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Abstract

The negative impacts of COVID 19 on children’s holistic development have been reported by researchers around the world.
This qualitative study explored teachers’ and parents’ perspectives on the impact of physical/social distancing and school
closure policies on children’s socioemotional development. The study was conducted in fall 2020. The sample included four
U.S. Preschools teachers (for 4-year-olds), four international preschool teachers (for 4, 5-year-olds), three U.S. Kindergarten
teaches (for 5-year-olds), and 4 U.S. parents of 4 and 5-year-olds. Interviews were conducted over Zoom. Participants shared
that the social deprivation experienced by children such as lack of friendships, absence of peer learning and peer com-
munication, loss of play time, and lack of socialization impacted their children’s socialization skills, higher order thinking
development, mental health, and activity levels. Participants also shared that their children exhibited externalizing behaviors
such as acting out, throwing tantrums, seeking negative attention, aggressiveness, lying, and showing disrespect. Participants
reported children’s life skills acquisition issues such as their over reliance on parents and difficulty in performing routine
tasks. Participating teachers who taught 5-years-olds reported lower levels of fine motor skills among their students. The
findings of the study suggest that although children have experienced severe academic learning loss during the pandemic,
the post-pandemic ECE curriculum must keep a strong socio-emotional and practical life skills focus which contributes to
children’s overall well-being. Future studies may adopt a mixed method design in multi-country contexts to evaluate the
impact of interventions implemented by early childhood programs on children’s socioemotional health.

Keywords COVID-19 pandemic - Socio-emotional development - Practical life skills - Qualitative research - Preschool and
kindergarten teachers - International contexts

Pandemics and epidemics can cause countries to shut down
their operations, impacting the lives of individuals, institu-
tions, and society at large. One area that suffers significantly
during such times is young children’s learning and develop-
ment. Traditionally, children learned in person with their
peers. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in early 2020,
countries took various measreus to curb the spread of the
coronavirus, including school closures. By mid-April 2020,
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school closures affected 1.5 billion children and young peo-
ple from pre-primary to higher education in 195 countries
(UNESCO, 2020). It was later found that coronavirus spread,
severity, and mortality rates were much lower among chil-
dren than in adults (Pavone et al., 2020). UNICEF (n.d.)
rightly states, “Children are not the face of this pandemic.
But they risk being among its biggest victims, as children’s
lives are nonetheless being changed in profound ways” (para.
1). Researchers maintain that a lack of or minimal access
to essential services compromised young children’s holistic
development during the pandemic (Brooks et al., 2020).

Keeping in mind the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on young children, this qualitative study aimed to explore
the impact of school closure on young children’s socio-emo-
tional development and acquisition of practical life skills
during the pandemic from the perspectives of parents and
teachers of children ages four and five.

@ Springer


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1920-9029
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10643-022-01405-3&domain=pdf

Early Childhood Education Journal

Defining Socio-Emotional Skills

It is important to define socioemotional skills from the per-
spectives of experts and organizations in the field of educa-
tion. Darling-Churchill and Lippman (2016) define socio-
emotional skills as children’s ability to understand, express,
and manage feelings in socially and culturally appropriate
ways as well as to build and maintain relationships and
interactions within themselves and with others. Practical life
skills are daily life activities (such as how to lace shoes, but-
ton shirts, or sweep the floor) that children observe in their
environment, practice on their own, and/or learn through
explicit teaching by adults. According to the Association
Montessori Internationale, these activities give children a
“sense of being and belonging” and Montessori termed them
“purposeful movements” (Phillipart, 2022). Quality early
childhood programs, such as Reggio Emilia, Montessori, and
Waldorf deliberately integrate these skills into their curricu-
lum because these activities build children’s independence
and self-esteem.

Impact of the Pandemic on Children’s
Socio-emotional Development

Young children represented a smaller percentage of COVID-
19 cases for infection and fatality (Pavona et al., 2020), yet
became victims of the social distancing mandate of the state.
Most of them were asymptomatic or showed mild symp-
toms (Jiao et al., 2020). However, children were identified
as potential carriers to spread the disease faster among peers,
families, and communities. Therefore, in addition to the stay-
home order, most countries also imposed school/preschool
closures in March 2020 (Idoiaga et al., 2020). After a few
months of preparation, many preschool and primary grade
programs offered remote instruction to prevent disruption
to children’s schooling. Additionally, governments around
the world allowed some early childhood education pro-
grams (ECE) to offer in-person classes, especially if they
served children of essential workers. These programs fol-
lowed physical distancing guidelines inside the classroom
and allowed a limited number of children at a time. Children
did not participate in small or large-group activities such as
circle time or learning center activities in these programs.
The social distancing restrictions included all enclosed com-
munity places including worship places, shopping malls,
swimming pools, etc. So, most children worldwide stayed
home. A rapid review of 12 studies published between Janu-
ary 2020 and February 2021 by Liu et al. (2021), traced the
social contact patterns among different age groups during
the pandemic and reported a significant reduction in social
contact among children.
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Researchers have documented the impact of social isola-
tion and school closures during the pandemic on the psy-
chological well-being of children in all age groups (Pizarro-
Ruiz & Ordéiiez-Camblor, 2021). Based on their systematic
review of seven studies that focused explicitly on children
and adolescents (age range 3—18 years), Nearchou et al.
(2020) reported associations between COVID-19-related
emotional reactions and psychosocial health outcomes
among children in their sample. They also maintained that
children’s COVID-19-related emotional reactions, such
as worry and fear about contracting the virus and stress,
predicted their mental health outcomes such as depres-
sion, anxiety, obsessive—compulsive disorder symptoms,
and intensified behavioral problems. Researchers have also
reported children’s feelings of isolation/loneliness during
the pandemic, either from children themselves or from their
parents, such as the studies by Idoiaga et al. (2020), Egan
et al. (2021), and the cross-cultural study by Save the Chil-
dren (2020).

