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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic, which affects all areas of life, has also affected
children in need of education and care. It is of great importance to develop policies that
take into account the best interests of children in this process. In this review article, the
policies developed for early childhood education and care during the pandemic period in
five countries (Australia, Croatia, Hungary, Spain, and Turkey), how they are
implemented, the problems that arose, and the solutions produced are discussed. As a
result, the COVID-19 pandemic has revealed that we need to focus on eliminating the
educational inequalities, set policies for the welfare of children on foundations that are
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the best interests of the child in the policies to be developed and building the social
ecology on justice will ease overcoming the crises that will be faced.

Introduction

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) forms the basis for the acquisition of lifelong
competencies. The disadvantages of children who cannot access a qualified environment and education in
the early years continue throughout their lives, and to overcome this, practices that consider the best
interests of all children should be a priority in the country's policies. According to United Nations
Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) reports, it is stated that 175 million children between the ages of 3-
6 do not benefit from early childhood education at all, and one out of every four children who is one year
younger than the compulsory education age does not benefit from early childhood education at all
(UNICEEF, 2021a). Moreover, these are data prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and it is not yet known how
children are affected by early childhood education as the pandemic continues. However, according to
UNICEF's estimates, the global economic crisis caused by the pandemic negatively affected families in
developing countries, and it is estimated that the number of poor children could exceed 725 million, with
142 million more children already facing poverty (UNICEF, 2021b). Undoubtedly, the increase in poverty
leads to the restriction of children's access to education and health, and to a decrease in healthy nutrition
resources. Furthermore, poverty causes parents to face difficulties in creating economic resources and
experience psychological problems, and it disrupts family dynamics. This poverty not only directly affects
the family and the child, but also negatively affects the budget allocated by the countries for education,
which is an indicator of social welfare. This negative effect on the education budget causes interruptions
or a decrease in the quality of the education services provided. Economically, psychologically, and
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sociologically fragile societies are facing major crises in this sense, along with the pandemic.

As a result of the rapid spread of the pandemic and became life-threatening, schools at all levels
were closed in 191 countries, and 1.7 billion students continued their education based on the policies and
practices that were promptly developed by their countries (United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2021) in line with the policies to combat the pandemic (World Health
Organization [WHO], 2020) announced by the WHO on March 11, 2020. According to the report prepared
by UNICEEF in September 2020, while the rate of countries that switched to distance education at primary
and post-secondary levels was 90%, this rate was 60% in early childhood education (UNICEF, 2021c). In
the report, it is stated that despite these rates, not all children have equal access to education, educational
inequality has become more evident with the pandemic, teachers' technology literacy and competent use
are low in underdeveloped and developing countries, and there are difficulties in providing and accessing
digital tools (UNESCO, 2020).

The fact that inequality in access to ECEC has become apparent during the pandemic is due to the
policy uncertainties and investing in ECEC not being a priority. In addition, the suspension of education
of 40% of children benefiting from early childhood education because of the pandemic (UNICEF, 2021c)
contains important clues that larger crises will occur. These clues make it important to evaluate the
educational policies and practices of the authorities during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this review article,
the policies developed for ECEC during the pandemic in five countries (Australia, Croatia, Hungary, Spain,
and Turkey), how they were implemented, the problems that arose, and the solutions produced were
discussed.

Australia: Policies and Practices of ECEC during the COVID-19 Pandemic

In Australia, ECEC services comprise child care and preschool services. They provide education and
care for over 1.3 million children ( Department of Education, Skills and Employment [DESE], 2020a). Types
of ECEC programs include long day-care (often called Early Learning Centres), family day-care services,
and preschools. Children’s attendance to an ECEC program in the pre-school year is not compulsory.
However, since 2008 the Australian Government has committed to universal access to ECEC in the year
before full-time schooling (Parliament of Australia, 2014).

The first case of COVID-19 in Australia was recorded on 25 January 2020 and it was linked to an
overseas traveler from China. As the number of daily COVID-19 cases increased steadily over the following
weeks, Australia introduced an international travel ban, border closures, quarantine, high testing rates,
rapid case isolation, and contact tracing (McAnulty & Ward, 2020). On 27 March 2020, the Australian
Government declared the ECEC sector ‘essential” to the economy (Parliament of Australia, 2020a). That
means ECEC services were required to remain open. This declaration highlighted ECEC as a fundamental
service for supporting parent participation in the workforce (Thorpe, Staton, Houen, & Beatton, 2020).

In the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, the ECEC sector experienced the devastating impact
of COVID-19 when the demand for ECEC services declined dramatically. Many families pulled their
children out of ECEC services in Australia. Some families unenrolled their children because they could
provide care to their children at home due to losing employment or working from home and some families
had health concerns (Parliament of Australia, 2020b).

Lockdown restrictions were implemented to monitor the COVID-19 outbreak across the country
between late March and mid-May 2020. During the outbreak, the health officials considered ECEC services
were essential. These services were able to operate by paying attention to hygiene, physical distancing,
cleaning surfaces at least daily (e.g. tables, chairs, light switches) and washing resources such as play items
and toys (Early Childhood Australia, 2020). It was suggested that young children were less likely to catch
the virus. Families were encouraged to keep their children in ECEC services, while they were given the
option to keep their children at home.

