021b; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). These behaviours included acting out, melt-
downs, self-harming, finger and hand biting, outbursts, lashing out, aggression, shouting 
and isolation (Asbury et al. 2021; Asbury and Toseeb 2022; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and 
Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers et al. 2021; Theis et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021).

Experiences of loss

Whilst the loss of some of the services for CYP with SEND is discussed in theme 2, under 
the subtheme of ‘Professional Services’, there are other aspects of loss for CYP with SEND 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Parents of CYP with SEND reported in quantitative, 
qualitative and mixed-methods studies a significant loss of structure and routine in the 
CYP’s daily life (Asbury et al. 2021; Asbury and Toseeb 2022; Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021, 
Greenway and Eaton-Thomas 2020; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers 
et al. 2021; Toseeb and Asbury 2022; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). The loss of routine and 
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structure would significantly affect the CYP with SEND as many find such changes difficult 
(Theis et al. 2021).

Along with the loss of routine and structure, parents also reported other losses such as 
loss of respite, freedom, access to facilities and resources, support from family and friends, 
carers, activities to stimulate the child, finances, specialist input, different support net-
works and structures, loved ones who died due to the virus and child’s social skills (Asbury 
et al. 2021; Asbury and Toseeb 2022; Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021, Greenway and Eaton- 
Thomas 2020; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers et al. 2021; Toseeb 
and Asbury 2022; Wolstencroft et al. 2021).

In the mixed-methods studies, parents of CYPs with SEND reported that they and their 
children became more isolated than they already were (Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; 
Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Rogers et al. (2021) discussed how parents sacrificed their paid 
work to meet their children’s daily needs, impacting their income. As Asbury et al. (2021) 
report in their qualitative study, parents recognised that a CYP with SEND and meeting 
their needs is a much greater task than for typical developing children.

Theme 2 Effects on services for CYP with SEND

This theme had three sub-themes: professional services, the government’s guidance and 
approach and education.

Professional services

In March 2020, the first lockdown demonstrated the difficulties families faced with CYP 
with SEND and receiving access and support from professional services (Asbury and 
Toseeb 2022; Canning and Robinson 2021, Greenway and Eaton-Thomas 2020; 
Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers et al. 2021; Theis et al. 2021; 
Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Social care support was reported by parents to be either with-
drawn or working with skeleton staff, and families felt unsupported by the service 
(Canning and Robinson 2021; Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; Rogers et al. 2021; 
Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Gillespie-Smith et al. (2021) found in their mixed-methods 
study that 81% of participants had no contact with their Local Authority during the 
lockdown.

Theis et al. (2021) reported in their qualitative study that parents felt there was 
a perceived idea of social care and medical support, which was not actually the case. 
In contrast, quantitative research by Pavlopoulou et al. (2020) found that 58% 
reported still having access to at least one support from services, even though this 
was described as not being timely or sufficient. Rogers et al. (2021) argued that 
parents of CYP with SEND felt they were abandoned by professional services, 
including social care and medical professionals. Greenway and Eaton-Thomas 
(2020) reported in their quantitative study that out of all their 238 participants, 34 
reached out to their Local Authorities for social care, but only 16 received any form 
of resources and or support.

Gillespie-Smith et al. (2021) also argued in their mixed-method study that parents did 
not receive any form of check-ins or contact from Local Authorities and that families were 
left to cope independently. Wolstencroft et al. (2021) reported that parents only felt 
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supported when they had contact with social care and other professionals and if they 
checked in on the families to see how they were doing. Many of the quantitative and 
mixed-method studies found that the most significant impact of COVID-19 was the loss of 
respite, which was usually provided by social care (Asbury et al. 2021; Asbury and Toseeb  
2022; Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). The studies reported that 
respite was withdrawn, including carers attending the family’s home and supporting 
the CYP with SEND (Asbury and Toseeb 2022; Wolstencroft et al. 2021).

This review excluded studies that focused solely on telehealth experiences, which is 
any health appointment carried out using communication technologies to provide dis-
tance when meetings, such as telephone calls, video conferences and other media 
(Barenboim et al. 2023; World Health Organisation 1997). However, the two mixed- 
method studies reported on experiences with professional services such as therapists, 
medical appointments, doctors, and hospitals, with some referring to telehealth 
(Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Wolstencroft et al. (2021) discussed 
that parents encountered difficulties in supporting and managing their CYP’s medical 
needs, finding that 91% of parents said they had cancelled or rescheduled medical and 
social care appointments. There was a critical emphasis that telehealth (appointments 
using phone, zoom, and Facetime) appointments did not replace face-to-face appoint-
ments when managing CYP’s needs with SEND (Wolstencroft et al. 2021). In addition, 
parents did not always hear from the medical settings or social care regarding their 
appointments unless they made the initial contact first (Wolstencroft et al. 2021). 
Therefore, from the analysis of these studies, it is evident that families did not feel 
supported by professional services, which usually provide considerable support.

The Government’s guidance and approach
The UK government’s guidance and approach to managing the COVID-19 pandemic 
continuously changed for everyone. This was a particular challenge for CYPs with SEND, 
often confusing parents and the CYP with SEND (Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021). It was also 
reported that CYPs with SEND did not always understand the rules and restrictions and 
found them hard to follow (Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and 
Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021).