The Present Study

The purpose of the present study was to explore the perspec-
tives of participating teachers and parents on the impact of
the pandemic on children’s social, emotional, and practi-
cal skills development. This section includes the study’s
research questions and methodology.

Research Questions

How do participants perceive the impact of COVID-19
on their children’s social development?

How do participants perceive the impact of COVID-19
on their children’s emotional development?

How do participants perceive the impact of COVID-19
on their children’s development of practical life skills?

Design

The study used the phenomenological inquiry method to
collect and analyze data. Phenomenologists make efforts to
understand social and psychological phenomena from the
perspectives of people who have lived those experiences
(Moustakas, 1994). The study aimed to capture the essence
of a phenomenon, the impact of COVID-19 on children, by
exploring the commonality of lived experiences of selected
members of two major groups involved in children’s lives:
teachers and parents. The small sample size and semi-struc-
tured interview protocol also engaged participants fully and
freely in conversations about their experiences during the
pandemic.
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Participants and Settings

The study used a purposeful sampling procedure and
recruited participants by posting recruitment flyers on social
media groups for teachers and parents. The study also used
the snowball sampling technique. In the snowball sampling
technique, researchers first contact a few known people and
then recruit other participants through them. The sample
for the study included 15 individuals, all females; 11 ECE
teachers (four preschool teachers in the U.S., USPT; four
international preschool teachers, IPT; and three kindergarten
teachers in the U.S., USKT), and four parents in the U.S.
(USP). The term international preschool teachers, or IPT,
refers to teachers who teach 4 and 5-year-olds because pre-
school programs, sometimes called kindergarten programs
in other countries, enroll both 4 and 5-year-olds. Kindergar-
ten programs in the U.S. include only 5-year-olds. The IPTs
were from three countries: India, China, and Scotland. All
parent participants in the study were from the U.S. and had
at least some college-level education. Except for one par-
ent who was Caucasian, the others were Latinas. The study
did not include international parents because of a lack of
response from international parent groups on social media
from countries where English is the primary language or is
widely spoken so that the interviews could be conducted in
English. The study received IRB approval from a large pub-
lic university in the Los Angeles county, California.

It will be appropriate to describe participants’ teaching
contexts. All four U.S. preschool teacher participants taught
in private schools, one U.S. kindergarten teacher (out of
three) taught in a private school, and two international pre-
school teachers (out of four) taught in private ECE programs.
At the time of the data collection, which started in fall 2020,
all teachers, except two, taught remotely. Two teachers, who
taught 5-year-olds, one in the U.S. and the other in China,
taught in person. In January 2020, the Chinese participant’s

Table 1 Teacher demography

school stopped in-person instruction. In February 2020, her
school started providing lessons and resources to children
through the Cloud platform, and in-person classes began in
August 2020. For all other teacher participants, their schools
stopped instruction in March 2020. Their schools resumed
remote instruction at different times, starting in May 2020.
In fall 2020, all participants were teaching, either remotely
or in person. In the case of the U.S. kindergarten teacher
who taught in person, it was mandatory for students to wear
masks and to separate student desks six feet apart. Teachers
and students in the Chinese teacher’s school tried to main-
tain some distance inside the classroom; however, mask-
wearing was optional. It is important to note that during
the interviews, while kindergarten teachers referred to their
current kindergarten children who started the school year
in fall 2020, preschool teachers referred to the 4-year-olds
that they taught in the past academic year, fall 2019-sum-
mer 2020. Tables 1 and 2 provide participants’ background
information.