In April 2020, the Australian Government announced an Early Childhood Education and Care Relief
Package to support families and the ECEC sector. The Relief Package (also referred to as ‘free’ childcare)
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provided $1.6 billion to the sector for three months (DESE, 2020b). Families were not charged any fees
between April and July 2020. Priority was given to working parents, disadvantaged and vulnerable
children who needed to access ECEC (Prime Minister of Australia, 2020c ). In the landscape of Australian
ECEC, the Relief Package has been one of the most effective policies to open up a new space for caring for
children during a pandemic (Lee, 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic transformed many practices in ECEC settings. Educators implemented
strict hygiene measures which minimized the number of parents during their children’s arrival and
departure times. Children were dropped off and picked up at the centre entrance to enforce social
distancing (Early Childhood Australia, 2020). The reduced contact with parents made educators
establishing new forms of communication with them through apps, email or phone.

Many early childhood educators provided regular communication and resources to support families
and children who stayed at home through online teaching and learning (Park, Logan, Zhang, Kamigaichi,
& Kulapichitr, 2020). This led to changes in teaching practices including developing digital learning
materials to engage with children and supporting families who remained at home. Early childhood
educators had to provide play-based educational programs remotely. Some early childhood settings used
online portals (e.g. Storypark) or sent newsletters about online resources (e.g. Victorian Government Education
and Training). Families could access to ‘learning from home’ resources for early childhood education on the
state departments’ website.

In July 2020, the Australian Government has implemented a Transition Package which provided a
Transition payment to the ECEC services until the end of September 2020. During this period, except
Victoria, attendance to ECEC services returned to pre-COVID levels nationally. ECEC services have been
required to have a COVIDSafe plan with risk mitigation measures (i.e. hygiene and health measures).

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected Australian states and territories unevenly. Victoria has been
Australia’s worst affected state with over 68% of the COVID-19 cases and 90% of the deaths that occurred
across the country (Department of Health, 2021). Victoria’s second lockdown lasted almost four months.
During Stage four restrictions in August 2020, ECEC services remained open only for vulnerable children
who cannot learn at home and children whose parents work in essential services in Melbourne! [ECEC
services remained open to all children in regional Victoria]. This was a major change from Australia’s first
lockdown period. Many families faced challenges in the closure of ECEC settings. Working parents had to
work from home while providing care for their children for approximately 11 weeks. In order to support
Victorian ECEC services, the government announced the Recovery Package which provided a $305.6
million Recovery Payment for Victoria until the end of January 2021 (DESE, 2020b). The aim was to ensure
that ECEC services remain open while providing financial support to families. Since November 2020,
ECEC settings in Victoria have resumed their regular programs with a COVIDSafe Plan’.

The experience of the COVID-19 pandemic shows that ECEC is an essential service for working
parents however it is also important to recognise and support ECEC educators who provide this service
(Thorpe et al., 2020). During this time, they prioritised the well-being of young children and families. More
attention should be given to the experiences of ECEC educators in supporting children and their families.

Croatia: Policies and practices of ECEC during the COVID-19 Pandemic

ECEC in the Republic of Croatia is not part of the compulsory educational system. The exception is
the preschool program intended for children in the year before starting school. The preschool program,
lasting 250 hours, is mandatory for school-age children (children aged 6-7, who start primary school in the
next school year). It usually takes place in ECEC settings or primary schools if there are no ECEC settings
nearby. This position determines how the ECEC system itself and its organization are perceived in public.
Although it is a system that is part of the Ministry of Science and Education, aimed to ensure the wellbeing
(personal, emotional, physical, educational, and social) of the child (Ministarstvo Znanosti, Obrazovanja i

1 As of 1#of June 2021, Victoria is currently in its fourth lockdown. Primary and secondary schools are currently closed while ECEC remain open.
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Sporta [MZOS], 2015), the public more often perceives it as a system for caring for children so that parents
can work. This attitude is also promoted by certain projects (for example, Improvement of services for children
in the system of early and preschool education) funded by the Ministry of Labor, Pensions, Family and Welfare,
which are founded on the idea of social policy (ensuring reconciliation of family and business life). In
practice, this means, among other things, providing a kindergarten for all children in accordance with the
needs of parents. It is therefore questionable whether this is an idea that is in line with the basic goal of
ECEC in the Republic of Croatia - ensuring the well-being of the child.

This position of ECEC in the Republic of Croatia partly determined the attitude towards the
openness/closeness of ECEC settings during the COVID-19 pandemic. In mid-March, a pandemic of Covid-
19 disease was declared (Ministry of Health, 2020), and the Government of the Republic of Croatia (Vlada
Republike Hrvatske) (2020) passed a Decision to suspend teaching in higher education, secondary and primary
schools and the regular operation of early childhood education institutions. The pandemic resulted in the closure
of many institutions, restrictions on movement and, where possible, remote work. The new family and
work structure were somehow improvised. Visnji¢-Jevti¢ and Viskovi¢ (2021) conclude that a new daily
rhythm and schedule of activities had to be organized, mutual obligations (jobs, roles) and ways of solving
problem situations had to be harmonized. The closure of educational institutions and the transition to a
virtual work environment indicated unequal opportunities for participation due to technical and social
issues. While lower primary classes were organized through television (School on 3) and upper primary
and secondary classes were organized through various learning platforms, early childhood education was
not organized at the state level. Somolanji Toki¢ and Vukasinovi¢ (2020) find that organization of early
childhood education work depended mostly on the intrinsic motivation of teachers, while there wasn’t
official support from the state. This has led to various solutions - from opening kindergartens for first-line
workers, through designing group communication with children and parents on different communication
platforms to creating an online kindergarten. Therefore, early childhood education during the pandemic
in Croatia faced with several issues: organization of the work; the wellbeing of the children due to digital
exposure; digital competencies of teachers; and wellbeing of the teachers. Due to the closure of
kindergartens, it was questionable how to organize work for teachers (what they could do when there are
no children in the settings) and children (to ensure continuity in education), and at the same time help the
parents. Research in Croatia shows that activities organized by ECEC settings for children most often
required the joint involvement of children and parents (Visnji¢-Jevti¢ & Viskovi¢, 2021). Parents who
continued to go to work had to organize time and space for children, while parents who worked from home
had to organize time and space for both — themselves and their children.

