[bookmark: _Hlk153611161]


Title: “The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on the Mental Health of Young Children’s
Student Name:Adele Thomas P10813
University of Wales, Trinity Saint David

[bookmark: _Toc154155315]Abstract
Purpose: The study aimed to investigate the impact of COVID-19 on the mental health of young children aged 3-5 years.
Methodology: The respondents for the study were the parents and guardians of young children in the UK. A total of six participants were recruited from Facebook and Instagram, and semi-structured interviews were conducted with them. 
Findings: The findings of the research identified that the pandemic had negatively impacted the mental health of the children. The disturbed mental health of the young children changed their attitude and behaviour. Along with it, the restrictions on physical education impacted the cognitive abilities of young children. The pandemic has restricted their physical and mental development. 
Conclusion: The COVID-19 pandemic severely impacted the mental well-being of young children due to sudden changes in their routines and social distancing. The shifting to online classes was not fruitful for the mental development of young children because of the lack of interaction and group activities. Parents and guardians of young children involved their children in engaging activities to reduce the impacts of the pandemic on their mental health.
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[bookmark: _Toc154155318]Chapter 1 – Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc146986890][bookmark: _Toc154155319]1.1 Chapter Introduction
The introduction chapter provides an overview of the knowledge and understanding of the research problem, which helped the study in providing the rationale and reasoning. The “research questions aim, and objectives” have been articulated in alignment with the identified research gap. Additionally, the scope is being discussed of the study, and, at the end of the chapter, the structure followed in the study have also been provided. 
[bookmark: _Toc146986891][bookmark: _Toc154155320]1.2 Research Background
The outbreak of “COVID-19” pandemic has severely impacted the lives and daily routine of millions of people all around the world. The basic, normal, day-to-day activities of families, especially children, have been affected by the pandemic significantly and in a very short period of time. According to Worldometer Statistics (2023), around 338,676 cases of coronavirus patients were reported until mid-2020 since the spread of the virus in the United Kingdom, which made it one of the most severely affected countries in the world. Different strategies were followed to prevent the growth of the disease, and serious social restrictions were imposed by the government and authorities. The lockdown was introduced with the aim of reducing the spread of COVID-19, but while it may have helped safeguard physical health, it negatively impacted the physical and mental well-being, social skills and behaviours of the people (Sonza et al., 2021, p.3). Adults and young children were confined to their homes because nurseries, schools, colleges, universities, offices and parks were closed, and there was a blanket ban on any public gatherings. The early research has not completely understood the consequences of the lockdown on the “mental health of young children”. However,  it was reported that the mental well-being and behaviour of adults and children have been affected by the strict home confinement (Agha, 2021, p.5). Due to the closure of nurseries, school settings and institutes alongside the restrictions on outdoor activities, changes in the mental health of young children have been observed. In this research the focus is on young children having age between 3 and 5 years old; this is the age at which the children often start to attend school (Lim et al., 2021, p.109). According to Wang et al. (2021, p.7), around 47 million young children were forced to stay at home during the pandemic. Kılınçel et al. (2021, p.140) reported that parents observed the negative influence related to the pandemic towards the mental health of their children. When young children start to go to school, they are not only exposed to academic and educational opportunities but also develop socially, learn to make friends, play with them and engage in different social activities. It was reported that the physical activity of the children became lower at weekends and holidays as compared to weekdays (Ferguson et al., 2021, p.5) report there is an increase in ‘screen time’ children are watching television, playing games on computers, phone and tablets which can impact on regular sleeping patterns. The ban on outdoor activities caused by the lockdown disrupted children’s mental health due to less exposure to life outside the home and immediate family. 
During the lockdown, the eating habits of the children were also affected  (Segre et al., 2021, p.6). Children were eating more, whilst doing less physical activity, which impacted their physical health. During the lockdown, it was reported that in the UK, 50% of the children were involved in unhealthy eating habits (Statista, 2020). Due to the restrictions on leaving home, more television and other media were consumed, meaning the children were also exposed to advertisements for ‘fast food’ consumption, which increased as this was one of the few treats still available to families during lockdown (Delfino et al., 2020, p.5). 