Participant Demography
Instrumentation and Data Collection

The study used a semi-structured interview protocol as the
data source. An in-depth literature review and consultations
with an early childhood educator and a county-level COVID-
19 specialist in California contributed to the development
of the interview protocol. The interview protocol included
items that focused on the impact of COVID-19 on children’s
socioemotional and life-skills acquisition during the pan-
demic and a comparison of children’s development before
and after the COVID-19 school closure. Interviews were
conducted via zoom and were transcribed using Otter ai,
an automated transcription app, and checked for accuracy
through multiple readings by two readers. Two university

Teacher code/age Gender Level of education/type of degree

Grade taught/years taught Type/country/mode of instruction

USKT#1/51 Female Graduate degree/early childhood education

USKT#2/32 Female Master’s/best practice studies and teaching

USKT#3/64 Female Bachelor’s/not specified

USPT#1/27 Female Bachelor’s/child and adolescent studies
(master in progress)

USPT#2/36 Female Bachelor/child development

USPT#3/51 Female Not specified/early childhood education

USPT#4/30 Female Master’s/early childhood education

IPT#1/24 Female Master’s/education- early childhood care

IPT#2/48 Female Ph.D/not specified

IPT#3/28 Female Master’s/education

IPT#4/54 Female Post graduate/not specified

Public (Title 1)/U.S./remote
Public/U.S./remote

Kindergarten/20 years

Kindergarten/5 years

Kindergarten/30 + years Private/U.S./in-person
Pre-k/7 years Private/U.S./remote
Pre-k/9 years Private/U.S./remote

Pre-k/27years
Preschool/15 years

Private/U.S./remote
Private/U.S./remote
Nursery/Kindergarten 1 years Private/India/remote
Private (non-profit)/China/in person
Public/India/remote

Public/Scotland/remote

Preschool/7 years
Preschool/6 years
Preschool and primary/23 years
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Table 2 Parent demography

Parent code#/age Gender/marital status Level of education Race/ethnicity Working status/socioeconomic Type of school
status (SES) child attended
USP#1/30 Female/single Associate degree Latina Working/middle SES Public
USP#2/25 Female/single Some college Latina Working/middle SES Public
USP#3/38 Female/married Master’s Caucasian Working/middle SES Private
USP#4/33 Female/live-in partner Some college Latina Stay-at-home mom/upper SES Private

professors and a county-level COVID expert provided feed-
back on the research report.

Data Analysis

The data was analyzed using deductive and inductive cod-
ing. For deductive coding, a few predetermined codes were
identified based on the research questions and a codebook
was established. The codebook included excerpts that fit
under the appropriate codes. The study mostly used induc-
tive coding that emerged from the data set. Some sample
codes include: attention-seeking behavior, anxiety, loss of
activity, and emotional regression. From inductive coding,
multiple and specific themes were identified, which helped
understand the phenomenon being studied (Thomas, 2006).
Both readers double-checked the codes for accuracy.

Results

The purpose of this study was to explore the perspectives of
teachers and parents regarding the impact of COVID-19 on
the socioemotional development of children ages 4 and 5.
All participants mentioned that they noticed socioemotional
challenges in their children after the pandemic. Considering
differences in parents’ and teachers’ relationships with their
children, we present the findings separately for teachers and
parents in each theme.

The Impact of the Pandemic on Children’s Social
Development

Teachers

Preschool teachers were asked to describe the impact of the
school closure on their students’ social skills and to compare
the social skills of their students before and after the school
closure. Kindergarten teachers were asked, “In your opinion,
how did the school closure impact children’s social skills
required to enter kindergarten, if any? Please compare your
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current students’ social skills with those of entering kinder-
garteners in past years.”

Participants’ responses referred to phrases such as “lack
of friendships,” “absence of peer learning and peer com-
munication,” “loss of playtime,” and “lack of socialization
opportunities with peers.” All USKTs, 75% of USPTs, and
all IPTs expressed that their students experienced social dep-
rivation. All USKTs shared that they noticed signs of sociali-
zation deprivation in their beginning kindergartners com-
pared to the same group of students in past years. USKT#3,
who teaches in-person stated:

The kids have verbalized how much they did not like
being at home. They wanted to see their friends, they
wanted to come to school Because they were not
socializing for a long time, really are having trouble
getting along with each other in class, like the sharing,
the grabbing, and ‘I want this now’ kind of thing, not
interacting as a group. I think because everybody was
home doing their own thing.

USPTs also discussed how social distancing during the
pandemic impacted children’s social as well as higher-order
thinking development. For example, USPT#1 shared:

Everyone was socially distancing and quarantining.
And so, there were not many opportunities to work
on building social skills that we would be able to in
the preschool environment, like conflict resolution and
problem-solving, creative thinking, and things like
that. And being in a reciprocal conversation.

All the IPTs also shared how the absence of social interac-
tions impacted the skills that typically result from children’s
participation in social environments. [PT#1 mentioned:

They just missed their friends. And we know that in
the early years, everything is based on play, their learn-
ing is happening through play, their language devel-
opment is happening through play, and their social-
emotional development is actually happening during
play. So, the main thing is that the courting of their life
has been stopped.
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Parents

Parent participants were asked to describe their child’s social
behavior since the school closure and to share the differences
that they have noticed in their child’s social behavior after
the school closure if any. They were also asked to describe
the types of social activities in which their children partici-
pated during the COVID-19 school closure.