In ECEC settings that remain open for first-line workers teachers faced a new way of communicating
with parents which made it difficult to support each other. Regarding the well-being of young children, it
is questionable whether viral activities contribute to the well-being of a child. The most common challenges
of the viral environment for children are the absence of play (Schmitt, Pempek, Kirkorian, Lund, &
Anderson, 2008; Setliff & Courage, 2011), difficulties in social and emotional functioning of children
(Radesky, Schumacher, & Zuckerman, 2014), slower language development (Mendelsohn et al., 2010;
Zimmerman, Christakis, & Meltzoff, 2007) and insufficient physical activity (Marshall, Biddle, Gorely,
Cameron, & Murdey, 2004). Anderson and Subrahmanyam (2017) point out that the impact of the screen
depends on the age of the children, and for children under the age of two it is mostly negative, while for
preschool children it has negative and positive aspects. As a result of the above research, it is possible to
problematize the organization of ECEC settings through various digital platforms. To organize an
appropriate learning environment for young children, ECE teachers should have certain digital
competencies. Kim (2020) states that the quality of online learning in early childhood depends in part on
the digital competencies of ECE teachers. Somolanji Toki¢ and Vukasinovi¢ (2020) stated that due to the
non-mandatory status of ECEC, ECE teachers in Croatia doesn’t have the possibility to master their
competencies requested in the European Framework for the Digital Competence of Educators:
DigCompEdu. Working in changing conditions, which required new competencies, reflected on the well-
being of ECE teachers. Professional responsibility requires adaptation to new conditions and continuous
support for children and parents. On the other hand, many educators are parents themselves which can
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pose an organizational challenge to their family life. Given the specificity of work in which it is impossible
to ensure distance, educators are also exposed to health risks. In preparation for the reopening of ECEC
settings, a Recommendation for working with early and preschool children in kindergartens (Ministarstvo Znanosti
i Obrazovanja [MZO], 2020) was adopted, which was to provide guidelines for work after reopening. The
recommendation is guided by health and epidemiological guidelines relating to the protection of health in
the first place.

A year after, kindergartens are open, but that brings new challenges. The environment that supposed
to be enabling, full of possibilities for playing and learning became equipped only with materials that may
be disinfected. Therefore, loose parts or natural materials are forbidden just as soft, cuddling toys. The
absence of toys and other stimulative material may lead to exploration of a new play(s), and experiences
of new learning strategies in cooperation with peers. Unfortunately, play with peers should be organized
to avoid close, physical contact and teachers were suggested engaging children in activities that give
possibilities of distancing. One of the teachers try to explain the new situations:

New challenges are emerging. Parents do not tell us that they are infectious and bring their children to kindergarten,

despite that. In this way, the trust we have been building for many years is lost. Cooperation with parents has been

reduced to a minimum due to epidemiological measures, and continuity in care and education between family and

institutions is being lost. There isn't continuity in educational work with children due to frequent absences and the

self-isolation of children. Teachers are overworked and exhausted due to frequent sick leave and consequently, the
replacement of sick colleagues (VB, 37 years, ECE teacher).

Working in COVID conditions caused new challenges on many levels. More than a year later, there
is no signs or strategies that should help teachers to strengthen children and parents in the new normal.

Hungary: Policies and Practices of ECEC during the COVID-19 Pandemic

In Hungary, kindergarten education has a long tradition. The first kindergarten opened its doors in
1828, while the first creche opened in 1852. Since September 2015, attendance to the kindergarten has been
compulsory from the age of 3, the aim of which is to minimise disadvantage and to ensure equal
opportunities and life chances for all children.

The disease, referred to as COVID-19, was declared a pandemic by the UN health organization on
11 March 2020 (WHO, 2020). The Hungarian Government created the Operative Staff in order to fight the
new coronavirus, their information about official measures appears on koronavirus.gov.hu website. The
Hungarian Government (Government Decree 40/2020) declared an emergency situation for the entire
territory of Hungary in order to prevent the consequences of a human pandemic causing a mass illness
endangering the safety of life and property and to protect the health and life of Hungarian citizens of the
Government Decree, the mayor of the local government providing nursery and kindergarten? may order
an extraordinary break in the case of nursery and kindergarten institutions from 16 March 2020. The mayor
shall inform the Minister of Human Resources of ordering the break. According to the government decree,
domestic kindergartens could not accept children, they had to suspend their educational activities for an
indefinite period (The Hungarian Government, 2020a).

The regulation has put early childhood institutions and stakeholders in an unprecedented,
unexpected situation. In the new situation, central, uniform measures did not help the institutions
concerned, according to the government decree, the maintainers ordered the institutions to do non-
educational work and then to do home office work for their employees. Families were particularly weighed
down by the situation, with some parents continuing to work from home in a home office, while others lost
their jobs. In addition, they had to solve the care of younger children without institutional support and
help digital education for school-age children. The placement of the child during the day, while the parent
is working, is a vital issue for parents, regardless of social affiliation, and a basic function of the institution.