It was observed that during the COVID-19 Pandemic, the mental health needs of the children were overlooked as the government’s focus was mainly towards their physical well-being to prevent the spread of disease. Moreover, the pandemic has critically impacted the mental health of children with special educational needs and vulnerabilities (Singh et al., 2020, p.5). A report by Rengasamy et al. (2022, p.6) showed that prior to the lockdown, more than 2.2 million children were exposed to domestic violence, parental drugs and the mental health issues of their parents. The co-occurrence of parental drugs, domestic violence and the mental health issues of the parents are known as the toxic trio of family disorders (Fuller-Thomson et al., 2021, p.4). The toxic trio can occur due to unemployment, poverty and low-income levels and the fears of those were elevated during the COVID-19 lockdown (Singh et al., 2021, p.446). Parents were struggling with social isolation and the health security of their children, which also elevated the levels of toxic trio. These situations were triggered more frequently during the lockdown and impacted the personality of young children because they were spending 24 hours of the day at their homes in a sometimes stressed environment. The depression and anxiety of the parents due to low income, Covid uncertainty and many other factors have also affected the mental health of the young children. 
The closing of the majority of nurseries and schools during the pandemic had badly impacted mental health, which affected the learning and cognitive abilities of young children. The shift from in-person classes to online classes was needed at the time to decrease the spread of the virus and continue the learning cycle (Dhawan, 2020, p.8). In the absence of face-to-face support from the teachers and the classroom environment, many of the youngest children had problems engaging with the online sessions. After the reopening of the schools, it was reported that young children found the learning environment challenging (Marchant et al., 2021, p.7). Young children engage in learning activities best when they are in classrooms and other settings, learning through activities, play, and directly interacting with their peers and teachers. However, in the case of online classes, these opportunities were lost. Moreover, the children from the families struggling financially also suffered due to the absence of WiFi and technological equipment and hardware (Moran-Suarez, 2022, p.36). Screen time was also further increased due to the e-learning methods. Pre-covid, many parents tried to reduce screen time and encourage the children to play outside, socialise and establish friendships. Exposure to screen time at early ages can lower cognitive abilities and learning during academics at later ages (Neophytou, Manwell and Eikelboom, 2021, p.15). 
The occurrence of the toxic trio of family disorder can impair the development of the brain of children, which is directly associated with mental well-being. Due to this, the learning and writing abilities of the young children were impacted negatively. Exposure to stress and trauma from the parents and family can produce long-term consequences on the children’s brains, which can reduce the learning, writing and abilities of the children (De Figueiredo et al., 2021, p. 3). During the pandemic lockdown, young children have also faced problems in learning due to the stressful environment in their homes. 
[bookmark: _Toc154155321]1.3 Problem Statement
The proposed research is to understand the impact of COVID-19 on the mental health of young children. The research has evaluated the influence of changing mental needs on the behaviour, attitude and cognitive abilities of young children. According to Otto et al. (2021, p.1561), the mental well-being of children is important for developing a healthy life at later ages. Moreover, Larimore (2020, p.7) emphasises the vital need for good cognitive development of young children because it helps them understand the world around them. Consequently, Jalongo (2021, p.766) evaluated that the parents, guardians, teachers and caretakers of children, especially young children, must possess enough knowledge and information regarding the “impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic” on the mental well-being of young children. They need to understand the strategies needed to cope with a similar situation that could possibly arise in future. Therefore, the current research would help in analysing the impacts of the pandemic on the mental health of young children, along with the strategies applied by the parents and guardians of young children during the lockdown. 
[bookmark: _Toc154155322]1.4 The Research Gap
The study by Palmer et al. (2023, p.2108) evaluated that the COVID-19 pandemic had negatively impacted the mental health of the autistic young in the UK. The authors conducted primary quantitative research on the parents and carers of autistic young children in the UK. The authors suggested conducting the study to investigate further the impact of the pandemic on the mental well-being and development of young children from different backgrounds in the UK. 
The effects of the pandemic needed to be analysed on the young children who do not have autism to investigate whether the pandemic has impacted the mental health of the young children or not. Thus, the current study has been proposed to explore the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health of young children and the strategies followed by parents or guardians to overcome the challenges of the pandemic. 
[bookmark: _Toc146912678][bookmark: _Toc146986892][bookmark: _Toc154155323]1.5 The Research Rationale 
Supporting children’s mental health and social and learning skills plays an important role during adolescence and later stages of development through to adulthood. It is necessary for children to be mentally healthy at a younger age to grow up as healthy adults. If they are not provided with good mental health opportunities, then they may not be able to develop into adults who are mentally healthy and be able to have positive behaviour and attitudes to equip them socially. In addition, cognitive development at an early age can help in learning and dealing with challenging situations. The behaviour of parents and guardians with the children, especially with young children who are vulnerable and struggle to understand change or demanding situations, can play a crucial role in shaping their personality. Various research has been conducted to explore the “impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic” on the mental health of adults and adolescents (Da Silva Junior et al., 2020, p.5; Hawes et al., 2022, p.5). However,  there is still not enough research on the mental needs of young children who were affected by the pandemic. The changes in behaviour and learning abilities of young children due to the negative impact on their mental well-being have also not been discussed in detail. Moreover, the problems faced by the parents and guardians of young children to continue with e-learning and the changes in behaviour and attitude of the young children due to the restrictions of lockdown need to be analysed. Therefore, the evaluation of the strategies followed by parents and guardians of the children in dealing with their changing nature and behaviours due to the changed mental health will help in supporting and minimising the negative impact on children in similar situations in the future.  