All parent participants expressed that their children expe-
rienced social deprivation during the pandemic. Parents
referred to their children’s happy social life before the pan-
demic and how the pandemic deprived them of interacting
with friends and how it made them feel anxious and lonely.
For example, USP#2 stated:

Before COVID, super happy and always around peo-
ple, wanted to just be a little social butterfly. And then
once COVID hit, she got a little bit more reserved...
She was able to socialize, burn that energy, be tired at
the end of the day, and then after COVID she was not
able to do that stuff once and she was anxious, gets a
little bit more nervous and just as more frustrated that
she cannot do everything she was doing before.

All parent participants discussed how the social distanc-
ing policy during the pandemic affected their children’s
activity levels. They shared their child’s active behavior
before the pandemic such as going outside, having play
dates, seeing family members, burning energy, and engaging
in sports and extracurricular activities. USP#2 stated, “She
became a lot more antsy she was not around a lot of other
kids, she was not able to burn energy.” USP#1 and USP#2
had similar responses on how their children’s activity levels
had dropped tremendously when COVID happened. USP#4
further discussed her child’s loss of activity due to COVID-
19 and stated, “So, before COVID, he obviously was very
friendly and socially active, and we were going places and
birthdays every weekend and things like that. And then after
COVID, we kind of became hermits.”

The Impact of the Pandemic on Children’s Emotional
Development

Teachers

Preschool teachers were asked to describe the impact of
the school closure on their students’ emotional skills and
to compare the emotional skills of their students before and
after the school closure. Kindergarten teachers were asked
to provide their perspectives on the impact of the school
closure on children’s emotional skills that are necessary for
beginning kindergarteners. They were also asked to compare

their current students’ emotional skills with those of begin-
ning kindergarteners in past years. Participants from all four
groups (75% of USP, 33% of USKT, 75% of USPT and 50%
of IPT) mentioned that they noticed emotional issues among
their children. These issues included being scared, appre-
hensive, sad, lost, stressed, cautious and not being able to
regulate one’s emotions. USKT#1 stated, “One thing that I
have noticed, at this site, is that I have some children that
seem a little less mature. If they are struggling, they will
start to pout, and they will not want to continue.” All USPTs
said they had noticed emotional issues in their students dur-
ing the pandemic. They discussed the insecurities and sad-
ness that the pandemic brought to their students. USPT #3
mentioned:

They still did not feel secure enough to let go of mom
and dad, you know, like they were scared...They just
cried a lot. They were a lot more emotional. They just
back slid emotionally, because they just, wanted to feel
more secure...I do not want to say whiny, but just very
emotional.

Parents

Parent participants were asked to describe their child’s emo-
tional behavior after the school closure and to describe dif-
ferences that they noticed in their child’s emotional behavior
after the school closure. Parent participants (75%) shared
similar emotional issues as the teacher participants, such as
children showing sadness, stress, attention-seeking behav-
iors, and a lack of self-regulation.

All parent participants discussed how their children were
happy and excited before the pandemic and that they noticed
depression and trauma in their children during the pandemic.
For example, USP#4 discussed how the emotional states
of her two sons changed after the pandemic happened and
social distancing regulation was implemented. She shared,
“With COVID it was kind of traumatizing for them. I feel
like the boys were kind of lost because they did not have
structure. Even though we were home. They were very much
wanting to sleep in.”

Parent participants (50%) also viewed emotional regres-
sion as a socio-emotional challenge for their children dur-
ing the pandemic. Participants shared examples of emo-
tional regression, such as the child regressing to a former
state of overreacting, being lost, and displaying baby talk.
Half of the parent participants discussed how their chil-
dren went from being able to regulate their emotions and
acting their age to being overly sensitive and reverting to
behaviors that they grew out of. USP#1 stated, “She talks
like a baby sometimes. And I think that is a kind of regres-
sion thing.”
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The Impact of the Pandemic on Children’s
Externalizing Behavior Issues

Teachers

About 67% of USKTs, 75% of USPTs, and 75% of IPTs
expressed that their students exhibited externalizing behav-
iors. Participants referred to behavior issues such as acting
out, throwing tantrums, seeking negative attention, showing
aggression and disrespect, and lying. All the USKTs shared
that they noticed behavioral issues among their incoming
students after COVID, more so than in the incoming stu-
dents in previous years. USKT#1 stated, "I have some that
are receiving counseling now, because of the anger that
they felt that they were not able to come to class in person,
they were so looking forward to it, that is really hard for
them.” All preschool teachers, national and international,
noticed behavioral issues in their students after the pandemic
occurred. They discussed how the pandemic contributed to
tantrums, poor listening skills, and acts of aggression.

USP#1 stated, "I think the biggest one was the resist-
ance. There would be a couple of zooms where they would
be there, but not really there. Like they would be messing
around, or they leave their camera.” Furthermore, IPT#2
explained how her students could no longer communicate
properly, “They struggle with sharing; they struggle with
using words to express themselves and so they tend to use
fists instead.”