2 In English we use the word “kindergarten”, those who work there are the “kindergarten pedagogue”, or “early childhood educators”, that can be used for both genders. These
are according to the Hungarian approach to Kindergarten. According to the same approach, in Hungary, the phrase “preschool” is not correct as it does not mirror the local
specialties of this field of science. Samely, the pedagogue who works there are not at all “preschool teachers” as not even Kindergarten pedagogues call themselves teachers as
they do not teach in a direct and controlled way in the Kindergarten. Kindergarten workers deal with children 3-6, school starts at the age of 6 in Hungary.
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In the crisis caused by the virus, the relationship with the kindergarten was severed to a large extent. In
Hungary, the number of disadvantaged children is high in public education institutions, contact with their
families is inherently more difficult and research proves that disadvantaged parents prefer a personal,
trusting relationship with the early childhood educators (Vargané Nagy & Molnar, 2017). There were
disadvantaged areas where the head of the kindergarten visited the families personally and informed them
of the emergency and the closure of the institution, as they sometimes did not have even a telephone.

In state-run, municipal kindergartens, the employer envisaged digital work for kindergarten
pedagogues in kindergartens, similar to public education institutions (schools), in order to ensure that
employees' work was justified and thus paid. Changed employment rules were declared in Government
Decree 47/2020 (The Hungarian Government, 2020b). Educators either visited the institution regularly or
kept in touch with parents from home. They had to perform the work tasks set out in the document
regulating the operation of the institution and had to certify the work from home with a weekly report to
the maintainer.

Families were hard hit by the regulation, as they had to take care of their children overnight,
knowing that the possible illness of the older generation could easily be caused by the reorganization of
childcare within the family and at the same time transforming their lives. After the changeover, the need
for support for children's personal development at home required reconsideration (Balogh & Szerepi, 2020).

Teleworking was a completely unknown concept for kindergarten pedagogues. Their work includes
a loving reception of children, physical contact, hugging, and daily verbal contact with parents. This was
replaced by an Information Technology (IT) tool that required a completely different form of
communication and competencies. In general, kindergartens are not well equipped with Information and
Communications Technology (ICT) tools either. The ability of kindergarten pedagogues to innovate has
brought forward innovative efforts and the use of ICT tools, although a video, audio file or PowerPoint
presentation cannot replace personal contact. Embrace, kind words, facial expressions and gestures,
nonverbal gestures for children who understand speech even less, group cohesion cannot be replaced by
such means.

It has become common practice for kindergartens to create closed Facebook groups to reach parents.
Knowing the development level of the children and the kindergarten group, the parents were mainly
recommended offline, mobile home play activity forms and experience opportunities that can be performed
together with the children. The methodological recommendations took into account the children's
personality, interests and individual abilities. Thus, they wanted to provide online help to all parents using
the ICT tools at their disposal. Their helpful intentions were to support parents with their pedagogical
knowledge and ideas to help families spend the increased common time at home. This period created an
opportunity for educators to strengthen their individual pedagogical competencies and to be professionally
renewed. They told the children video tales, played with puppets, sang songs, said poems, and sent parents
creative craft activity ideas and games that could be done at home. Game ideas that could be played
together with the family were collected and passed on to parents. The pedagogues tried to smuggle mental
health, situational games into the life of the group, thus helping to process and accept the experiences.

In the use of online distance education, kindergartens sought to uphold the principle of supporting
parental education, which is also a cornerstone of the kindergarten’s child image, so they supported
parent’s child-rearing with activity recommendations that were based on personal advice, common
activities, experiences and memories (Balogh & Szerepi, 2020). At the same time, based on parental
feedback, it was also found that kindergarten pedagogues asked parents for tasks that could not be
performed at home due to lacking conditions and specific tools and went beyond the abilities of a preschool
child. Parents responded in several ways to the activity ideas offered by kindergarten teachers. There were
those who were constantly active from the first minute, performed the requested tasks, and provided
feedback to the educators. There were families who did not take advantage of the suggestions offered by
the kindergarten due to IT tools or lack of interest, lack of time, digital education of the older, school-age
sibling. The development of different level special needs children has also been pushed into the online

205



Policies and practices of early childhood education and care during the COVID-19...

space, the effectiveness of which cannot be compared to personal contact activities.

Parental digital access did not work in all cases. IT knowledge and access to digital tools are uneven.
(Hungarian Central Statistical Office, 2021). It is irrelevant to talk about online help in disadvantaged
regions where families do not have the tools that online education assumes. Most of the disadvantaged
parents have a pre-paid electric meter, and towards the end of the month there is no more money to
recharge, and there is no electricity for a few days. There is no digital device and no internet connection at
all. The school children also received the lesson on paper and the parent was usually unable to help. Contact
with parents was not limited to previously used working-hours contact. The parents needed the help and
feedback of the kindergarten pedagogue in the late evening and many cases on the weekends as well.

Kindergarten pedagogues also helped each other online through professional renewal and exchange
of methodological experiences through the use of kindergarten pedagogical professional community sites.
With the consent of the maintainer, cleanliness packs were distributed to families in need to comply with
hygiene rules that are of paramount importance in the fight against the pandemic. In the institution, they
made decorations, scrapped, cleaned, and performed administrative tasks. In addition to these, textiles
were repaired, bean bags were sewn, and they also helped to make face masks for the employees of the
municipality and those working in health care. There were institutions where, according to the order of the
maintainer, the tasks related to the renovation of the building were also performed by the pedagogues, e.g.
fence painting, group room renovation, painting. Due to the pandemic, more families needed home help.
There was an example of kindergarten staff helping social institution staff, e.g. post office, pharmacy or
day-to-day shopping. The kindergarten nurses cleaned and disinfected the institutions.

In institutions that also have kitchens, kitchen workers packed cold food for children on a weekly
basis. According to 1997. XXXI Act § 21-21 / B on guardianship administration, it is necessary to provide
institutional food provide for children. Children receiving regular child protection benefits received food
free of charge, but could also be claimed by others for a fee. The home delivery of food for kindergarten
and school-age children was coordinated by the kindergarten staff, at which time they had the opportunity
to talk to the parents, as neither the nurse nor the family caregiver visited the families in the segregation at
the time of closure.

