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negatively, including enhanced mental health issues and 
feelings of worthlessness (Althiabi, 2021), but this was 
dependent on severity of need and on whether symptoms 
were seen to have become enhanced at home (Alhuzimi, 
2021). In England, a large longitudinal quantitative study 
with parents of Autistic children shows that these children 
were more negatively impacted by lockdowns, than other 
children with other forms of SEND, and also that this trend 
subsisted over time, even when schools reopened (Toseeb 
and Asbury, 2021). This aligns with findings from a study 
in China focusing on parental mental health, where parents 
of autistic children were more likely to have mental health 
problems compared to parents whose children had an intel-
lectual disability or a visual or hearing impairment (Chen et 
al., 2020; Wang et al., 2021). In the United States of Amer-
ica (USA), parents of younger autistic children also reported 
higher levels of stress (Manning et al., 2021). In a large sur-
vey of parents of Autistic children who received support by 
a mental health unit in the USA, 59% of children were said 
to experience a worsening of their pre-pandemic psychiatric 
diagnoses and/or the development of new psychiatric symp-
toms during the pandemic (Vasa et al., 2021). Similarly, 
another large-scale survey in the USA has found that parents 
of Autistic children were disproportionately affected by the 
pandemic and its lockdowns, namely due to higher levels of 

The past two years have been very prolific in research on the 
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the lives of children 
and young people. Some of this research has focused specif-
ically on the effects of the pandemic for children with Spe-
cial Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and their 
families, and some studies have provided evidence specifi-
cally for Autistic children and young people. Amongst this 
growing body of research, it is widely recognised that the 
pandemic has had mostly a negative effect on the health and 
education of children with SEND (particularly Autistic chil-
dren and young people) and of their families. For example, 
in a quantitative survey of Serbian parents, concerns were 
reported over access to services, feelings of hopelessness 
and discrimination and challenges in dealing with their 
children’s difficult behaviour (Stankovic et al., 2021). In 
Saudi Arabia, the pandemic affected parental wellbeing 
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overall psychological distress, hyperarousal, or feelings of 
panic when thinking about Covid-19 (Kalb et al., 2021). A 
study in Ireland also reported enhanced negative symptoms 
in Autistic children during the pandemic when compared to 
pre-pandemic times (Franz & Kelly, 2021). Negative symp-
toms experienced by autistic children included decreased 
quality of sleep, anxiety and night terrors (Bruni et al., 
2021).

Less widely recognised are the findings that the pandemic 
and the national lockdowns may have been a silver lining 
for a significant minority of children and young people with 
SEND. A qualitative study on the experiences of parents 
of autistic children in Israel showed a number of fears and 
struggles, especially with some services not being available 
for some time, but also some unexpected positive outcomes, 
or silver linings; for example, some children improved their 
eating habits and routine management while at home. Simi-
larly, for some parents who could afford the time to make 
the period worthwhile and were able to invest in their chil-
dren’s improved routines at home, the lockdown period 
was rewarding and an experience of growth which fostered 
more independence for the children (Tokatly Latzer et al., 
2021). In a qualitative follow-up of the study by Toseeb 
and Asbury (2021), the authors found that for a significant 
minority of Autistic children, the removal of the demand to 
attend school was a driver for wellbeing, especially when 
compared to children with other forms of SEND (Asbury 
and Toseeb, 2022). Referring specifically to physical activ-
ity for Autistic children, a qualitative study with Turkish 
parents showed that the pandemic and national lockdowns 
may have had the potential to improve physical activity 
at home, although certain barriers needed to be overcome 
(e.g. infrastructure, parental availability and lack of infor-
mation), thus suggesting that in the post-pandemic world, 
parents could be better prepared to support physical activ-
ity of their children, provided the right facilitators are put 
in place (Esentürk, 2020). In Italy, Di Renzo et al., (2020) 
found that despite the undeniable negative impact that lock-
down can have on the psychosocial well-being of children, 
when support was provided, this helped families to reframe 
the meaning of behavioural changes in their children and to 
understand their adaptive functionality. Hill and colleagues 
(2021) report that parents of autistic children found ways to 
provide positive home-learning environments which could 
be used and/or transferred back into school environments, 
for example, working to align the mismatch between school 
environments and the children’s language and functioning 
features. Schools’ inflexibility in adapting to individual 
features, over time, may be explaining why some children 
functioned better at home during lockdown. Asbury et al. 
(2020) conducted a survey with parents and reported that 
for a substantial minority of parents Covid-19 has had little 

impact on mental health in their family or has even led to 
improvements. Positive emotions in relation to a period of 
calm and respite were expressed by parents, saying children 
were safer and happier at home. However, who these par-
ents are, their demographic characteristics and background, 
has been left mostly underexplored. In the study by Vasa et 
al., (2021) in the USA, it has been shown that low family 
income elevated the risk of enhanced psychiatric symptoms 
in Autistic children during the pandemic. But wider inter-
national evidence on the role that socio-demographic vari-
ables played in the experience of the pandemic is scarce and 
studies suggesting an effect of socioeconomic background 
are mainly qualitative (e.g. Tokatly Latzer et al., 2021) and 
therefore, with limited generalisation potential.