[bookmark: _Toc146912680][bookmark: _Toc146986893][bookmark: _Toc154155324][bookmark: _Hlk152337394]1.6 Research Questions 
The research questions devised need to be answered in detail to address the identified research problem.
· “RQ1: How does the COVID-19 Pandemic affect the mental health and well-being of young children?
· RQ2: What impact does shifting to e-learning have on the cognitive abilities and mental health of young children during the COVID-19 Pandemic?
· RQ3: How well do the parents/guardians of the young children manage the changes in their behaviour and attitude due to the impact on mental health and the problems they face during the e-learning in lockdown?”
[bookmark: _Toc146986894][bookmark: _Toc154155325]1.7 Research Aim and Objectives 
The aim of the proposed research is to explore and assess the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health of young children. The research has also evaluated the strategies followed by the parents/guardians of young children during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Moreover, the study has also examined and deeply investigated the impact of mental health changes on the behaviour and cognitive ability of young children. 
The research objectives, which can help in understanding and evaluating the current study by deeply delving into the details related to the topic, have been proposed.
· “RO1: To explore the impact of COVID-19 on the well-being and mental health of young children.
· RO2: To examine the effect on the cognitive abilities and mental health of young children due to the shift to online learning during the COVID-19 Pandemic. 
· RO3: To investigate the strategies followed by the parents/guardians to mitigate the impacts of COVID-19 on the mental health of young children. 
· RO4: To recommend the strategies that can be applied in similar uncertain situations in future.”
[bookmark: _Toc146986895][bookmark: _Toc154155326][bookmark: _Hlk149898260]1.8 Scope of the Research
The significance of the current study is that it extensively analyses the influence of “the COVID-19 pandemic” on the mental health of young children, along with the alterations in their behaviour, attitude, and cognitive abilities. Moreover, the research has examined the connection between restrictions due to the lockdown of the pandemic and the change in the mental health of young children. In addition, the study has examined the changes in the cognitive abilities of children due to the shift to e-learning during the pandemic. Furthermore, the research has provided insights into the challenges faced by the parents and guardians of young children and the strategies they followed to mitigate the adverse impact of the pandemic on the mental well-being of the children. Therefore, the proposed research has contributed to the existing academic literature and has provided understanding for the parents, caretakers, guardians and teachers of the children to meet their needs and support them in such situations and to improve their mental well-being to transform them into healthy adults. 
[bookmark: _Toc146986896][bookmark: _Toc154155327][bookmark: _Hlk149897442]1.9 Structure of Dissertation
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[bookmark: _Toc153622341]Figure 1: Dissertation Structure
Source: (Own Illustration)
The current study has five chapters, as shown in Figure 1. In the first chapter, the background, research rationale, aims, objectives, research questions, and scope of the study are discussed. A detailed review of the previous literature findings of the relevant studies is evaluated in chapter two. Chapter three included the research method followed throughout the study to collect and analyse the data. Chapter Four discussed the findings of the research and interpreted the results. Finally, chapter five presented the conclusion of the research along with limitations and recommendations. 
[bookmark: _Toc146986897][bookmark: _Toc154155328]1.10 Chapter Summary
The chapter has provided insights into the rationale and direction for continuing the research. The proposed aim and objectives of the study have assisted in addressing the research problem and answering the research questions. Ultimately, the results of the study aligned with the aims and objectives would help in discussing the strategies that can be applied in such situations.
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[bookmark: _Toc154155330]2.1 Chapter Introduction
This chapter has reviewed the available literature related to the impact of the “COVID-19 Pandemic” on the mental health of young children. The details about the impact of cognitive ability on young children are also elaborated. Moreover, past studies have provided insights into the factors that caused the changes recognised in the children during the pandemic. Furthermore, the previous findings have provided information about the strategies used by the parents and guardians to manage the mental well-being of their young children. 