According to 152/2020. Government Decree, the maintainers appointed kindergartens on duty in the
settlements; during the extraordinary break, the mayor was obliged to organize day-care for children of
nursery and kindergarten age. Day-care service was to be provided for children without an infectious
disease whose parents or other legal representatives required it for work. According to the Regulation, the
submission of a request for day-care service was not subject to any formalities and could therefore be
submitted either by e-mail or by telephone. The parent had to declare in writing that the child did not suffer
from an infectious disease. The municipality had to organize the day-care service in small groups, and a
maximum of five children per group could be supervised (The Hungarian Government, 2020c).

On May 20 in 2020 a new government decree was published in the Hungarian Gazette. The 215/2020.
Government Decree on the reopening of kindergartens and nurseries (The Hungarian Government, 2020d).
Before reopening, institutions assessed families need for kindergarten care and asked them to declare their
children’s health status. Most families demanded kindergarten care.

The 2020/2021 school year has brought further changes in the lives of institutions raising young
children. According to Government Decree 431/2020 on protection measures, no person other than those
working there and children could enter the territory of the public education institution (The Hungarian
Government, 2020e). From September, parents could not enter the institution, the nurses and pedagogical
assistants accompanied the children from the entrance to the group rooms. The body temperature of
children and adults entering the institution was measured and recorded, an entry record was introduced,
and adults wore masks indoors. Kindergartens tried to protect the health of children and workers with this
defence as well. In everyday life, it is difficult to follow a rule, so e.g. use the face mask as it makes speech
comprehension difficult. Hand sanitisers were installed in several rooms of the kindergarten, and children
were also taught how to use them. They pay attention to the frequent correct hand washing, as well as the
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cleanliness and disinfection of the institution. The nurses keep a cleaning record. Parents may enter the
institution only in justified cases, respecting the rules. Parental meetings were cancelled, daily contact with
parents was reduced, and was limited to a previously created Messenger group or phone.

According to Government Decree 431/2020 on the protection measures of the epidemiological
preparedness period, the body temperature measurement of employees and children upon arrival became
mandatory from 1 October 2020. In case of coronavirus infection or coronavirus involvement, only the
Education Office could order an extraordinary break in the given institution (The Hungarian Government,
2020e).

According to 509/2020 Government Decree, among other things, it ordered regular examinations and
screening suitable for the detection of SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus for educational employees working in
educational institutions. It was organized by the capital and county government offices and it was done
with an antigen rapid test capable of detecting the coronavirus in the order that was specified by the
Operational Staff. Participation in the examination was voluntary (The Hungarian Government, 2020f).

The institutions have drawn up an epidemiological action plan (which is a constantly changing
protocol according to the epidemiological situation), which contains epidemiological rules for workers and
parents (parents do not enter the kindergarten building, all parents have filled in a declaration - only
healthy children can come to kindergarten, COVID-19 in the family should be reported, fever and hand
disinfection should be performed at the door, and the use of a mask in the open air on the premises of the
institution is mandatory according to the current government decree). Parents are still exercising their right
not to require kindergarten for their child due to the virus.

Another difficulty was the illness of kindergarten pedagogues and kindergarten workers (nurses,
pedagogical assistants). The continuous operation of the kindergarten in these cases requires great
organization and perseverance. The situation caused by the COVID 19 virus has transformed the
relationship system of the family institution. In the crisis caused by the virus, the parents' direct contact
with the kindergarten daily was broken. The basic availability of institutional education for families has
become uncertain. This faltering relationship affected both middle-class families, where the parents
worked in the home office and disadvantaged families, for whom institutional education also played a
complementary, mitigating role for children. Parents' IT skills, their resources and their attitudes towards
educational institutions are not uniform either. In general, a traditionally well-functioning family-
kindergarten partnership is not benefited by the fact that parents cannot enter the institution, just as a
child’s community life is not well affected if the parent does not take him or her to kindergarten. In the case
of effective communication with parents, the moments of personal encounters are appreciated. The
situation caused by the virus has also greatly contributed to raising awareness of the importance of healthy
lifestyle education from the areas of kindergarten education among parents and children. Adherence to
security measures requires self-discipline.

This period was a serious burden for parents with small children. The consequences of the virus (loss
of parents' jobs, difficulties in working from home, difficulties in placing and caring for a child, difficulties
in digital education of a primary school child, hopeless life situation, insecurity, stress, difficulty in
contacting grandparents, relatives, friends) made life difficult for families. In the case of children, another
disadvantage was the lack of living conditions at home, play equipment, drawing tools and parental
competence. The development of children with different developmental stages and delayed development
(various movement developments, special pedagogical developments, etc.) has also been pushed into the
online space, the disadvantages and consequences of which are not even measurable.

Educators were mentally and psychologically overwhelmed, everyone experienced the pandemic,
insecurity, hopelessness and fear of illness differently. Kindergarten pedagogues said their IT skills have
increased significantly since the outbreak began. This was mostly through autonomous learning and they
have consciously updated their methodological knowledge adapted to the given situation and they have
done professional renewal.
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In the case of educators, the long-term effects include the move towards the digitization of
documentation, and further training and conferences can also be extended to the online space in a cost-
effective way. The consequences of the situation caused by the COVID-19 virus and its long-term effects
on the situation of families and ECEC institutions will be investigated later. The impact of the pandemic
situation on out-of-institution education requires new pedagogical competencies. Communication between
parents and kindergarten pedagogues is changing, and effective forms of help that can be provided online
are becoming more valuable. The consequences for children’s social relationships, development of speech
and movement skills, and mental health are still unpredictable.