The present study aims to analyse the role of socio-demo-
graphic variables on the experience of Autistic children and 
of their families in England, during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
when compared to non-Autistic children and young people 
that have other types of SEND. The study also aims to bet-
ter understand the experience of those for whom lockdown 
might have been seen as a silver lining (potential positive 
outcome) of the pandemic.

To achieve this, the following research questions were 
formulated: (a) do Autistic children and their families differ 
from children with various other SEND in how they experi-
enced the Covid-19 pandemic, as reported by their parents, 
in England? (b) what were the silver linings of lockdown 
identified by families? (c) what is the role of socio-demo-
graphic aspects (socio-economic level of the postcode, 
ethnic background, age and gender) in predicting the experi-
ence of the pandemic by autistic children and young people, 
those with other SEND and their families, in England? (d) 
What is the role of type and quality of educational setting 
attended in predicting the experience of the pandemic by 
Autistic children and young people, those with other SEND 
and their families, in England?

Methods

The study adopted a survey design. An online survey focus-
ing on parental experiences of the Covid-19 pandemic was 
developed and issued to parents of children and young peo-
ple with various SEND, between October and December 
2020. The original survey focused not only on the experi-
ences of lockdown but also of returning to school for all 
children with SEND and their parents (Castro-Kemp and 
Mahmud, 2021). In this study, we will focus on comparing 
the responses of parents of Autistic children versus those of 
parents of children with other SEND, and in relation to the 
experience of lockdown only. We will also explore potential 
silver linings of this period for these participants. The study 
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received ethical approval from the Ethics Committee of the 
host organisation.

Sample

The sample of this study is comprised of 83 parents of chil-
dren and young people with SEND, who responded to the 
online. Participants were recruited using social media and 
the existing network of professional contacts and collabo-
rations held by the authors. It is, therefore, a convenience 
sample. This network included parent contacts but also char-
ities, schools and community organisations who supported 
the distribution and dissemination of the survey. The survey 
was kept open from October 2020 until early January 2021, 
and all respondents were included up to this point. In Eng-
land, children with SEND are those that either are in receipt 
of a statutory document outlining their education, health 
and social care needs and respective provision (EHC plans), 
or they are included in a SEND register because they are 
considered to have additional needs, but do not qualify for 
statutory services (designated ‘SEND support’). The most 
common type of need for those with EHC plans is Autism 
Spectrum Disorders, to use the United Kingdom Govern-
ment’s nomenclature (Department for Education, 2019), 
and therefore it is important to analyse the experiences of 
this particular group of children and families. The survey 
includes responses from parents whose children have been 
included in a SEND register and/or that have an EHC plan, 
as reported by parents in the survey. Although this is a par-
ent-reported status, recruitment was conducted within com-
munities of SEND services’ users, and parents were asked 
specifically whether their children were (1) in receipt of a 
statutory Education, Health and Care plan or (2) included in 
the SEND register at their educational institution.

Survey

The survey was designed to be user-friendly and brief. A 
free online survey tool was used for this, and a mixture of 
open-ended and multiple-choice questions were adopted.

The items included in the survey were: (1) demographic 
questions concerning child’s age, gender, ethnic back-
ground, type of special need and/or disability, type of edu-
cational setting and local authority (postcode); (2) items 
concerning the effects of school closures: Did your child 
stay at home during the spring 2020 school closures? (mul-
tiple choice); Do you think that school closures had a det-
rimental effect on your child’s mental health? Please tell us 
why (multiple choice followed by open text); Do you think 
that school closures had a detrimental effect on your child’s 

physical health? (multiple choice); Do you think that school 
closures had a detrimental effect on YOUR physical and/or 
mental health (please tell us why) (multiple choice followed 
by open text); and (3) items on returning to school: Now 
that schools have reopened, is your child back at school? 
(multiple choice); How pleased are you with the measures 
put in place by your child’s school to ensure Covid safety? 
Please tell us why (multiple choice followed by open text); 
Do you think that returning to school has had a positive 
impact on your child’s mental health? Please tell us why 
(multiple choice followed by open text); Do you think that 
returning to school has had a positive impact on your child’s 
physical health? (multiple choice) and How do YOU feel 
about your child returning to school? (open text).

The survey was piloted with two parents who suggested 
minor changes of wording of questions and options avail-
able for multiple choice items. In this study we will focus 
on the responses obtained under Sect. 2) above – items con-
cerning the effects of school closures, for Autistic versus 
non-Autistic children with SEND.

Data Analysis

For statistical analysis, the Statistical Package for Social 
Sciences Software (SPSS) was used. Descriptive statis-
tics were run for all variables under study. Additionally, to 
examine the predictive role of socio-demographic variables 
on the experience of the pandemic, series of logistic regres-
sion models were run (as all variables are categorical) con-
sidering type of need, ethnic background, socio-economic 
level, age, gender and type of setting attended, as predictors 
of effects on children’s mental health, children’s physical 
health and parents’ physical and mental health, as reported 
by the parents.

For comparison of the experience of Autistic children 
to the experience of children with other SEND, the item 
on type of SEND was recoded into a dichotomic variable 
(Autistic and other). Socio-economic level is given by the 
Index of Deprivation Affecting Children (IDACI; Smith et 
al., 2015), which is currently considered the best estimator 
of socio-economic background in England, where parental 
income is not available (e.g. Norbury et al., 2021; Castro-
Kemp et al., 2020). Data for IDACI is available for each 
England borough on publicly accessible datasets on the 
web. This data was then recoded into three categories of 
‘most affluent’, ‘mid-range IDACI’ and ‘most deprived’. 
Children’s age was recoded into three groups, reflecting the 
key-stage levels of the English Education system: preschool 
and key-stage 1 (3 to 7 year olds), key stage 2 (8 to 11 year 
olds) and key stage 3 (over 12 year olds).

