THE €"OLITICS
PROJECT

Digital Dialogue: #BeeWell 2023 - GM wide reflections

Background

As part of the wider #BeeWell programme, The Politics Project were commissioned to deliver Digital
Dialogue sessions bringing together local leaders and local schools across Greater Manchester to
discuss key themes that had arisen from the #BeeWell data. Prior to the sessions, students were
supported with four hours of preparatory workshops to help them to explore the data and prepare
presentations that they shared as part of the workshops. This is the second year the Digital Dialogue:
#BeeWell programme has been delivered. Read last year’s summary blog here: Reflections on Digital

Dialogue: #BeeWell - By The Politics Project - #BeeWell (beewellprogramme.org).

In some of the schools, whole year groups engaged in these workshops. A smaller group of young
people then presented their thoughts to local leaders in the dialogue sessions. We estimate that over
300 young people were involved in the programme in some way.

Below are some reflections on the common themes from across those sessions.
Physical activity

Physical activity, sports and sports facilities came up in every single Digital Dialogue session. Physical
activity was either identified by students as an area of improvement in of itself, or was part of the
solution to improve outcomes around mental health, loneliness, connectedness to others, and physical
health.

Students wanted more access to clubs and youth sports, whether that be in school or out of school.
They felt that some facilities, such as local gyms or leisure centres, often did not have suitable offers for
people their age. Some students felt that their schools lacked up to date equipment and facilities,
preventing more students from taking up sport. A basketball player said he has been disappointed by
the lack of help he’s gotten to progress in the sport, saying the curriculum is too narrow and compared
to schools in the US, doesn’t value sport as a way for young people to develop and learn.

There were suggestions in several sessions to encourage schools to open their facilities in the evening,
weekends and during the holidays. It was felt that young people might feel more comfortable accessing
facilities in their own schools.

Students wanted a greater variety of physical activities to be made available. Three different schools
suggested having and maintaining a school garden as a good example of a non-sport physical activity.
Other suggested activities were dancing, using gym equipment and running clubs.


https://beewellprogramme.org/reflections-on-digital-dialogue-beewell-by-the-politics-project/
https://beewellprogramme.org/reflections-on-digital-dialogue-beewell-by-the-politics-project/
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Access to green spaces and parks came up as having an important impact on young people taking part
in physical activities. Young people who live near parks are more likely to use them, so being able to
easily access green spaces is key. Some female students said they don’t use parks to exercise as they
feel unsafe in parks alone. Sometimes they were not well maintained, with broken equipment or lots of
litter. They felt better lighting, more litter picking, supervision/police presence would improve this.
Some students also felt unwelcome in parks, feeling that adults felt they were ‘up to no good’.

Good places to go

Students in several sessions talked about the need for youth clubs and facilities aimed at their age
group, including to take part in physical activity as above. They felt that though younger children were
catered for, there wasn’t enough for them. They also felt that the opportunities that did exist were not
well publicised.

Accessing youth clubs was also a key theme. Many were located in central locations, which children had
to travel to. Young people sometimes felt unsafe travelling there. One student said they used to go to a
youth club but stopped going after they had a bad experience waiting for a bus to go home afterwards,
where they were intimidated by a group of teenage boys. One group of students spoke about how a
school bus that used to take students home from after school clubs was stopped, and this led to less
young people taking part in those clubs.

Healthy eating

Many young people highlighted that their students are not eating the recommended number of servings
of fruit and vegetables each day. Many felt that despite some recent initiatives around healthy eating,
they still noticed a lack of fruit or vegetables in their school lunch rooms.

Students suggested better and more prominent displays of fruit and vegetables at lunch time to
encourage people to eat them. They also felt young people would benefit from being educated on the
importance of eating healthily and how to do so in a cost effective way - in assemblies, PSHE or PE
lessons. They also suggested growing food at school to help not only with healthy eating but to improve
physical health.

Sleep

Not getting enough sleep to concentrate throughout the day was discussed by several schools, as poor
sleep impacts academic performance and physical and mental health. Anxiety, drinking energy drinks
and low levels of physical activity were blamed for poor sleep, but by far the biggest culprit identified
was young people using screens/a mobile phone at the end of the day.
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Students wanted to see young people informed on how to have better sleep habits, and publicise the
negative effects of a poor night’s sleep. Promotional posters could also encourage regular sleeping
patterns, giving advice like having a quiet dark room, removing electronics, having a schedule and
avoiding caffeine. There was also a suggestion that schools introduce a section in student homework
diaries to track sleep.

Social media

The positives and negatives of social media were discussed in all but one session. Students found social
media to have benefits like connecting with friends and being kept informed about current affairs and
the news. But social media could also have a negative effect on students’ self esteem, as people share
idealised versions of themselves and their lives on social media. They also felt that social media use
sometimes replaced socialising in person, leading to people feeling isolated. There was also a concern
that specific influencers can be harmful, and that ‘fake news’ is spread easily.

Students felt that ultimately young people had to be given the tools to navigate social media and self-
regulate themselves where needed and this could be done through assemblies or PSHE lessons.
Following their Year 1 survey results, #BeeWell hosted a webinar for schools on social media use &
wellbeing, which can be found here: #BeeWell Schools Webinar: social media use and wellbeing -
#BeeWell (beewellprogramme.org).

Mental health

Students spoke about the difficulties that many young people have with their mental health. Nearly all
the themes discussed in the sessions were seen to have an impact on mental health. Students felt that
encouraging more physical exercise, healthier eating, better sleeping, youth clubs and hobbies, and self
regulating social media use would all lead to better mental health.

Students in schools that had support services in place such as peer support, mental health
ambassadors, designated teachers young people can speak to all said how helpful these services were.
Students in schools without this support all identified things like this as something that they felt would
help improve mental health and wellbeing in their schools.

Cultural activities

Three different schools identified that young people in their schools were not having many cultural
experiences. From not visiting local landmarks, museums and places of interest, to not taking part in
local festivals to not visiting the local cinema, students felt that young people were missing out. Though
cost was identified as an issue, the biggest barrier was a lack of knowledge about these activities and


https://beewellprogramme.org/beewell-schools-webinar-social-media-use-and-wellbeing/
https://beewellprogramme.org/beewell-schools-webinar-social-media-use-and-wellbeing/
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wanted them promoted more to people their age. They felt that sometimes teenagers did not feel
welcomed in places like this, so they wanted the promotion to address that and make sure that young
people felt comfortable attending. #BeeWell have shared resources from partners at Curious Minds for
people working in cultural and heritage organisations that want to find ways to connect with young
people: I'm a Teenager | I'm A Teenager, Get Me Into There! (curiousminds.org.uk).

Discrimination

One school focused on discrimination, and wanted to see external agencies come in to help students
think about the language they use and the impact it has, as well helping students discuss issues in a
constructive way, recognising that people have different opinions, and people can disagree
respectfully.

Reading

One school focused on improving the number of young people reading for pleasure in their school.
Reading also came up as something that could improve mental well-being or was a positive alternative
to social media. Ideas to increase the amount students are reading included introducing a ‘book of the
week’ that was voted on by students and in-school book groups. Some council leaders discussed how
libraries could encourage 11 to 16 year olds to visit and use them.

Communicating opportunities

Linking several different areas of concern was how activities, opportunities and events are
communicated to young people. Many students described how they didn’t know about opportunities
that exist around physical exercise, mental health support, cultural activities and local youth groups
until they did their research for the sessions. They suggested representatives coming into schools to
speak directly to students about these opportunities, or using social media in a better way to inform
young people.


https://iamateenager.curiousminds.org.uk/