Parents

All parents expressed that their children displayed similar
behavioral issues to those stated by teachers. Parents also
compared their children’s behavior before and after the
pandemic. They shared that their children did not display
extreme attention-seeking and some other negative behav-
iors before the pandemic, such as hitting, biting, or spitting
on a sibling. USP#1 stated:

When the schools closed, she definitely had a huge
change in behavior just because her activity level had
dropped immensely. She had a lot of stuff pent up, and
lacked structure. Behaviorally, hits her brother, acts
out for attention, does things on purpose, and then lies
about it. Almost like just out of boredom. She and her
brother were wrestling, and she bit him super hard, she
spits on him recently, which are things she has never
done before. She will purposely tighten her seatbelt
super tight and then act like she does not know what
is going on and needs help. She is still kind of having
like, wants attention, so she does things she should not.
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Challenges to Life Skills Acquisition

All participants were asked to share how did the school
closure impact their children’s development of practical
life skills and if they had noticed any differences before
and after the school closure. Participants’ responses
reflected life-skills acquisition issues in children during
the pandemic, such as overreacting, relying on parents,
delay in fine motor skills, and loss of independence.
Responses to two of the sub-themes, out of three, under
this theme, delayed fine motor skills and difficulty in per-
forming routine tasks, emerged from teachers only.

Over-Reliance on Parents
Teachers

Participants (USKTs and IPTs) shared about their students’
over-reliance on parents due to the pandemic. Over-reli-
ance on parents led to things such as poor hygiene, lack
of independence, pouting, needing help in getting ready
and showing laziness. Most USKTs mentioned that their
beginning kindergartners were overdependent on their par-
ents after the pandemic. USKT#3, who taught in-person,
mentioned:

I would imagine that their moms and their dads did a
lot for them. Those little cutie oranges. Nobody knew
how to peel one of them. Their parents did for them,
but when they got to me, they were lost being inde-
pendent that way. I had to teach them.

USKT#1 also shared a similar sentiment and stated,
“They will start to pout and they will not want to continue.
And I think it is because their parent is there, they want to
turn to that parent for nurturing.” IPTs also discussed how
the pandemic had resulted in their students’ overreliance on
their parents. IPT#1 stated,

What parents have told us is that their children are
becoming more and more dependent on their parents.
From clothing up, they used to do everything on their
own initiative. But now all these things have stopped.
There is a change for sure a lot more dependency on
parents now, as everyone is at home.

Referring to how teachers prepared children for their tran-
sition to kindergarten in the last few months of preschool
in the pre-pandemic era, USPT#4 shared, “The last few
months, we would have them do everything on their own
for the most part. I am a little worried that when schools are
back in session, they are going to struggle”.
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Parents

Participating parents (50%) mentioned that their child over-
relied on them during the pandemic. Over-reliance on par-
ents had led some of these children to behaviors such as
following poor hygienic practices, lack of independence,
pouting, needing help in getting ready, and showing lazi-
ness. For example, USP#1 stated:

I think she definitely became a lot more reliant just
because we were spending so much time. Oh, I have
been noticing that she will come out of the bathroom,
and I am like, “Did you wash your hands?” And she
goes, “Oh, I forgot.”

Difficulty in Performing Routine Tasks

This sub-theme emerged from the responses of two teacher
participants who taught 5-year-olds in person. They men-
tioned how the pandemic impacted their students’ perfor-
mance of routine tasks such as setting up their lunches or
packing their backpacks. Here are two excerpts.

When they came to me, setting up their own lunch was
difficult for them, because they did not have to set up
their own lunch or pack up their backpack, And it was
really odd because usually by the time they reach me,
they can do all that stuff. (USKT#3)

Parents have shared that their children would not get
up from bed. In our school, we focus a lot on life skills
here. So, we actually include free cooking because it
alsoincludes physical development and all these things.
(APT#2)

Delay in Fine-Motor Skills

This sub-theme emerged from the responses of teachers only.
About 67% of USKTs and 25% of IPTs attributed children’s
low level of fine-motor skills, such as writing, drawing, and
grasping, to school closures during the pandemic. Preschool
teachers shared that children started practicing these skills
in preschool. However, they lost these skills due to a lack
of practice during school closures. USKT#1 and USKT#
3 shared that their current kindergartners showed delayed
fine-motor skills compared to their beginning kindergart-
ners in previous years. USKT# 3, who is teaching in-person,
stated, “They do not have those fine motor skills. And I also
want them to learn how to hold a pencil, to cut and paste, and
how to write.” IPT#2, who was teaching in-person, shared
that she had been practicing fine motor skills repeatedly in
her class and stated, Buttoning up. So, we are actually trying
to increase these skills.”