Thematic analysis was used to examine the qualitative 
responses to the survey, by coding meaning units within 
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were parents of Autistic children and young people and of 
non-Autistic children and young people with special educa-
tional needs and disabilities. The idea for the study emerged 
from informal contacts and discussions with these parents. 
Some of them piloted the survey developed and suggested 
changes to wording of items. Individual parents and parent-
led charities and networks supported the recruitment of par-
ticipants through survey dissemination.

Results

Table 1 summarises the sample characteristics in this study. 
The sample includes responses from parents of 45 Autis-
tic children and young people and 38 non-Autistic children 
with various types of SEND. The sample is not equally 
distributed in terms of ethnicity, with significantly more 
non-white Autistic children (39% versus 14% respectively 
[χ2(1) = 5.452, p < .05]). Equal distribution was seen for 
all other variables, including age [χ2(2) = 0.030, p = .985], 
socioeconomic level given by the IDACI categories recoded 
[χ2(2) = 3.908, p = .142], gender [χ2(1) = 2.959, p = .085] and 
type of setting attended [χ2(2) = 2.223, p = .329].

Difference between autistic and non-autistic 
children in relation to the impact of lockdown

A series of binary logistic regression models were per-
formed, where perceived children’s mental health, perceived 
children’s physical health and parents’ reported physical and 
mental health were inputted as dependent variables; gender, 
age, IDACI, type of setting attended, and type of need were 
inputted as categorical predictors. Due to low numbers of 
certain categories and the non-equal distribution of ethnic-
ity, this variable was excluded from the analysis.

The borderline majority of participants (54.2%) reported 
that lockdown had a detrimental impact on their child’s 
mental health and physical health (50.6%); a large major-
ity (62.7%) reported a detrimental impact on their own 
physical and mental health. No statistically significant dif-
ferences were found between Autistic children and those 
with other types of SEND in reported children’s mental 
health [χ2(1) = 2.235, p = .135], children’s physical health 
[χ2(1) = 0.115, p = .734], or that of their parents [χ2(1) = 0.295, 
p = .587]. Table 2 summarises the frequency of responses to 
these items and the regression coefficients obtained.

Reasons for potential silver linings of lockdown

The items above were followed by open-ended questions, 
to obtain richer and more in-depth information on the rea-
sons behind the respondents’ ratings. Responses to these 

participants’ responses into thematic categories, and by 
comparing resulting themes in the responses of Autistic 
children’s parents versus responses of parents of children 
with other types of SEND. This involved an iterative pro-
cess of coding and categorisation, ending in a set of themes 
that expressed the main views put forward by participants 
in these items (Creswell, 2012; Guest et al., 2014). Given 
that the focus was on analysing a fairly small number of 
statements (only those for whom the pandemic did not have 
a detrimental effect on children’s and/or parent mental and 
physical health), two researchers conducted the analysis 
jointly, in a synchronous process of consensus. Coding was 
performed on a digitally shared spreadsheet. The frequen-
cies of meaning units within themes found are reported in 
the results section. To enhance the trustworthiness of the 
coding process, the final coded spreadsheet was shared with 
the two non-participant parents who piloted the survey, for 
re-evaluating coding categories against statements pro-
vided. The involvement of members of the community of 
stakeholders was actively sought in the production of this 
paper, namely by supporting data collection and by pilot-
ing the survey issued and contributing to the analysis. These 

Table 1  Sample Characteristics
Type of Need
Autism
n = 45

Physi-
cal and 
Sen-
sory 
needs 
and 
Dis-
abilities
n = 7

Genetic 
Syn-
dromes
n = 9

Socio-
emotional 
and 
behav-
ioural 
issues and 
learning 
disabilities
n = 22

Total

Ethnicity
Any white 25 4 8 17 54
Black African and 
Black Caribbean

2 0 0 3 3

Any Asian 12 1 1 2 16
Any mixed 2 0 0 0 2
Age
3 to 7 10 1 2 5 18
8 to 11 17 2 3 10 32
12 and above 18 4 4 7 33
Gender identified with
Female 12 4 5 14 29
Male 33 3 4 8 54
Type of Educational Setting Attended
Mainstream 22 2 4 12 40
Specialised 15 5 3 9 32
Specialised unit in 
mainstream

8 0 2 1 11

IDACI
Most deprived 11 3 3 11 28
Mid-range 12 1 3 3 19
Most affluent 21 2 3 8 34
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She had nuclear and extended family to support her 
(participant 26, attending a mainstream setting)
He has good religion and family (participant 74, 
attending a mainstream setting)

Other themes found in this set of responses were Under-
standing the Situation (2 meaning units) and achievement 
and learning (2 meaning units), for example, respectively:

He was able to understand that he had to stay home 
during the school closure (participant 40, attending a 
specialised unit in a mainstream setting)
Achieved more at home than at school (participant 1, 
attending a specialised setting)

Within the sub-sample of non-Autistic children and young 
people with SEND who reportedly did not suffer a nega-
tive impact on their mental health as a result of lockdown 
(n = 14), two of the same themes were found to those 
observed in the responses of Autistic children’s parents, 
namely Reduced stress and anxiety (5 meaning units) and 
family support and safety (3 meaning units). For example, 
respectively:

Because she was more relaxed and the stresses and 
demands of school were removed. Also, she didn’t 
have to take her GCSE exams which was a major 
stressor removed (participant 46, attending a main-
stream setting).
No because she always plays around her brothers 
(participant 41, attending a specialised setting).