[bookmark: _Toc152684717][bookmark: _Toc154155331]2.2 Impact of “COVID-19 Pandemic” on the Mental Health of Young Children
According to Qu, Cao and Chen (2021, p.1), coronavirus was found to be the most contagious disease that infected human respiratory systems. The outbreak of the disease impacted the daily life activities of people all over the world. Zhou et al. (2020, p.48) highlighted that infectious diseases result in morbidity and mortality all around the world. The pandemic has not only created a health crisis but also resulted in a serious social crisis worldwide. British Medical Association (2022) reported that around 200,000 people lost their lives in the UK due to the deadly pandemic. The pandemic also influences people’s personal well-being, finances, and academic activities. The government and the authorities decided to impose a lockdown to reduce the spread of the disease, which confined the adults and children in their homes, and their regular activities were disturbed (Dubey et al., 2020, p.780). One of the major problems was the ban on outdoor activities, which negatively impacted the mental health of children and young adults. Spitzer (2021, p.100151) evaluated that the closure of schools and ban on outdoor play and going to parks produced irritation, which had deteriorating impacts on the mental health of children. Schmidt et al. (2021, p.1901407) assessed that the parents and guardians of young children observed changes in their attitudes and learning abilities due to the impact of the pandemic on their mental health.
[bookmark: _Toc152684718][bookmark: _Toc154155332]2.3 Impact of the “COVID-19 Pandemic” on Mental Health, Behaviour and Attitude of Young Children
According to Panda et al. (2021, p.122), the restrictions due to the lockdown of COVID-19 have critically impacted the mental health of young children. The social distancing during the lockdown imposed during the pandemic had created several challenges for the parents and the guardians related to the behaviour of their children. Fegert et al. (2020, p.7) evaluated that the situation during the pandemic had developed acute stress disorders in children, which made them annoyed and irritated. On the other hand, Cowling and Aiello (2020, p.1749) assessed that social distancing reduced the spread of contagious diseases in children because they could quickly catch the disease. The lockdown had provided the opportunity for family members to spend quality time together. Moreover, children were confined to their homes, and they were not allowed to go outside to play and socialise, which can greatly affect mood and well-being. It was observed that the pandemic had changed the daily routine of the children due to the closure of schools and the ban on going outside to play. Gillespie-Smith et al. (2021, p.6) highlighted that sudden changes in children’s daily routines can make them confused and upset. Children’s mental health is affected due to the uncertainty and sudden changes that occur in their lives. Marsh et al. (2020, p.7) found that the proper routine can help in developing a healthy lifestyle in children and release stress from families. The study by Bartlett and Vivrette (2020, p.2) supported the fact that having a predictable routine for children can be effective for children with mental disabilities and provide them with a sense of security and safety. 
[bookmark: _Hlk152674802]In addition, the stressful situations created by the “COVID-19 Pandemic” due to the fear of unemployment and fulfilment of financial commitments caused stress for the parents and guardians of the children. The study by Mak et al. (2020, p.2995) reported that high levels of stress are associated with ineffective parenting. Papadopoulos (2021, p.953) highlighted that parental stress was a major cause of developing defensive attitudes in children because parents were unable to understand or support the needs and feelings of their children due to their own prevailing stress and anxiety. Moreover, Azhari et al. (2020, p.114) found that stress changed the parenting approaches, and the parents became less sensitive and affectionate toward their children. Due to this, the feeling of rejection could develop in children, which could lead to a change in their nature and attitude. Furthermore, the confinement at home reduced the development of children during the pandemic. Larivière‐Bastien et al. (2022, p.1018) reported that children’s social development was impacted due to less interaction with people, extended family and their friends during the pandemic. It is critical because children who experience social withdrawal can become introverted at later ages and refrain from social activities in the presence of others (Coplan, Ooi and Hipson, 2021, p.107). When they become an adult, they have problems making interactions and relationships with other people because they feel insecure or overwhelmed in their presence. Additionally, Gillespie-Smith et al. (2021, p.6) identified that children who experience a loss of physical schooling due to lockdown tend to have instability in making friends. Due to this,  children started to display poor behaviour and negative attitudes toward their parents. 
Knowland et al. (2022, p.7) conducted a study in which 68.7% of parents in the UK reported that the sleeping patterns of their children had changed during the pandemic. The reasoning identified that they did not have to go to school, and they used to sleep for longer in the morning or daytime. Ayu, Titik, and Yuli (2020, p.012054) highlighted that the change in sleeping patterns makes children anxious and irritable. For the children who already have mental health problems, the lack of sleep or change in their sleeping patterns made the situation far worse. Moreover, Bakaloudi et al. (2022, p.3041) assessed that the eating habits of the children were also disturbed during the pandemic and that the frequency of snack and sweet consumption was increased during the lockdown. According to Tiwari et al. (2023, p.106), unhealthy eating patterns produce a negative impact on the health of children, and they, too, can show irritability. The same situation was observed during lockdown when the children could be less resilient and energetic, partly due to the physical health issues caused by their irregular sleep, exercise and unhealthy eating habits. 