Discussion

The findings of the study showed that the responses of par-
ents and teachers converged on questions related to the pan-
demic’s impacts on the social and emotional development
of children. Participants shared that the lack of opportuni-
ties for children to practice these skills during the pandemic
resulted in children’s sense of loneliness, anxiety, and lack of
development of important skills such as conflict resolution,
problem-solving, and creative thinking. They also shared
that these skills mostly emerge through spending time and
interacting with peers. Kindergarten teachers compared the
social and emotional maturity of their current kindergarten-
ers with beginning kindergarteners in past years and shared
that their current students showed a delay in the expected
social, emotional, and practical life skills. Parents also
compared the social-emotional changes in their children
before and after the pandemic. There were some differences
between participating parents’ and teachers’ responses.
Teachers’ responses did not explicitly focus on the regres-
sion of socio-emotional skills in their students. However,
parents’ responses specifically pointed to children’s display
of behaviors such as whining, spitting on their siblings,
and attention-seeking behaviors which they had already
left behind before the pandemic. Moreover, while parents’
responses did not point to delays in fine motor skills in their
children, such as holding a pencil or a crayon or grasping
small objects, this theme surfaced in teachers’ responses.
Kindergarten teachers also shared that their beginning kin-
dergarteners in fall 2020 had difficulty holding pencils and
crayons and cutting papers with scissors compared to enter-
ing kindergartners in past years. Typically, preschool teach-
ers focus on these skills explicitly and provide individualized
guidance to children during the spring and summer months
of the preschool year before children start kindergarten. In
March 2020, participants’ schools stopped all instructional
activities. After a short period, all teachers of 4-year-olds in
the study transitioned to remote instruction in the summer
2020. However, they had limited opportunities to provide
individualized support during their remote instruction ses-
sions before their students transitioned to 5-year-old class-
rooms in fall 2020. Two participants, one in the U.S. and
the other in China who were teaching 5-year-olds in person,
shared that their students had difficulty in performing routine
tasks, such as setting up tables and packing their backpacks.
The findings of the study are not surprising keeping in view
the scholarly foundations and practices of the field. ECE
experts maintain that the early childhood years are critical
years during which children’s socio-emotional and self-help
skills flourish through explicit and implicit teaching of these
skills. Therefore, quality ECE programs design their cur-
riculum carefully to foster these skills in children through
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developmentally appropriate activities. However, during the
pandemic, children did not receive in-person teaching and
could not take part in group activities or hands-on activities
to develop these skills during remote instructional sessions.
ECE programs that received permission to provide in-per-
son learning could not offer group learning opportunities to
promote socio-emotional skills in their students because of
social distancing regulations. The findings of the study are
also not surprising because researchers have reported issues
such as increasing frequency of child behavior problems
(Gassman-Pines et al., 2020); externalizing behavior issues
(Giannotti et al., 2021); anxiety, depression, and behavio-
ral issues (Nearchou et al., 2020); and a feeling of loneli-
ness (Egan et al., 2021) among children worldwide after
the onset of COVID-related confinement. The study with a
national sample of 1000 parents in the U.S. by Lurie Chil-
dren’s (2021) highlighted parental (71%) concerns about the
pandemic’s impact on their children’s mental health. When
asked about which pillars of mental health have been com-
promised, “socializing” topped the list. Participants (65%)
in the Lurie Children’s study also believed that the men-
tal health consequences would be greater for children than
adults and 68% of participants wished that they had allowed
their child to socialize more and regretted that they prior-
itized social distancing over their child’s mental health. Cost
et al. (2022) also reported that most of the Canadian children
between the ages 2 and 18 in their study with or without pre-
existing psychiatric diagnosis experienced deterioration in at
least one domain out of the six domains: depression, anxi-
ety, irritability, attention, hyperactivity, and compulsions
during the pandemic. When asked what they missed the
most after the school closure, children in Zorek and Pecek’s
(2022) study responded that they missed their friends the
most. The psychological and educational implications of the
pandemic’s impact on children’s socio-emotional well-being
are immense. Researchers suggest that young children need
frequent interactions with peers because such interactions
can lead to important social skills among children, such as
building friendships, maintaining positive peer relationships,
solving problems during play, and gaining peer accept-
ance (Stanton-Chapman, 2014). These preschool gains in
social-emotional skills contribute significantly to reading
achievement and learning engagement in kindergarten (Nix
et al., 2013). In addition to the long-term impacts of child-
hood socio-emotional issues on children’s later life, young
children’s positive socio-emotional skills are also major
predictors of their later academic achievement (Nix et al.,
2013). Researchers suggest that children’s inability to regu-
late their emotions can physiologically inhibit their use of
higher-order cognitive processes such as working memory,
attention, and planning which are prerequisites for success in
an upper-grade classroom (Blair, 2002). Researchers report
that children who can successfully manage their emotions in
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face of multiple stressors fare better academically compared
to their peers who could not (Webster-Straton et al, 2008).
Participants in the present study shared examples of regres-
sion in children’s socio-emotional state after school closure.
The topic of regression has been discussed widely by psy-
chologists. According to Freud and Strachey (1977), regres-
sion is a defense mechanism that allows an individual to
cope with stress and traumatic situations. Clinicians accept
regression as normal behavior in childhood and as a form
of communication in response to distress (Lokko & Stern,
2015). During the pandemic, when young children were
cut off from their routine social activities quite unexpect-
edly, it was natural for them to resort to an earlier stage of
development to express their frustrations. Researchers have
reported emotional regression in children in their studies as
well. For example, according to Sonnenschein et al. (2022),
responses such as “my child is regressing across all aca-
demic and social metrics” (p. 266) were typical responses
of parent participants in their study and some parents shared
their willingness to take the risk of sending their children
to school during the pandemic to address such regressions.
Such regressive behaviors have been reported by physicians
during the pandemic as well. According to Dr. Nancy Close
of the Child Study Center at the Yale School of Medicine,
children’s behaviors that showed emotional regression, such
as baby talk, difficulty with routines, and needing help with
sleeping and toileting, have been quite common after the
pandemic (UNICEEF, 2021).