In addition to those themes, School support (2 meaning 
units) was also identified as a theme in this group:

He coped well learning at home. We had contact with 
the school via his LSA. And he was able to Zoom and 
WhatsApp his friends (participant 8, attending a main-
stream setting).
The support we received from school (participant 58, 
attending a specialised setting).

open-ended questions were analysed through thematic con-
tent analysis and themes were categorised per type of need: 
Autistic versus non-Autistic children with SEND, with a 
focus on those for whom the pandemic did not have a det-
rimental effect and may have had potential silver linings. 
Eighty-six meaning units were coded jointly by the two 
researchers, with fifty-three expressing a potential silver 
lining of the pandemic.

Amongst Autistic children and young people and those 
who reported no detrimental effects of the pandemic on the 
children’s mental health (n = 21), the main theme found was 
reduced stress and anxiety (8 meaning units). For example:

Good for her because it removed the stress of getting 
to school in the mornings (participant 9, attending a 
mainstream setting).
I think my child’s nervous system re-set thanks to 
lockdown. Her needs weren’t met in her school and 
she had high level of anxiety. She was happier and 
calmer during lockdown because of reduced demand 
and expectations and reduced sensory overstimulation 
(participant 20, attending a mainstream setting).
My son loved being at home, he absolutely hated 
school. He would struggle going in of a morning. 
Now he appreciates it much more and is happier to go 
because he had such a long break from it (participant 
72, attending a mainstream setting).
He has found secondary school quite stressful and not 
having the travel and in-school interaction with large 
numbers of other students has made that easier for 
him (participant 83, attending a specialised unit in a 
mainstream setting).

The second most frequent theme amongst this sub-group 
of participants was family support and safety (7 meaning 
units). For example:

Home support kept the experience supportive overall 
(participant 10, attending a specialised unit in a main-
stream setting)
He felt safe and secure at home (participant 15, attend-
ing a mainstream setting)

Table 2  Regression Coefficients for effect of type of need (Autistic versus other types of need) on experience of the pandemic and lockdown
Regression Coefficients

Yes No B SE Wald df Sig. Exp(B)
Do you think that school closures have had a detrimental on 
your child’s mental health?

Autistic (indicator) n = 21 n = 24 - - - - - -
Other SEND n = 24 n = 14 0.673 0.450 2.235 1 0.135 1.959

Do you think that school closures have had a detrimental on 
your child’s physical health?

Autistic (indicator) n = 22 n = 23 - - - - - -
Other SEND n = 20 n = 18 0.150 0.441 0.115 1 0.734 1.162

Do you think that school closures have had a detrimental effect 
on your physical and/or mental health?

Autistic (indicator) n = 27 n = 18 - - - - - -
Other SEND n = 25 n = 13 0.248 0.458 0.295 1 0.587 1.282
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boys (over 12 year olds) attending mainstream settings were 
more likely to report no detrimental effects on their chil-
dren’s physical health, compared with those with younger 
children and girls. No effects of the demographic variables 
under study were found for parental experience.

Table 4 summarises the results obtained from a series of 
logistic regression models run for the sub-sample of chil-
dren and young people with other types of SEND. Here, no 
effects were found on children’s mental health or parents’ 
physical and mental health. Regarding children’s physical 
health, parents of younger children (3 to 7 year olds) and 
from more affluent backgrounds were more likely to report 
no detrimental effects from lockdown, when compared to 
those with older children and from more deprived or mid-
range IDACI postcodes. No effects were found for the par-
ents’ own experience.

Discussion

This study aimed to analyse the role of socio-demographic 
variables on the experience of Autistic children and their 
families in England, during the Covid-19 pandemic, com-
pared to non-Autistic children and young people with other 
types of SEND. Moreover, it aimed to better understand the 
experience of those for whom lockdown might have been 
seen as a silver lining of the pandemic.

Results indicate no difference between Autistic children 
and non-Autistic children with SEND in relation to how they 
experienced the pandemic and the first national lockdown, 
in terms of their mental and physical health, as reported by 
their parents. Equally, there is no difference between the 
parents of the two groups of children in how they experi-
enced the pandemic themselves. It is worth noting though, 
that similar to what has been indicated in previous stud-
ies (e.g. Neece et al., 2020), a large proportion of parents 
reported that lockdown did not have a detrimental impact 
on their children’s health. The examination of their qualita-
tive responses provides greater insight into this experience 
and supports the idea previously put forward that for many, 
lockdown may have provided a silver lining (e.g. Chawla 
et al., 2020). Many parents reported reduced stress and 
anxiety expressed by their children, a happier and calmer 
atmosphere overall, and some explicitly said school was 
not meeting their child’s needs, and therefore, at home, they 
were happier and more functional. Responses and themes 
encountered in these responses were mostly similar between 
the two groups of children (Autistic versus non-Autistic 
with SEND), although non-Autistic children’s parents com-
mented more often on the importance of school support, as a 
positive aspect for those who did not feel a negative impact.