On the other hand, the pandemic has created some positive changes in the children. Goldberg, McCormick, and Virginia (2021, p.10) assessed that the situation of pandemic brought families closer, and they tend to spend more time with each other. Those families who used to spend time in different activities at home observed positive changes in the mental health of young children, which altered their behaviour and attitude. According to Mínguez (2020, p.1860), positive relationships and bonding between family members are the primary sources of happiness for young children. The bond of affection helps in their healthy nurturing and creates a positive impact on good mental health and the well-being of children. A study by Ladd and Parke (2021, p.507) reported that during the pandemic, the children who belonged to families with fewer conflicting relationships showed less aggressive and negative attitudes. Children also mimic their parents and guardians, and a close family relationship develops a positive attitude in them. Moreover, the lockdown situation developed healthy and hygienic habits in children. Tambling et al. (2021, p.329) found that the children used to wash their hands and keep themselves clean and followed the actions of their parents. Parents used to educate them about the negative impacts of the virus and demonstrated the way to keep themselves clean and therefore, safe. In such a way, the children obeyed their parents and caretakers, which was a positive attitude towards the situation.
Due to spending time at home with families, the creative nature of the children was seen to evolve. Kingsley et al. (2022, p.102854) highlighted that during the pandemic, children were engaged in gardening and creative activities with their parents. It was identified by Oh et al. (2020, p.39) that gardening improves the mood and behaviour of the children and develops a sense of responsibility in them. Additionally, Rahimah and Koto (2022, p.131) evaluated that creativity in children develops positive mental health, attitudes and behaviours in their personalities if they receive appreciation from their parents. Zhao and Yang (2021, p.100920) reported that creative thinking could help in the development of children and produce positive outcomes related to their personalities. Furthermore, Bate and Malberg (2020, p.287) found that in parents’ discussions about the pandemic, their children develop empathy for them. Empathy in children brings positive changes in their behaviour and helps them throughout their lives because empathy has a positive association with the mental health of young children.
[bookmark: _Toc152684719][bookmark: _Toc154155333][bookmark: _Hlk152674760]2.4 Impact of E-learning on Cognitive Abilities and Mental Health of Young Children During “COVID-19 Pandemic”
Almeida et al. (2021, p.7) highlighted that cognitive abilities are related to the motor skills of young children, which are directly associated with their mental health. According to Buonsenso et al. (2021, p.148), to reduce the spread of the coronavirus among people, especially children, authorities all over the world took the decision to close schools, colleges and universities. The closure of the academic institutions created challenges in providing education to the children. Mishra, Gupta and Shree (2020, p.100012) highlighted that during emergency situations, educational institutions shifted to online learning in response to the lockdown of the pandemic. It was observed by DeLaina, Kimmons and Mason (2021, p.174) that online learning provides flexibility and convenience to children and their parents and reduces the pressure of getting ready and going to school daily. On the other hand, Ferri, Grifoni and Guzzo (2020, p.86) evaluated that remote learning lacks face-to-face interactions and has limited access to support from the teachers. Young children need to be engaged in the studies and classroom activities by their teachers, but during online classes, they are distracted due to the teachers’ remoteness and unavailability. It was identified that early language and social development in children require in-person interactions and playtime with their friends. Moreover, Budhrani et al. (2021, p.155) highlighted that parents sometimes do not or cannot assist their children during online classes and instead encourage them to sit in front of a laptop, tablet, or mobile device to take the class on their own. The parents were frequently so busy with their own responsibilities and work-from-home demands that they were unable to supervise or support the children during the classes or remote learning. Garbe et al. (2020, p.47) found that the lack of engagement of parents and guardians during online learning created negative impacts on the mental health and learning abilities of young children. Meanwhile, Ribeiro et al. (2021, p.302) reported that the academic learning and abilities of the children improved when parents were involved and assisted them in online classes during the pandemic. 
It was observed that moving to e-learning increased sedentary behaviour and the daily screen time for the children. It was identified that, on average, children spend 6.3 hours in front of a screen a day in the UK (Specsavers.co.uk, 2020). According to Dunn (2023) and the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), the maximum limit of screen time for children is two hours. The UK government identified that excessive screen time for children is harmful (Dray, 2020). Before the pandemic, paediatricians suggested limiting screen time for children due to its detrimental effects on their mental health. Neophytou, Manwell, and Eikelboom (2021, p.727) reported that excessive screen time and the development of cognitive abilities in children are negatively associated with each other. Early exposure to the screen for online learning can lower academic performance at later ages due to the negative effects on the mental health of young children. According to Hu et al. (2021, p.1514), the shift to online learning reduces the ability of children to read faces, interpret expressions and learn social skills, which are the major factors needed to understand the aspects of the world. The findings of a cohort study by ‌Mulkey, Bearer and Molloy (2023, p.1) showed that the children who were exposed to screen time for more than two hours a day developed behavioural problems and lower vocabulary knowledge or range. Moreover, research by Fitzpatrick et al. (2023, p.3) revealed that excessive screen time can reduce their learning and development abilities and develop irritation and annoyance in children. Due to the online learning approach, the motor skills of the children were affected, and they faced problems in writing and reading, which involved functions of the brain. Ferri, Grifoni, and Guzzo (2020, p.86) highlighted that the shift to e-learning created problems for children who were already facing learning difficulties. Wang (2022, p.4) evaluated that online learning was reported to distract the children and decrease their level of concentration towards the studies. The noises inside or outside the home or the environment and workspace inside the home used to distract the young children and divert their attention to other activities or simply make it difficult to concentrate. Due to this, the academic performance and learning abilities of the children were affected and created negative consequences in the long run (Gore et al., 2021, p.607). 