The government’s approach to CYP with SEND in several studies has been reported as 
overlooked, left behind, not addressed, unsupported and forgotten (Gillespie-Smith et al.  
2021; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al.  
2021). Pavlopoulou et al. (2020) found in their quantitative study that 86% of parents 
reported that they felt that children with autism and other SEND needs did not have their 
needs addressed by the government adequately.

Education

During the national lockdown in the UK, schools were initially closed to all children and 
replaced with online learning, completed at home (Department of Education 2022). Six of 
the fourteen studies (qualitative and mixed-methods) found that children with SEND, and 
their parents experienced difficulties with the education set-up during this period (Asbury 
et al. 2021; Asbury and Toseeb 2022; Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021, Greenway and Eaton- 
Thomas 2020; O’Connor et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Asbury et al. (2021) and 
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Gillespie-Smith et al. (2021) reported that parents did not feel their children were suffi-
ciently educationally supported during the lockdown. Asbury et al. (2021) also found that 
parents felt their child’s needs were not met by the education system.

Several studies found conflicting views regarding whether parents felt their CYP with 
SEND was educationally supported during the COVID-19 lockdown. Whilst some parents 
felt their CYP was supported, others reported their CYP was supported very little 
(Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; O’Connor et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Again, whilst 
some parents reported they had good contact with their children’s schools, other parents 
reported having poor contact (Greenway and Eaton-Thomas 2020; Gillespie-Smith et al.  
2021; O’Connor et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Greenway and Eaton-Thomas (2020) 
found in their quantitative study that 62% of parents felt they received good contact from 
schools; however, in contrast, they also found that 72% of participants reported they did 
not receive enough educational support.

The resources sent from schools to children with SEND were emphasised in 
several studies (Greenway and Eaton-Thomas 2020; Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; 
O’Connor et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Whilst it was reported in both 
quantitative and mixed-methods that some schools offered resources, others did 
not (Greenway and Eaton-Thomas 2020; Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; O’Connor et al.  
2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). In several studies, parents argued that the resources 
for their children with SEND were either not received, not suitable, not accessible or 
not challenging enough (Greenway and Eaton-Thomas 2020; Gillespie-Smith et al.  
2021; O’Connor et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Greenway and Eaton-Thomas 
(2020) found that 50% of parents reported that the resources received were not 
suitable for their child’s needs or age. In addition, Wolstencroft et al. (2021) raised 
that for children with SEND to complete schoolwork, they needed to be continuously 
supported to do so.

Asbury and Toseeb (2022) and Greenway and Eaton-Thomas (2020) found that 
parents could not home-school their children. Asbury and Toseeb (2022) found that 
to reduce the stress and anxiety of their children, parents withdrew from home- 
schooling. Greenway and Eaton Thomas (2020) reported that 42% of parents could 
not home-school for various reasons. Both Asbury et al. (2021) and O’Connor et al. 
(2021) found that parents really felt the importance of their children attending school 
and having contact with familiar faces so that their children would do well when 
schools were closed.

Theme 3 Positive outcomes and future implications

There are two sub-themes in this theme: positive outcomes reported and concerns for the 
future.

Positive outcomes reported

A small number of participants in several studies found some positive effects of the 
lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic (Asbury et al. 2021; Asbury and Toseeb 2022, 
Greenway and Eaton-Smith 2020; O’Connor et al. 2021; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and 
Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers et al. 2021; Theis et al. 2021, Toseeb and Asbury 2022; 
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Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Families in five studies found that they enjoyed spending time 
together, which was a positive outcome (Greenway and Eaton-Smith 2020; O’Connor et al.  
2021; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al.  
2021).

Another positive outcome found was that some parents found that being able to relax 
routines, such as daily routines and getting children ready for school, had a positive effect 
on children with SEND; this was due to parents reporting that their children find it 
stressful getting ready for school (Asbury et al. 2021; Asbury and Toseeb 2022; Gillespie- 
Smith et al. 2021; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos 2020; Rogers et al. 2021; Toseeb 
and Asbury 2022; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). In addition to reducing stress levels, in some 
studies, a small number of parents reported that CYP were happier and calmer being at 
home (Asbury et al. 2021; Asbury and Toseeb 2022; Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021; 
Wolstencroft et al. 2021).

In addition to feeling happier and calmer and having relaxed routines, Rogers et al. 
(2021) reported in their qualitative study that some CYPs in their study slept better, had 
increased mood, fewer seizures and reduced obsessive and compulsory routines. In 
addition, Wolstencroft et al. (2021) found in their mixed-method study that some parents 
felt their CYP’s mental health improved during the lockdown. Finally, Rogers et al. (2021) 
reported that a few parents suggested their CYP’s behaviour improved, and they had 
a reduction in challenging behaviour. As well as the child’s behaviour improving, parents 
felt they would now be more resilient when coping with school holidays, compared to 
before COVID-19 (Rogers et al. 2021).