Reasons put forward by parents of Autistic children and 
young people for how they felt the impact of the pandemic 
and lockdown on their own mental and physical health were 
no different from those put forward by parents of non-Autis-
tic/other SEND children. Amongst those who reported no 
detrimental impact of lockdown (n = 31), the most frequent 
theme observed in their qualitative responses was family 
support and safety (10 meaning units). For example:

It gave me and our family a chance to connect and 
slow down (participant 35).
Because I have God and family around me (participant 
75).

Participant parents also mentioned they had good coping 
mechanisms (7 meaning units):

Had created a schedule of activities at home. Also had 
access to the garden to enjoy time outside (participant 
2)

I have coping mechanisms to cope when facing challenging 
situations (participant 32).

Other themes found were physical exercise (5 meaning 
units), and a happier child (4 meaning units). For example, 
respectively:

We all were exercising regularly and knew what’s best 
to beat this virus. So we were OK with the school clo-
sure (participant 5).
Child happier and sleeping all night made for a happy 
house (participant 55).

It is worth noting that not all participants who reported no 
detrimental impact of lockdown have provided a qualitative 
answer to justify this and some have provided answers that 
did not address the question posed. These were coded with 
‘n/a – non applicable’ (8 units) and invalidated for the pur-
pose of thematic analysis.

The role of socio-economic level of the postcode, age, 
gender and type of educational setting attended in predict-
ing the experience of the pandemic by autistic children and 
young people, those with other types of SEND and their 
families, in England.

Table 3 summarises the results obtained in a series of 
logistic regression models run for the sub-sample of Autis-
tic children and young people (n = 45). Amongst parents 
of Autistic children and young people, those with primary 
school-aged children (8 to 11 year olds) were more likely 
to report no detrimental effects of the pandemic on the chil-
dren's mental health, compared to those with younger (3 to 
7 year olds) and older children (12 plus); those with older 
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et al., 2021). However, this may be due to the relatively 
small sample adopted between groups. It is also well known 
that parents from lower socio-economic backgrounds are 
less likely to engage in research, especially when conducted 
online (Thorell et al., 2021), and therefore a larger sample 
would perhaps have captured a larger effect between groups. 
Another possible limitation of this study is that parental 
report may not reflect the objective levels of child stress and 
wellbeing, but rather parental experiences only. This may 
also influence the objective levels of stress experienced by 
children and young people themselves, for example, Cor-
bett et al., (2021), studied stress level in Autistic youth and 
their parents and observed that adult stress was the pri-
mary predictor of parent perception of child stress as well 
as child self-reported stress. Lastly, it is important to note 
that in England there is no registered and/or official docu-
mentation on children’s functioning, regardless of whether 
they have statutory or non-statutory support. Therefore, it is 
difficult to ascertain whether children in the Autistic group 
have co-morbidities that makes them similar, in function-
ing terms, to many children in the non-Autistic group, mak-
ing potential differences between groups less apparent. The 
English policy for SEND has been widely criticised for this 
medicalised approach to eligibility (e.g. Castro & Palikara 
2016). We do know, however, that because children with 
statutory support are generally those with more explicit 
functioning difficulties, and the most common type of need 
in this group is ASD, it would be expected to see a clearer 
difference between Autistic and non-Autistic. Nevertheless, 
in the present study, diagnosis itself, in the presence of addi-
tional needs, does not seem to relate to a different impact 
on children’s mental and physical health and that of their 
parents. It is the role of other variables such as age, type of 
setting attended and socio-economic level that may explain 
differences observed, which has been scarcely documented 
to date. This is an important finding, as it demonstrates that 
children are not being provided with equal opportunities and 
supports to back their learning and development throughout 
the pandemic, as clearly expressed by some of the respon-
dents. It may also be revealing systemic problems in the 
educational, health and social care structures that stem from 
pre-pandemic times. The fact that so many parents refer to 
lockdown as a silver lining, a period where children were 
calmer, less anxious and agitated, and the family had more 
quality time together, suggests that schools and services 
were not previously meeting everyone’s needs effectively. 
The mere accessibility to services does not ensure all chil-
dren are experiencing them positively and the pandemic 
associated lockdowns may have revealed those idiosyncra-
sies. Moreover, for some of those in more affluent back-
ground, being outside school was better. This is a strong 
indication for a need to reform organisational structures so 

We looked at who these participants were, considering 
a number of socio-demographic variables (socioeconomic 
level of the postcode, age and gender of the child and type of 
setting attended). We found that amongst parents of Autistic 
children and young people, those with primary school-aged 
children (8 to 11 year olds) were more likely to report a 
silver lining of lockdown on their children’s mental health, 
or at least no detrimental impact, compared to those with 
younger (3 to 7 year olds) and older children (over 12 years 
old). It is possible that this age group represents a period 
where supports and provision have been put in place and 
transferred to the home environment, routines have been 
established, but the added pressures of adolescence-related 
challenges are not present yet. On the other hand, the chil-
dren are old enough to follow those established routines at 
home with a certain level of independence, compared to 
younger ones, who may have a recent diagnosis. However, 
this was not observed in non-Autistic children with other 
SEND. This may be related to a wide variety of functional 
needs represented in this group, some of which may be 
medical needs that make the lack of access to services a 
more significant issue. In this group, older boys attending 
mainstream settings were more likely to report no detrimen-
tal effects on their physical health, compared to younger 
children and girls. This is potentially due to the fact that 
older boys may typically develop more consistent outdoor/
exercise habits than younger boys and girls, especially if 
they attend mainstream settings, as they are more likely to 
present a more adaptable functioning profile, than those 
attending specialised settings. This is true given the United 
Kingdom Governments’ statistics suggesting that children 
with statutory support (and therefore requiring more sup-
port) are more likely to attend specialised settings (UK Gov-
ernment, 2020).