It was identified that e-learning can reduce the social interaction of the children with their teachers, peers and friends. Bhat (2021) highlighted that children have less social interaction with people and perform less well in cognitive tests. Additionally, Almeida et al. (2021, p.7) reported that withdrawal from outdoor activities has a negative impact on the development of the structure of the brain, which can reduce cognitive ability and cause speech delays. Research by Lin (2022, p.341) reported that online learning was significantly less effective than face-to-face learning and engagement with the teachers in the classroom. According to Misirli and Ergulec (2021, p.6699), the shift to remote learning reduces the physical activities of the children as they spend time in front of a screen sitting while engaging in learning. The children were involved in taking online classes and were away from physical activities such as playground games and exercises, as well as physical education, which used to be held regularly during the school day. Viegas et al. (2023, p.567) reported that physical activity is positively associated with cognitive and motor skills development in young children, which can improve their academic performance. López-Bueno et al. (2021, p.106349) evaluated that the lack of physical activities during the pandemic developed health disorders in young children, which led to reduced cognitive function. Furthermore, Francis and Weller (2022, p.44) assessed that the lack of access to the technological devices and Internet required for online learning due to low income and unemployment created problems for parents and children. The lack of facilities reduced the learning abilities of children belonging to minor ethnicities and working classes (James, 2021, p.39).
On the other hand, Lynch (2020, p.189) evaluated that remote learning during the pandemic helped keep children engaged in their studies, and they used innovative learning strategies, for example,  learning things from videos on YouTube or dedicated learning channels such as CBBC. Moreover, the children can learn different vocabulary words by engaging in activities during home confinement, which can help them in their academic and language development. Griffith et al. (2020, p.9) highlighted that access to interactive applications and games designed by schools for educational purposes can enhance the language development and learning abilities of children. It helps them identify and recognise the correct alphabet, images, and order of numbers and enhances their academic performance. Moreover, DeLaina, Kimmons and Mason (2021, p.172) assessed that the shifting to online learning provided opportunities for parents to help their children during the learning processes in writing, reading and providing targeted, often one-to-one support, identifying areas which have improved their cognitive and learning abilities and had a positive impact on their mental well-being. 
[bookmark: _Toc152684720][bookmark: _Toc154155334]2.5 Strategies to Mitigate the Impact of COVID-19 on the Mental Health of Young Children
Numerous strategies have been developed in order to investigate the impact of COVID–19, particularly on the mental health of young children aged between 3 and 5 years. Bell et al. (2020, p.89) emphasise that the children who look for the guidance of the adults acknowledge some of the concerns with less anxiety. Subsequently, Clarke et al. (2020, p.97) claimed that teaching children to take preventive measures helps in adopting them, such as discussing the children’s fears and providing them with a sense of control over the risk of COVID–19. Finegold et al. (2023, p.14) depicted that there might also be the opportunity for the adults to model for the children to adopt skills such as problem-solving, compassion and flexibility in order to adjust the daily schedules, which help in balancing the work and other activities. Hodson et al. (2021, p.30) also elaborated that with the support of guardians, parents and other family members, most the children will manage the problems and develop coping strategies if they begin to show signs of anxiety. Contrastingly, Lawrence et al. (2023, p.63) have successfully reasoned that most children, in any circumstance, may have difficulty sleeping and concentrating. However, some of the children face risk factors from more intense reactions such as anxiety and other concerns. These risk factors increase the severity of pre-existing mental health problems, prior traumatic experiences or abuse, family, and instability. Morgül, Kallitsoglou and Essau (2020, p. 45) reasoned that parents or guardians should contact the professionals if the children depict significant change in their behaviour or demonstrate any other symptoms for more than two weeks. Morris et al. (2023, p.225) supported the notion of Morgül, Kallitsoglou and Essau (2020, p. 45) by elaborating that very young children demonstrate changes with respect to the attitudes such as thumb sucking, bedwetting, attachment issues, sleep disturbances and loss of appetite, fear of the dark or other regression in the behaviour are few aspects associated with the disturbed mental health in young children.