Spain: Policies and Practices of ECEC during the COVID-19 Pandemic

ECEC is essential to promote positive long-term learning outcomes (Paz-Albo, Cvencek, Herranz,
Hervas, & Meltzoff, 2017), as well as children’s cognitive, language and social development in both the
short- and long-term (Melhuish et al., 2015), but not all children have an opportunity to enjoy early
experiences. In Spain, increasing children’s participation in ECEC provides early access to learning
experiences across the country, but these experiences differ depending on each region. In fact, Spain has
implemented national and regional reforms in ECEC to enhance the educational needs of 0- to 6-year-old
children, fuelling debate about the nature of ECEC and, specifically on the significance of the provision for
children under the age of three. Moreover, Spain has one of the highest enrolment rates of 3-5-year-olds
(97%) in ECEC across Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD] countries, and
higher for children under the age of 3 (36%), compared to 26% of the OECD average (OECD, 2019).

This situation is the result of the expansion of ECEC services in Spain. However, over the last decade,
the childcare provision has experienced a surge of policy attention in Spain, as improving quality in the
ECEC sector is a priority (Paz-Albo, 2018). In fact, the provision of ECEC in Spain has a regulatory
framework established at the national level in which the purpose of ECEC is established as to contribute to
the physical, emotional, social, and intellectual development of children (Orden ECI/3960/2007, 2008).
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has an impact on how ECEC is organized and a variety of resources
has been used to support children’s learning.

By the middle of March 2020, ECEC institutions closures had been implemented across Spain.
During the lockdown the Aprendo en casa (Learning at home) and Recursos para el aprendizaje en linea
(Resources for online learning) educational sites were designed by the Spanish Ministry of Education and
Vocational Training in order to provide educators, students and families access to online resources,
materials and educational apps designed specifically for 0-6-year-olds and beyond. These resources
supported learning continuity during the full school closures, stimulating curiosity and creativity to
enhance learning, and strengthening learning through play and reading in addition to promoting
autonomy, key aspects of ECEC in Spain. Furthermore, since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, Spain
supported remote learning and offered guidance for parents in supporting learning for their children at
home since every child is entitled to an education (Celaa, 2020).

After the lockdown, many children in ECEC started to return to in-person learning as the
government encouraged schools to reopen buildings adopting several educational measures (see Orden
EFP/561/2020, 2020). In fact, all 0-3-year-olds were required to return to in-person learning to start the new
school year in September 2020, while complying with the preventive, hygiene and health regulations
established by the Spanish Ministry of Health. However, to secure support the reopening of schools for on-
site learning 3-6-year-olds returned to school a few weeks later to be taught in small group bubbles for
social distancing purposes. Within the ECEC context, this means reducing contact between groups of
children and maintaining a safe distance of 1.5 meters. With regard to these policies and practices, the
Interterritorial Council of the Spanish Health System (2020) admitted that respecting the social safe distance
was harder for younger children and, also, that it was difficult to ensure their proper use of the masks for
a long time. On the other hand, these children needed greater interaction and closeness in order to ensure
successful development and to accomplish the proposed educational goals.
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Bearing in mind the particularities and needs of the ECEC years, the establishment of stable
coexistence groups was proposed as the best alternative to solve the situation. These groups were made up
of a reduced number of students and a tutor; ideally, with a maximum of 15 children and, if necessary, a
maximum of 20. However, the maximum number of students might be settled by the Department of
Education of each Autonomous Community with the permission of corresponding public health
authorities. Following the instructions published by the Spanish Ministry of Health (2021), when a case of
COVID-19 was detected, the students and tutor belonging to the stable coexistence group were considered
as close contacts and, consequently, all of them must comply with the quarantine (10 days after the last
contact with the confirmed case).

With the return to in-person learning, concerns arose from families and educators about the
possibility that children were carriers of the disease and, consequently, the potential increase of COVID-19
cases. However, the situation of ECEC centres and educational institutions was positive, with just 0.73% of
the groups temporary closed by the end of September (RTVE Noticias, 2020). In this sense, the preventive,
hygiene and health measures (ventilation of classrooms, hand washing, stable coexistence groups, social
distance, etc.) have permitted in-person learning as the educational approach mainly used at the present
academic year. In fact, nowadays (about the end of the academic year), the data has confirmed that the
Spanish ECEC and educational centres are safe spaces: 99.6% of the classrooms are open, whereas only
0.4% are in quarantine due to the COVID-19 pandemic, according to the data provided by the autonomous
communities to the Ministry of Education (Spanish Ministry of Education and Vocational Training, 2021).

Despite the low percentage of groups temporarily closed for the COVID-19, KSNET and Spanish
UNICEF (2020) have published the results of a survey showing that 86% of the Spanish entities affirm that
children have suffered difficulties to continue with the academic year. According to this study, the main
obstacles have been the digital gap, the lack of space to study at home, and the absence of accompaniment
(KSNET & Spanish UNICEF, 2020). Apart from the academic consequences, several studies with Spanish
population have pointed that the lockdown has hampered children’s development, including negative
consequences in their physical health (Valero, Martin, Dominguez-Rodriguez & Grupo Confisalud, 2020),
an increment on sedentary time (Alonso-Martinez, Ramirez-Vélez, Garcia-Alonso, Izquierdo & Garcia-
Hermoso, 2021; Arufe-Giraldez, Sanmiguel-Rodriguez, Zagalaz-Sanchez, Cachon-Zagalaz & Gonzalez-
Valero, 2020), and an exacerbation of their internalizing and externalizing problems (Alonso-Martinez et
al., 2021).