More prominently, younger non-Autistic children with 
SEND (including children with a range of physical, genetic 
and sensory needs) from more affluent backgrounds are 
significantly more likely to report no detrimental impact 
of lockdown. This is suggestive of the difficulties faced by 
those in deprived households, with more challenging access 
to services and childcare; in a recent paper by the authors 
where parental experiences of lockdown were explored, 
‘Financial worries’ was one of the frequent themes found in 
the responses from this group of children’s parents (Author, 
author, 2021).

This study provides insight into aspects that may have 
influenced the experience of the pandemic and lockdown 
for Autistic and non-Autistic children with SEND, but it is 
suggestive that the lived experiences of these two groups are 
relatively similar, as reported by parents. This contradicts 
previous studies that have shown a more challenging expe-
rience had by Autistic children (e.g. Chen et al., 2020; Wang 
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Conclusions

This study aimed to analyse the role of socio-demographic 
variables on the experience of Autistic children and their 
families in England, during the Covid-19 pandemic, com-
pared to non-Autistic children and young people with other 
types of SEND. It also aimed to better understand the expe-
rience of those for whom lockdown might have been seen 
as a silver lining of the pandemic. A large proportion of par-
ents reported that lockdown did not have a negative impact 
on children, in line with existing literature (e.g. Chawla 
et al., 2020). Results show that although the type of need 
(Autistic versus non-Autistic) is not a main predictor of the 
children’s experiences, some effects of socio-demographic 
variables are seen differently in the two groups: primary-
school aged (8–11 year olds) Autistic children were more 
likely to mention a silver lining in relation to their men-
tal health, as well as younger non-Autistic children (3 to 7 
year olds) from more affluent backgrounds. Similar effects 
were observed for older non-Autistic boys (12 plus) with 
special needs attending mainstream settings, when consid-
ering their physical health. Parents highlight mainly reduced 
child stress and anxiety at home, and more positive family 
time, when referring to lockdown as a silver lining. Finan-
cial worries and pressure of doing too many jobs were com-
mon themes amongst those who experienced detrimental 
effects. These results are indicative of systemic problems 
in the educational, health and social care structures that 
stem from pre-pandemic times. The large number of parents 
referring to lockdown as a silver lining, a period where chil-
dren were calmer, less anxious or agitated, and the family 
had more quality time together, suggests that schools and 
services were not meeting everyone’s needs effectively, 
prior to the pandemic. Moreover, for some of those in more 
affluent backgrounds, being outside school was better. This 
is a strong indication for a need to reform organisational 
structures so that public services meet everyone’s needs 
more effectively, making used of lessons learned from the 
pandemic, including the important role that technology can 
play (Narzisi, 2020).
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that public services meet everyone’s needs. Future research 
should address this issue in larger sample and with addi-
tional indicators of socio-economic status rather than IDACI 
alone; although used often in England as a reliable indica-
tor, it is based on average rankings of postcodes, rather than 
objectively measuring each family’s socio-economic stand-
ing, which could potentially be seen as a limitation. Despite 
this, schools, services and provision teams should adjust to 
the new reality of the pandemic and its unpredictable nature 
to ensure that the individual functional needs of children are 
being met adequately and fairly, across all strands of soci-
ety. Narzisi (2020) reflected on ‘creative adjustments’ that 
ought to be made in provision of services for Autistic chil-
dren and their families, to be better prepared and ‘closer’ to 
their needs in contexts of crisis; the author provides tips to 
providers, including weekly online consultations with par-
ents, online therapy for high-functioning children, shared 
videos and internet sessions with parents and serious games, 
amongst other creative solutions, which perhaps would not 
be so promptly considered before the pandemic. Schools 
and services must take lessons learned from the (ongoing) 
pandemic to be better prepared for a crisis, and to be able 
to reach all children and families equally. Chawla and col-
leagues (2020) explain that lockdown provided children 
with ‘free time’ to spend on developing other creative skills, 
which otherwise they would not have the opportunity to 
engage in. This is not meant to downplay the very harmful 
and documented impacts of the pandemic, but to highlight 
the need to learn lessons from this life-changing event and 
re-create schools as places and institutions that serve all, 
flexibly and in an adaptive manner. The present study adds 
to the available evidence that the pandemic has highlighted 
the need to dismantle systemic inequities within our edu-
cational systems (Hill et al., 2020) and best use of technol-
ogy can help bridge gaps. For example, Guido-Estrada & 
Crawford (2020) designate telemedicine as a silver lining of 
the pandemic that must be embraced. Its capacity to serve 
large catchment areas has the enormous potential to reach 
those in most deprived and/or rural areas, enhancing equal-
ity of opportunity with a potentially cost saving service. The 
future should entail experimenting with new solutions and 
continuously assess individual experience in an effort to 
become closer and closer to a ‘level playing field’.