Pierce et al. (2020, p.892) also suggested the strategy known as “Coping” because this assists in regulating the emotions, cognition, environment, and behaviour of the children when facing mental health issues. However, there are different aspects of coping which possess many features in response to the mental disturbance in childhood. Consequently, coping is categorised into two components: task-oriented coping, which deals with the responses such as taking actions and finding solutions in order to lessen or eradicate the anxiety and component emotion-oriented, which means that the use of emotions to decrease the ratio of anxiety and seeking support from others. In addition, the analyses of the opportunities for active play should be taken into consideration where the possibilities for the action that are offered to each child by the environment have been utilised in order to depict the interest, need, motivation, and capabilities. Saltali (2021, p.7) also supported the notion of Pierce et al. (2020, p.892) by claiming that the possibilities in order to act with the help of characteristics of the socio-physical environment where the practices adopted by the guardians, parents and other members of the family to facilitate or restrict the exploration of the child as this socio-physical environment and the activities can help in establishing the opportunities for the active play. Conversely, Rosenthal et al. (2020, p. 242) elaborated that quality in terms of socio-physical environment shares the contribution towards the children’s cognitive and socio-emotional development. As Sinha (2020, p.448) indicated in the study, the promotion of health in child development and caring for the educational environment of the children should also be considerable and in a suitable, safe space. Subsequently, Ullmann et al. (2020, p.47) reinforce the idea that outdoor spaces should facilitate a variety of components with respect to the natural environment, which should be designed to broaden the opportunities for children where they can play and move and take risks. Bell et al. (2020, p.89) also added that the physical surroundings for the children depict multiple indoor and outdoor play, which create active opportunities for the preschool children, allowing them to explore and interact socially and have a wide range of learning experiences (Pierce et al., 2020, p.892). Alternatively, these physical surroundings for the young children support and strengthen the activities, which will help the guardians and parents develop an appreciation and understanding of providing the children with different opportunities for action that influence the mental development of young children. The promotion of mental health is already facilitated in many schools with the provision of counsellors and existing health providers with different roles, signposting and accessing appropriate care in order to promote the quality of children’s mental health. However, Finegold et al. (2023, p.14) claimed that the treatment and support needed, which are associated with mental health concerns involving regular therapists, are extremely limited. In addition, the extra care and treatment needed during the pandemic was severely limited due to the pandemic itself, with a significant reduction in support in community and school settings. Conversely, Hodson et al. (2021, p.30) claimed that the media has also played its role in frightening coverage, which might trigger the mental health conditions of the children as the adequate materials assist the parents or guardians to communicate transparently regarding COVID–19 with their children. In contrast, Clarke et al. (2020, p.97) depicted that the physical isolation of children during the pandemic also played a crucial role in behavioural health issues. For this, remote therapy and other online programs provide emotional support while maintaining physical distance. Morgül, Kallitsoglou, and Essau (2020, p. 45) added that emergency plans for alternative care services should be taken into consideration by child welfare authorities where the protection of the child is the priority, both physically and emotionally. Lawrence et al. (2023, p.63) depicted that one of the key strategies indicated as the impact on the development of the child, which shows expressive language skills both verbally and non-verbally and understanding the receptive language such as reading and listening (Rosenthal et al., 2020, p. 242). Moreover, the learning process by which the online systems has an impact on the mental development of the child associated with social and behavioural aspects as the learning process is conducted when there are no activities which are hard to express, such as describing wishes, answering simple questions and retelling or repeating. Ullmann et al. (2020, p.47) added that these expressions align with the opinions of different researchers, where the main focus was the development of the child’s physical and mental attributes. Furthermore, the process of considering opinions regarding the learning activity with the help of experiences is also an important aspect in this context. Sinha (2020, p.448) believed that the sociocultural theory is essential for the guardians, caregivers and parents, which has a major role in developing the social behaviour of the child, which is linked with their mental health. Conversely, Clarke et al. (2020, p.97) claimed that children think differently than adults; therefore, children’s thought processes can also be considered a significant aspect that identifies the ways they understand the world. Moreover, the activity of learning from COVID–19 has its own consequences, which are at odds with the social and mental development of the child.
[bookmark: _Toc152684721][bookmark: _Toc154155335]2.6 Chapter Summary
The chapter provides insights into the negative impacts of the “COVID-19 Pandemic” on the mental health and well-being of children. The confinement at home and the unavailability of outdoor activities affected children differently. However, previous studies also show some positive changes in young children’s mental health due to the pandemic. Additionally, to overcome the negative impacts of e-learning on the mental health of young children, the parents used coping and task-oriented strategies to enhance their cognitive abilities. The findings of the previous literature would help align the findings with the aim and objectives of the current research.