Concerns for the future

Whilst little was reported in the studies about the long-term effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic, some studies reported parents’ concerns for the future, although as many of 
the studies were completed in 2020 and 2021, they have not addressed this research 
question in detail (Asbury et al. 2021; Pavlopoulou, Wood, and Papadopoulos 2020). Theis 
et al. (2021) reported that parents were worried that children’s behaviour, learning and 
fitness would deteriorate, which was a long-term concern. Asbury et al. (2021) found in 
their qualitative study that parents were worried that children who experience SEND will 
fall further behind than they already are. However, Pavlopoulou et al. (2020) found that in 
their quantitative study, parents reported that they did not want to return to the situation 
pre-COVID-19, but this feedback was not discussed in detail.

Discussion

This integrative literature review aimed to explore parents’ experiences of the effects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on the development of CYP. The integrative literature review has 
identified that during the COVID-19 pandemic, CYP has been affected for several reasons. 
The main reasons identified were the psychological distress of parents and CYP, the 
challenging behaviour or behaviours of concern of the CYP, the changes experienced 
with professional services, the changing and confusing government guidance, and being 
left behind or forgotten about by the government. In addition, parents and CYP experi-
enced a lack of support and access to education services, felt lost and had concerns about 
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the future. However, a few studies identified some positive effects, such as spending more 
time together and being less constrained by routines, positively impacting their CYP’s 
behaviour. It could be argued that the reason parents reported negative experiences was 
due to the natural negative associations of the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, the 
government took measures such as lockdowns and distancing from one another. All of 
this lends research to focus on the negative attributes of the COVID-19 pandemic rather 
than positive research questions on the effects on CYP with SEND.

While many studies reported the adverse effects that the COVID-19 pandemic had on 
their children, there were also some positive effects (Rogers et al. 2021). There are two 
reasons that a positive outcome may have occurred. Firstly, some studies were conducted 
during the first lockdown, and this may have impacted the responses as it was earlier on in 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Asbury and Toseeb 2022; Bailey, Hastings, and Totsika 2021; 
Gillespie-Smith et al. 2021). Bailey et al. (2021) suggested that if they had collected their 
data later into the pandemic, for example, after the lockdown periods, their results might 
have differed, as parents may have found being at home different. Secondly, some of the 
studies were completed with mainly affluent parents, which may have influenced the 
positive outcomes they were experiencing due to income and access to resources already 
obtained (Rogers et al. 2021). Greenway and Eaton Thomas (2020) argue that parents on 
a lower income may not have internet access and be computer literate. Therefore, these 
parents may be the ones who were struggling the most, and their data were not included 
(Greenway and Eaton-Thomas 2020).

A further reason may have been that in some of the studies, parents who were more 
under pressure, struggling to manage the needs of their CYP, may not have had time and 
resources to respond and complete the research, especially lone parents (Toseeb and 
Asbury 2022). Sideropoulous et al. (2022a) argued that parents who had high levels of 
anxiety and other disorders may not have been able to report either, again reducing the 
data reliability; therefore, the only parents who were able to report would have been 
those with less challenging CYP, more access to funds and resources and of two-parent 
families.

Another limitation identified was that some parents had pre-existing psychological 
distress, which may have affected the data collected (Asbury et al. 2021; Bailey, 
Hastings, and Totsika 2021; Canning and Robinson 2021; Rogers et al. 2021; Toseeb 
and Asbury 2022; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). Gillespie-Smith et al. (2021) discussed that 
whilst most parents can answer robustly and honestly, there is a possibility for biased 
responses. Greenway and Eaton-Smith (2020) also said parents may have self-reported 
what was socially acceptable. In contrast, Theis et al. (2021) asked parents to score 
their own confidence levels in relation to their answers about their CYP; these scores 
were high in measuring their confidence in the accuracy and reliability of their 
answers.

A final limitation is that two studies reported having low participant numbers, 
leading to reduced generalisability to the SEND population, limited to areas within 
the UK and particular SEND needs (Rogers et al. 2021; Wolstencroft et al. 2021). 
Asbury et al. (2021) argue that the UK will not be able to address the problems 
which have occurred since the COVID-19 pandemic and the effects on CYP with 
SEND, but instead, a personal approach is needed when services and provisions 
open. This review has identified one crucial factor for parents’ experiences of 
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having a CYP with SEND and the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic: the essential 
role of having the appropriate support for their CYP in education, health and social 
care.

Conclusion drawing and verification

The integrative literature review identified that, during the first two lockdowns, UK 
parents reported that their CYP with SEND were affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
with psychological distress and challenging behaviour, poor access to professional 
services, including education, and concerns about the future. Some positive effects 
were also identified in a few studies. However, further research about parents’ experi-
ences of the long-term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on CYP with SEND is needed, 
as in all the studies included in this literature review, the data was collected in the 
first year of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although this study was con-
ducted in the UK, the findings could benefit international audiences since this was 
a global pandemic, and countries may have responded similarly to the UK. In addition, 
very little is included about the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the development 
of CYP with SEND long-term (post-March 2021). Therefore, further research is required 
to investigate these aspects.
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