Lastly, it would be important to see similar studies con-
ducted in other countries, to fully appreciate the extent of 
social inequality’s role on learned lessons from the pan-
demic, internationally.

1 3

3977



Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (2023) 53:3968–3979

Corbett, B. A., Muscatello, R. A., Klemencic, M. E., & Schwartzman, 
J. M. (2021). The impact of COVID-19 on stress, anxiety, and 
coping in youth with and without autism and their parents. Autism 
Research Jul, 14(7), 1496–1511. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1002/
aur.2521

Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational Research: Planning, Conducting 
and Evaluating Quantitative and Qualitative Research. 4th Edn. 
Boston, MA: Pearson Education. ISBN-13 978-0131367395

Di Renzo, M., Di Castelbianco, F. B., Vanadia, E., Petrillo, M., 
D’Errico, S., Racinaro, L., & Rea, M. (2020). Parent-Reported 
behavioural changes in children with Autism spectrum disorder 
during the COVID-19 lockdown in Italy. Continuity in Educa-
tion, 1(1), DOI: https://doi.org/10.5334/cie.20

Esentürk, O. K. (2020). Parents’ perceptions on physical activity for 
their children with autism spectrum disorders during the novel 
Coronavirus outbreak. International Journal of Developmental 
Disabilities, 1–12. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/20473869.2020
.1769333

Franz, K., & Kelly, M. E. (2021). The Behavioural Outcomes of Chil-
dren with Autism Spectrum Disorder and Other Developmental 
Disabilities as Perceived by Parents during the COVID-19 Lock-
down. Disabilities, 1(4), 347–360. DOI: https://doi.org/10.3390/
disabilities1040024

Guest, G., MacQueen, M., & Namey, E. E. (2014). Applied The-
matic Analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. ISBN: 
9781483384436

Guido-Estrada, N., & Crawford, J. (2020). Embracing telemedicine: 
the silver lining of a pandemic. Pediatric neurology, 113, 13. 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pediatrneurol.2020.08.017

Hill, C., Keville, S., & Ludlow, A. K. (2021). Inclusivity for children 
with autism spectrum disorders: Parent’s reflections of the school 
learning environment versus home learning during COVID-19. 
International Journal of Developmental Disabilities, 1–9. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/20473869.2021.1975253

Kalb, L. G., Badillo-Goicoechea, E., Holingue, C., Riehm, K. E., 
Thrul, J., Stuart, E. A. … Fallin, D. (2021). Psychological dis-
tress among caregivers raising a child with autism spectrum dis-
order during the COVID-19 pandemic. Autism research: official 
journal of the International Society for Autism Research, 14(10), 
2183–2188. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.2589

Manning, J., Billian, J., Matson, J., Allen, C., & Soares, N. (2021). Per-
ceptions of families of individuals with autism spectrum disorder 
during the COVID-19 crisis. Journal of autism and developmen-
tal disorders, 51(8), 2920–2928. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10803-020-04760-5

Narzisi, A. (2020). Autism spectrum condition and COVID-19: Issues 
and chances. The Humanistic Psychologist, 48(4), 378. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1037/hum0000221

Neece, C., McIntyre, L. L., & Fenning, R. (2020). Examining the 
impact of COVID-19 in ethnically diverse families with young 
children with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Jour-
nal of Intellectual Disability Research, 64(10), 739–749. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jir.12769

Norbury, C., Griffiths, S., Vamvakas, G., Baird, G., Charman, T., 
Simonoff, E., & Pickles, A. (2021). Socioeconomic disadvan-
tage is associated with prevalence of developmental language 
disorders, but not rate of language or literacy growth in children 
from 4 to 11 years: evidence from the Surrey Communication and 
Language in Education Study (SCALES). But Not Rate of Lan-
guage or Literacy Growth in Children from, 4. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.2139/ssrn.3814832

Smith, T., Noble, M., Noble, S., Wright, G., McLennan, D., & Plunket, 
E. (2015). The English Indicies of Deprivation 2015: Research 
Report. Department for Communications and Local Govern-
ment. Url: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/

discussed in this article.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, 
as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the 
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate 
if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless 
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended 
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted 
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright 
holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Author, A. (2021). – to be included
Alhuzimi, T. (2021). Stress and emotional wellbeing of parents due 

to change in routine for children with Autism Spectrum Disor-
der (ASD) at home during COVID-19 pandemic in Saudi Ara-
bia. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 108, 103822. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2020.103822

Althiabi, Y. (2021). Attitude, anxiety and perceived mental health care 
needs among parents of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) in Saudi Arabia during COVID-19 pandemic. Research 
in Developmental Disabilities, 111, 103873. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ridd.2021.103873

Asbury, K., Toseeb, U., & Psyarxiv (2021). https://psyarxiv.com/
p2c5v/

Asbury, K., & Toseeb, U. (2022). A Longitudinal Study of the Mental 
Health of Children and Adolescents with Autism and their Parents 
during COVID-19: Part 2, Qualitative Findings. Autism.