In this line, we cannot forget that, although it seems that the worst scenario of the COVID-19
pandemic has passed, ECEC will be crucial to overcoming the aforementioned negative effects of the
lockdown and social distance measures. As it has been pointed, educational and care institutions not only
promote physical activities, appropriate diet, and good sleep habits (Brazendale et al., 2017) which, in turn,
might help to mitigate the negative effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in children’s development, but also
Spanish ECEC centres might play a critical role providing safe environments to children to be able to
interact with peers and teachers, and develop their socioemotional skills.

Turkey: Policies and Practices of ECEC during the COVID-19 Pandemic

In many countries, including Turkey, one of the precautions taken to prevent the spread of COVID-
19 has been the closure of schools and other educational institutions. On February 3, 2020, more than five
weeks before the first COVID-19 case was detected in Turkey, a pamphlet titled Coronavirus Information
Note had been prepared for Turkish children and parents, detailing some precautions that had to be taken
to prevent the virus from entering the country (Ministry of National Education [MoNE], 2020a). It also
mentioned ways to prevent respiratory tract infections and described the correct hand-washing procedure
to be followed by children in ECEC institutions.

Soon after the detection of the first COVID-19 case in Turkey, on March 11, 2020, schools across the
country were closed for two weeks, i.e., from March 16 to March 30 (MoNE, 2020b). During that period, on
March 23, Educational Informatics Network run by the Turkish Radio and Television Corporation (TRT),

209



Policies and practices of early childhood education and care during the COVID-19...

known as EBA TV, started broadcasting to the primary, secondary and high schools in cooperation with
MoNE and TRT (MoNE, n.d.). However, no channels or broadcasts appear to have been aimed at ECEC
children at that time.

At the beginning of the following month, a program for parents named Bizden (literally ‘from us’)
was launched on EBA TV to provide effective role models for child development during the distance-
education process, alongside practical information about that process (MoNE, 2020c). The show’s
underlying purpose appears to have been to encourage parents to deal with their young children more
consciously (Sak, Sahin-Sak, & Nas, 2020).

During the ensuing extraordinary time that parents spent at home with their children, a printed set
of daily-activity recommendations titled Distance Education, Close Interest was prepared and shared with
parents to guide them in establishing close relationships and strong ties with their children. The guide was
aimed at families with children of up to secondary-school age, and its core message was “in this process,
we are with you and close to you. We will survive together” (MoNE, 2020d). Then, another guidebook
titled Play in Crisis (MoNE, 2020e), emphasizing the importance of play and how families could contribute
to it was added to the same series.

Based on recommendations from the Turkish government’s Scientific Committee at the end of April
2020, it was decided that distance education would continue until May 31, 2020 (MoNE, 2020f). During this
latter period of homeschooling, MoNE (2020g) recommended that parents and their children play three
games together, called “And Walk Like This”, “Tell Me About Me” and “Don’t Step on Paper”.
Additionally, at the beginning of May 2020, Turkey’s General Directorate of Special Education and
Guidance Services published a booklet titled Elif and Alp. This publication featured activities aimed at
helping ECEC and primary-school children adapt to pandemic conditions and lockdown by ensuring that
they understood and expressed their feelings (MoNE, 2020h).

At the end of May 2020, as part of a planned easing of lockdown, it was announced that nurseries
and daycare centres would until further notice only serve households where all parents/carers had
returned to working outside the home (Resmi Gazete, 2020). Subsequently, as the implementation of
precautions had proved successful throughout the country, the normalization process continued as
planned. Therefore, the General Directorate of Private Education Institutions circulated a letter authorizing
private ECEC institutions to reopen beginning on June 1, 2020, if requested by their heads and the parents
of the children. A similar official letter was also then sent to public ECEC institutions by MoNE, though in
this case, it was not school heads but the Education Directorate of each of the nation’s provinces that had
to make the request, again with parental consent. All public and private ECEC institutions that reopened
were required to observe strict COVID-19 safety rules, including the wearing of medical masks, hand
hygiene, and social distancing (MoNE, 2020i).

In September 2020, schools that had been closed March 2020 due to the pandemic were opened to
ECEC children and first graders. During the first week of school, which was September 21-25, 2020 in all
regions, a one-day face-to-face education orientation program for these children was implemented. In
ECEC settings, the orientation week consisted of a single day featuring five 30-minute activities, expanding
in the second week to two days, with the same number and length of activities (MoNE, 2020j). After the
resumption of face-to-face schooling, the MoNE released Contactless Play Book (Erdogan, 2020), as a fun
means of helping ECEC children and primary-school students internalize the wearing of masks, social
distancing, and personal-hygiene rules, and more generally, adapt to the ‘new normal’ way of doing things.
The book’s 60 games covered skills such as meeting someone, communication, attention, movement and
cooperation, none involving any physical contact (MoNE, 2020j).

October 12, 2020, marked the start of the second stage of face-to-face education in Turkish schools,
in which the two-day weekly education process that had been implemented in ECEC institutions in
September 2020 was increased to five days (MoNE, 2020k). Then, beginning in December, TRT-EBA
Kindergarten was broadcast on EBA TV’s Primary School channel every weekday at 8:00 a.m., and 7:30 p.m.
Its original content was divided into three sections: “Calendar”, “Activity Zone” and “As a Family”.
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“Calendar” was aimed at helping children start the day as if they were already at school, and thus explained
concepts including dates, seasons, days of the week, colours and shapes. In “Activity Zone”, ECEC teachers
conducted Turkish-language, math, science, music, drama, art and play activities, relying on many a wide
range of materials, toys and visual documents in line with the MoNE-approved preschool curriculum.
Lastly, the “As a Family” section provided important advice to parents of ECEC children, including what
should be considered when communicating with their children, domestic rules, and personality-
development processes (TRTHaber, 2020).