Implications

The findings of the present study and other related stud-
ies highlight the need to restore the socio-emotional well-
being of all young children worldwide after the reopening
of schools. Based on their systematic review of 36 studies
from 11 countries, Viner et al. (2022) reported that child
protection referrals were reduced drastically in number sug-
gesting a reduction in the ability of the health and social care
systems to protect children in many countries. Therefore,
policy-makers need to acknowledge the connection between
children’s mental health and quality of life and create a
national strategy to address children’s mental health issues
through the implementation of effective school-based mental
health services (Vaillancourt et al., 2021). To achieve this
goal, schools need to strengthen their assessment, referral,
and intervention measures for children with socio-emotional
issues and partner with families to receive relevant input.
In May 2021, the U.S. passed the Mental Health Services
for Students Act of 2021, which allowed funding support
to projects that facilitated children’s access to school-based
comprehensive mental health services. Such school-based
services are needed for children in all age groups around
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the world. International donors and corporate sectors may
provide funding support for such services, especially to pre-
schools and schools in developing countries.

In the post-school closure context, schools play a critical
role in restoring children’s socio-emotional health. Although
children have experienced severe academic learning loss
during the pandemic, the post-pandemic ECE curriculum
must keep a strong socio-emotional and practical life skills
focus. Preschool teachers need to implement child-focused
play and instructional activities even while maintaining
proper hygiene and social distancing practices. Teachers
need to maximize outdoor activities as well as art, move-
ment, and music activities by skillfully integrating these
activities into their curriculum. The findings of the present
study and studies by other researchers suggest a need for
training teachers and parents in restoring children’s socio-
emotional well-being (Davis et al., 2022) by implementing
curriculum and assessment strategies targeted specifically
for this purpose. Experts also suggest that schools collabo-
rate with local community centers and train mentors who
can work directly with children to provide some relief to par-
ents who have faced tremendous stress during the pandemic
(Abramson, 2022). Researchers report the mediating role of
parenting practices and home environment on children’s psy-
chosocial well-being (Andres-Romero et al., 2021). Hence,
ECE programs may provide training to parents on positive
parenting practices to speed up the recovery process.

Strengths, Limitations,
and Recommendations for Future Research

The study explored a topic that has gained a significant
empirical base in the last 2 years. The present study will con-
tribute to this growing research repertoire. It is appropriate
to note the uniqueness of this study. First, most of the studies
that focused on children’s socio-emotional well-being dur-
ing the pandemic either used parents as the sample in their
studies, such as the study by Wang et al. (2021) in China
and the study by Kim et al. (2021) in Ethiopia, or children
as the sample, such as the study by Lariviere-Bastien et al.
in Canada (2022). Only a handful of studies included both
parents and children, such as the studies by Cost et al. (2022)
and Timmons et al. (2021) in Canada. Researchers of the
present study did not find any study that explored both U.S.
teachers’ and parents’ perspectives on the socio-emotional
development of children during the pandemic. The partici-
pation of both parents and teachers added diversity to the
study sample and also served as a triangulation strategy in
the study.

Second, a review of the literature showed that studies
that focused on the pandemic’s impact on children’s socio-
emotional development did not include teachers from both

spectrums of the field of early childhood education, i.e.,
teachers who taught 4-year-olds and teachers who taught
5-year-olds, during the beginning months of the pandemic.
In the U.S., kindergarten programs enroll 5-year-olds and
are housed in public and private elementary schools. Both
groups of teachers provided their perspectives on the social,
emotional, and practical life skills impact of the pandemic
on children. By including both groups of teachers, the study
included a wider representation of early childhood teacher
voices.