Asbury, K., Fox, L., Deniz, E., Code, A., & Toseeb, U. (2021). How 
is COVID-19 affecting the mental health of children with special 
educational needs and disabilities and their families? Journal of 
Autism and Developmental Disorders, 51(5), 1772–1780. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04577-2

Bruni, O., Melegari, M. G., Breda, M., Cedrone, A., Finotti, E., Mal-
orgio, E. … Ferri, R. (2021). Impact of COVID-19 lockdown on 
sleep in children with autism spectrum disorders. Journal of Clin-
ical Sleep Medicine, pp.jcsm-9518. DOI: https://doi.org/10.5664/
jcsm.9518

Castro, S., & Palikara, O. (2016, November). . Mind the gap: the new 
special educational needs and disability legislation in England. In 
Frontiers in Education. Frontiers Media SA, 1, 4. DOI: https://
doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2016.00004

Castro-Kemp, S., Palikara, O., Gaona, C., Eirinaki, V., & Furlong, M. 
J. (2020). The role of psychological sense of school membership 
and postcode as predictors of profiles of socio-emotional health in 
primary school children in England. School Mental Health, 12(2), 
284–295. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12310-019-09349-7

Chawla, N., Sharma, P., & Sagar, R. (2020). Psychological Impact 
of COVID-19 on Children and Adolescents: Is There a Silver 
Lining? Indian Journal Of Pediatrics, 88(1), 91. doi:https://
doi.org/10.1007/s12098-020-03472-z. DOI: 10.1007/
s12098-020-03472-z

Chen, S. Q., Chen, S. D., Li, X. K., & Ren, J. (2020). Mental health 
of parents of special needs children in china during the covid-
19 pandemic. International journal of environmental research 
and public health, 17(24), 9519. DOI: https://doi.org/10.3390/
ijerph17249519

1 3

3978

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/aur.2521
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/aur.2521
http://dx.doi.org/10.5334/cie.20
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/20473869.2020.1769333
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/20473869.2020.1769333
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/disabilities1040024
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/disabilities1040024
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pediatrneurol.2020.08.017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/20473869.2021.1975253
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/aur.2589
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04760-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04760-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/hum0000221
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jir.12769
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3814832
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3814832
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/464597/English_Indices_of_Deprivation_2015_-_Research_Report.pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2020.103822
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2021.103873
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2021.103873
https://psyarxiv.com/p2c5v/
https://psyarxiv.com/p2c5v/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04577-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.5664/jcsm.9518
http://dx.doi.org/10.5664/jcsm.9518
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2016.00004
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2016.00004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12310-019-09349-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12098-020-03472-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12098-020-03472-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17249519
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17249519


Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (2023) 53:3968–3979

pandemic lockdown. Autism, 25(4), 1047–1059. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1177/1362361320984317

Toseeb, U., Asbury, K., & Psyarxiv (2021). 
UK Government (2020). Special Educational Needs in England. 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/
special-educational-needs-in-england

Vasa, R. A., Singh, V., Holingue, C., Kalb, L. G., Jang, Y., & Keefer, A. 
(2021). Psychiatric problems during the COVID-19 pandemic in 
children with autism spectrum disorder. Autism Research, 14(10), 
2113–2119. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.2574

Wang, L., Li, D., Pan, S., Zhai, J., Xia, W., Sun, C., & Zou, M. (2021). 
The relationship between 2019-nCoV and psychological distress 
among parents of children with autism spectrum disorder. Glo-
balization and health, 17(1), 1–14. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1186/
s12992-021-00674-8

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to juris-
dictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/464597/English_
Indices_of_Deprivation_2015_-_Research_Report.pdf

Stankovic, M., Stojanovic, A., Jelena, S., Stankovic, M., Shih, A., & 
Stankovic, S. (2021). The Serbian experience of challenges of 
parenting children with autism spectrum disorders during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the state of emergency with lockdown. 
European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 1–6. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1007/s00787-021-01917-0

Thorell, L. B., Skoglund, C., de la Peña, A. G., Baeyens, D., Fuer-
maier, A. B., Groom, M. J. … de Miranda, D. M. (2021). Parental 
experiences of homeschooling during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
Differences between seven European countries and between chil-
dren with and without mental health conditions. European child 
& adolescent psychiatry, 1–13. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/
s00787-020-01706-1

Tokatly Latzer, I., Leitner, Y., & Karnieli-Miller, O. (2021). Core expe-
riences of parents of children with autism during the COVID-19 

1 3

3979

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1362361320984317
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1362361320984317
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/special-educational-needs-in-england
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/special-educational-needs-in-england
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/aur.2574
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12992-021-00674-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12992-021-00674-8
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/464597/English_Indices_of_Deprivation_2015_-_Research_Report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/464597/English_Indices_of_Deprivation_2015_-_Research_Report.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00787-021-01917-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00787-021-01917-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00787-020-01706-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00787-020-01706-1

	﻿Silver linings of the Covid-19 pandemic… for some! Comparing Experiences and Social demographic characteristics of autistic and non-autistic children with SEND in England
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Methods
	﻿Sample
	﻿Survey
	﻿Data Analysis

	﻿﻿Results
	﻿Difference between autistic and non-autistic children in relation to the impact of lockdown
	﻿Reasons for potential silver linings of lockdown

	﻿Discussion
	﻿Conclusions
	﻿References