Due to an increase in the number of coronavirus cases in Turkey, a new weekend lockdown was
enforced in December 2020, and ECEC institutions were again closed (Ministry of Interior, 2020). In a press
release dated March 1, 2021, MoNE (2021a) also announced that, based on decisions made in a recent
meeting of the Presidential Cabinet, face-to-face education would resume the following day in all ECEC
institutions, primary schools, and 8th and 12th-grade classrooms across the country. The plan was to restart
face-to-face education in all ECEC institutions on a full-time basis, both in provinces defined as at
low/medium coronavirus risk and those defined as at high/very high risk. Via press releases on March 29
and April 13, MoNE (2021b, 2021c) announced changes to practices at various educational levels but
confirmed that face-to-face full-time education would continue in ECEC institutions.

In line with decisions made in the Presidential Cabinet on April 26, the whole of Turkey is — at the
time of writing — in a three-week period of strict lockdown, expected to end on May 17 (Ministry of Interior,
2021). In this context, face-to-face education has been suspended in all institutions, and distance education
has resumed (MoNE, 2021d). Also, in a press release dated May 12, 2021, it was announced that distance
education might continue after the lifting of the lockdown per se, with the decision about that to be made
on May 17 (MoNE, 2021e).

Unsurprisingly, given these circumstances, pandemic conditions — and especially lockdowns — have
been a challenging experience for ECEC children. They have become more aggressive and anxious and
exhibited more misbehaviour. Negative effects on children of spending lengthy periods looking at TV
screens and mobile devices have also emerged (Toran, Sak, Xu, Sahin-Sak, & Yu, 2021). That being said,
however, activities conducted by teachers through eba.gov.tr have become very important to young
children, and some of them have been effective educationally. It has also been noted that many parents
organized various activities for and with their children, in line with their teachers’ recommendations,
which as well as boosting the children’s sense of well-being enabled them to continue preparing for
primary school (Duran & Omeroglu, 2020). However, it has also been argued that distance education has
not been effective enough for either ECEC children or primary-school students (Demir Oztiirk, Kuru, &
Demir Yildiz, 2020). This is thought to be related to their ages, as children in these years still have difficulty
using distance-education tools and other technology on their own. Similarly, play and hands-on activities
that are effective in supporting young children’s learning are not easy online (Kim, 2020). In short, children
of primary age and below appear to only benefit from distance education if under close supervision by
their parents or other adults. Thus, in cases where the relevant adults” willingness or ability to offer such
supervision is low, young children cannot make efficient use of the EBA portal or other popular educational
applications such as Zoom (Sak et al., 2020).

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic, which has affected all life on a global scale, has caused the reorganization
of all areas of life. Although emergency policies were developed against the pandemic at first, it can be said
that more effective policies were developed with a better understanding of the pandemic over time. At the
first stage of the pandemic, schools were closed worldwide, and then distance education started with the
emergency solutions developed later on. For more than a year, education has been tried to be continued
with distance or hybrid (online and face-to-face) teaching models all over the world. Nevertheless, policies
developed in the field of ECEC differed among countries, and this situation prevented the development of
a standard in education. This review article focused on the policies developed for ECEC, the situation of
children, teachers, and families during the COVID-19 pandemic in the countries (Australia, Croatia,
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Hungary, Spain, and Turkey) included in this article.

The countries which faced the pandemic have managed ECEC differently. The reasons for this
difference are the importance given to early childhood education and the resources allocated. Although
schools were closed at first due to the pandemic, some countries provided resources and support for the
sustainability of education. However, it has been observed that there are countries where early childhood
education is ignored when compared to the other educational levels. Especially countries with insufficient
technological infrastructure have left the distance education process of children mostly to the competence
of teachers and the capacity of accessible digital tools. It has been stated that the groups most negatively
affected by this process are disadvantaged groups and that these groups have very limited access to
education and teachers.

Although the COVID-19 pandemic directly affected adults as a disease, the measures such as the
closure of schools and the quarantines directly affected children negatively. For instance, the time children
spent in front of screen has increased, their movement area has been limited, and the home environment
has been insufficient in supporting children's development. In countries where face-to-face education was
started during the pandemic, children were expected to comply with the measures taken against the
pandemic and the protocols that were prepared. However, radical changes in the educational environment
and materials along with the reduction of class sizes made it difficult for children to adapt to the process.

While discussions about how education can be continued with the pandemic, the importance of
teachers' role in education has brought teachers to the fore. In this process, it can be said that teachers show
a great effort to reach children and make education sustainable. In some countries, teachers were supported
to use and access digital tools, while in others this was ignored. In other words, it has been seen that
teachers try to continue the education with their professional competence and the digital tools and
applications they can access. The COVID-19 pandemic has also brought up the discussion of teacher
education to provide professional competencies in preparation for possible crises.

The COVID-19 pandemic, which directly affects social life, has caused radical changes, especially in
the lives of families with children. The interruption of children's school life has left the responsibilities of
education and care to the parents. The parents who had to work from home tried to take on their children’s
education and care responsibilities in coordination with the teacher. However, disadvantaged families had
difficulties in carrying out their child’s education and care due to the interruption of social support
opportunities. During this process, parents have experienced serious economic, social, and psychological
difficulties. In addition, the fact that the responsibility of children's education and care is mostly
undertaken by mothers has made invisible gender inequalities visible.

As a result, the COVID-19 pandemic has revealed that we need to focus on eliminating educational
inequalities, placing policies for the welfare of children on more realistic foundations, rebuilding teacher
education, and improving the welfare of families. Priorizating the best interests of the child in the policies
to be developed and building the social ecology on justice will ease overcoming the crises that will be faced.
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