Third, because of the global scope of the spread of
COVID-19, it was considered important to include interna-
tional participants in the study. All four counties included
in the study resorted to similar steps after the pandemic,
such as physical distancing, school closures, and transition-
ing to remote instruction. A review of the literature showed
that there were very few studies that included teachers from
different countries. In studies that included a multi-country
sample, the purpose differed from that of the present study,
For example, the study by Anderson et al. (2022) focused
on parental engagement and perspectives on distance learn-
ing and the study by Rothe et al. (2022) compared early
childhood policies in different countries. These studies also
adopted different research designs. However, in the present
study, participants from different countries responded to
the same questions in a common methodological format.
Therefore, the study design contributed to the consistency
and credibility aspects of the study’s findings. Research-
ers consider the inclusion of multiple diverse perspectives
across informants as an important strategy to enhance under-
standing of a complex phenomenon (Benzer et al., 2013).
Fourth, a vast majority of the studies that examined the
impact of COVID-19 on children were conducted after the
pandemic had continued for some time. There were many
uncertainties over the course and treatment of the virus when
studies, such as this study, were conducted in the earlier
stages of the pandemic. Teachers also struggled to balance
the new pedagogical approaches with pandemic regulations
and children’s needs. These early studies are important for
comparative purposes and for establishing a trajectory of the
pandemic’s impact on children.

However, as with any research study, this study has some
limitations. The sample size in each category of participants
is small. So, the small sample size limits the generalizabil-
ity of the findings to other settings. Additionally, interviews
served as the only source of data for the study. However, the
study used teachers in different contexts (preschool, kinder-
garten, international), as well as parents to add diverse per-
spectives and analyzed the divergence and/or convergence
of these perspectives. Teachers and parents in the study had
at least a bachelor’s degree and were mostly from middle-
class backgrounds. So, the study suffers from a lack of wider
socio-economic representation in the sample. Future studies
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may adopt a mixed-method design to evaluate the effective-
ness of socio-emotional interventions implemented by early
childhood programs to support children’s socio-emotional
development. Researchers may also investigate the mediat-
ing effects of parental mental health, parenting practices, and
home environment on children’s socio-emotional well-being
after the reopening of schools.

Conclusion

The socio-emotional loss that resulted from COVID-19 is
immense and will require ECE programs around the world to
design and implement creative and targeted intervention pro-
grams to recover the loss as well as prevent long-term damage
to children’s socio-emotional health. COVID-19 has taught
families and programs serving young children to accept the
uncertainty of life situations, to be proactive, and to address the
damage to children’s holistic development as soon as possible.
Most young children are resilient (McLaughlin et al., 2021)
and can bounce back if intervention is implemented on time,
progress is monitored periodically, and support is continued.
However, how early childhood programs around the world
make efforts to recover children’s socio-emotional well-being
in the post-school closure era will serve as a testimony of their
resiliency and commitment to the well-being of children and
families.

Appendix A: Interview Protocol

Research Question: RQ #1. How Do Participants
Perceive the Impact of COVID-19 on Their Children'’s
Social Development?

Interview Questions for Preschool Teachers: (please add some
concrete examples to support your response).

e Please describe your students’ social skills after the school
closure due to COVID-19.

e Please share the differences that you have noticed in your
students’ social skills before and after the COVID-19
school closure.

Interview Questions for Kindergarten Teachers: (please add
some concrete examples to support your response).

e In your opinion, how did the school closure impact chil-
dren’s social skills that are necessary for beginning kinder-
garteners?

e Please compare your current students’ social skills with
that of beginning kindergarteners in past years.
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Interview Questions for Parents (please add some con-
crete examples to support your response)

e Please describe your child’s social behavior since the
school closure due to COVID-19.

e What differences have you noticed in your child’s social
behavior after the school closure if any?

e Please describe the types of social activities that your child
has been participating in after the COVID -19 school clo-
sure.

RQ: #2: How do participants perceive the impact
of COVID-19 on their children’s emotional
development?

Interview Questions for Preschool Teachers: (please add
some concrete examples to support your response).

e Please describe your students’ emotional skills after the
school closure due to COVID-19.

e Please share the differences that you have noticed in your
students’ emotional skills before and after the COVID-19
school closure.

Interview Questions for Kindergarten Teachers: (please add
some concrete examples to support your response).

e In your opinion, how did the school closure impact chil-
dren’s emotional skills that are necessary for beginning
kindergarteners?

e Please compare your current students’ emotional skills
with that of beginning kindergarteners in past years.

Interview Questions for Parents (please add some concrete
examples to support your response)

e Please describe your child’s emotional behavior since the
school closure due to COVID-19.

e What differences have you noticed in your child’s emo-
tional behavior after the school closure?

RQ #3. How do participants perceive the impact
of COVID-19 on their children’s development
of practical life skills?

Interview Questions for Preschool Teachers (please add
some concrete examples to support your response).

(a) Please share how did the school closure impact your
students’ development of practical life skills?
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Interview Questions for Kindergarten Teachers (please add
some concrete examples to support your response).

(a) Please share how did the school closure impact your
students’ development of practical life skills that are
necessary for beginning kindergarteners?

(b) What differences did you notice in your current stu-
dents’ development of practical life skills compared to
that of beginning kindergarteners in past years?

Interview Questions for Parents (please add some concrete
examples to support your response)

(a) How did the pandemic impact your child’s use of prac-
tical life skills after the school closure?

(b) What differences did you notice in your child’s use of
practical life skills before and after the pandemic?
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