
CHALLENGES FOR YOUNG
CHILDREN'S LEARNING

In re-opening schools during the COVID-19
pandemic, some countries have made early
education the top priority, both because young
children benefit the least from distance learning
and because they need the most supervision and
care from working parents (Melnick & Darling-
Hammond, 2020). Many key aspects of early
education, like play and hands-on exploration,
are challenging to replicate in online classrooms.
Some of the children who benefit most from
early childhood education are also those with the
least access to remote learning. Not all children
have access to their own device, reliable Wi-Fi,
or a quiet place of their own to connect from,
and many young children need adult support in
order to connect to or participate in remote
learning activities.

CHALLENGES FOR
TEACHERS

Teachers are currently caught in a dilemma,
balancing their professional commitments to
educating young children and their concerns
about personal and public safety (Samuellson,
Wagner, & Odengaard, 2020). Likewise, the shift
to remote instruction has required teachers to
quickly learn new technologies and teaching
approaches. As schools shift to hybrid models,
many teachers are being required to plan for and
teach both in-person and remote lessons
simultaneously. This dramatic shift in pedagogy
is an important challenge, for new teachers and
veterans alike. Many teachers feel that the level
of stress and challenge is not sustainable, and
worry about burning out. In the words of Anissa
Jimenez, a first-grade teacher in Tucson, AZ, 
 “We’re all first year teachers again because
none of us have done this in the way we’re doing
it now” (Cavazos, 2020).

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has created hardship for
everyone, as many people contend with illness,
anxiety, isolation, and grief over losing a loved
one and financial stress.  Additionally, young
children, their families and their teachers also
face a unique set of challenges, as the schools
and early education centers have closed, re-
structured and re-opened. The pandemic has
been particularly devastating to Black,
Indigenous and people of color communities
(Laster Pirtle, 2020) and the economic
consequences have been particularly hard for
women; a large number of early childhood
educators are part of both groups. Here we
describe some of the challenges and ways to
cope suggested by emerging research.

With many families juggling full-time job(s) as well as parenting, the demands of monitoring remote
and hybrid schooling have caused many parents and caregivers to feel guilty and unsure how to
maneuver this new way of life (Dong, Cao & Li, 2020). At the same time, many families are
experiencing new financial stress from the economic fallout of the pandemic. The unpredictability of
the length of time COVID-19 will persist means that families should expect remote schooling to
continue for some time. They may need support managing time constraints and the technology now
necessary for learning (Vanderloo et al, 2020).
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SUGGESTIONS FOR
FAMILIES

A key suggestion for parents and caregivers is to
let go of feelings of guilt about screen time
(Vanderloo et al, 2020). Many parents feel
conflicted about exceeding recommended
guidelines for screen time for young children;
however, this may be unavoidable in current
circumstances, when learning and maintaining
social and family relationships can all depend on
screens. Some recommendations for parents
include prioritizing screen-free mealtimes,
bedtimes and playtimes, creating predictable
routines, and prioritizing physical activity.

SILVER LININGS

Although the challenges regarding this pandemic seem insurmountable,  there are  some bright spots.
Some teachers expressed an appreciation for the benefit of smaller class sizes as well as more
opportunities to engage with specific children on an individual basis. Others have noted an increase in
their technology skills (Samuellson, Wagner, & Odengaard, 2020). Remote learning can create
opportunities for teachers to interact daily with their students’ siblings and caregivers, building
relationships and understanding about children’s out-of-school lives. For families, the lack of
commuting can lead to more family time and less logistical stress.  Finally, some Black parents have
found that remote schooling has allowed them to better advocate for their children, and that their
children are less likely to be policed or harassed (Anderson, 2020).
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