[bookmark: _Toc153294528][bookmark: _Toc154155336]Chapter 3 – Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc153294529][bookmark: _Toc154155337]3.1 Chapter Introduction
The methodology chapter has elaborated the procedure of the data collection methods employed in the current research. The justification for selecting the methodology has been discussed in detail. The research problem has been tried to solve by adopting the research methods for the study. 
[bookmark: _Toc153294530][bookmark: _Toc154155338]3.2 Research Onion
The “research onion” provides multiple options to the researchers in order to choose the suitable process to respond to the questions of the study, and it was developed by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019). It contains several layers like an onion, which need to be peeled one by one to collect, analyse and interpret the data. 
[image: Guide to Understanding the Research Onion | 15 Writers]
[bookmark: _Toc153622342]Figure 2. “Research Onion”
Sources: (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019)
[bookmark: _Toc153294531][bookmark: _Toc154155339]3.3 Research Philosophy
“Research philosophy” is the topmost layer of the “research onion” and refers to the set of beliefs and thinking patterns of a researcher to develop knowledge (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Founded on the views of researchers about the process of research, the sub-layers of the philosophy are “Positivism, Interpretivism and Pragmatism”. The researcher has adopted the “Interpretivism Philosophy” in the current study to extract deep knowledge in association with “COVID-19’s impact” on young children’s mental health. Javanmardi, Liu and Xie (2021, p.373) stated that the interpretivism philosophy extracts data from human perceptions and experiences. Interpretivism focuses on developing knowledge based on subjectivity and in a descriptive way, as stated by Al-Ababneh (2020, p.76). The other philosophies have been rejected due to the inability to provide in-depth knowledge related to the research problem.
[bookmark: _Toc153294532][bookmark: _Toc154155340]3.4 Research Approach
“Research approach” can be considered as the second layer of the “research onion” and is the most crucial stage of the research methodology. It has been divided into the sub-layers, namely “Inductive and Deductive approach”. The “Inductive Approach” has been adopted in the current study because it provides generalised results by entailing narrow to broad directions. Borgstede and Scholz (2021, p.5) stated that the inductive approach helps in formulating new theories from the collected data and provides generalisation in the results. Moreover, it has been categorised as the best related to the interpretivism philosophy and provides deep knowledge regarding the research phenomenon. 
[bookmark: _Toc153294533][bookmark: _Toc154155341]3.5 Research Design
Rezigalla (2020, p.3) evaluated that the “research design” can be considered as the third layer of the “research onion” and is concerned with the collection of data in a sophisticated manner. The research design is chosen on the basis of the research aim and is divided into “Explanatory, Exploratory and Descriptive research design”. The current study has employed an “Exploratory Research Design” because it provides a deep understanding of “COVID-19’s impact” on young children’s mental well-being and helps in answering the research question in detail. According to Swedberg (2020, p.20), exploratory research provides a flexible way to inquire about the social phenomenon in depth by answering the research questions. The other designs were not selected because they were unable to provide detailed information about the research problem. 
[bookmark: _Toc153294534][bookmark: _Toc154155342]3.6 Research Strategy
Research strategy is the “research onion’s” fourth layer, which focuses on determining the systematic plan to answer the research questions (Ghazinoory and Aghaei, 2023, p.5). The research strategies’ various types utilised are “Case study, Survey and Action Research”. The current research has adopted the “Survey Research Strategy” to collect detailed information from the participants of the study by asking multiple questions related to the research problem identified in the study. In a survey research design, the researcher collects the information by using multiple survey questions, as identified by Story and Tait (2019, p.195). 
[bookmark: _Toc153294535][bookmark: _Toc154155343]3.7 Choice of Method
According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019), the fifth layer of the “research onion” contains the method used to collect data. The choice of method’s sub-layers is: “Mono, Mixed and Multi-Methods”. The “Mono Qualitative Method” has been used in this research to gather and interpret the data to manage it easily in a short time. The mono method makes the data collection method less complicated by employing a single “data collection and analysis method,” as stated by (Sahin and Öztürk, 2019, p.305). 
[bookmark: _Toc153294536][bookmark: _Toc154155344]3.8 Time Horizon
The “research onion’s” sixth layer is the selected time duration to gather the data for the study. “Cross-sectional and Longitudinal Studies” are the two types of time horizons that can be selected for the research. “Cross-sectional Research” has been selected in the current research because it saves time and resources and provides data without time and budget constraints. Wang and Cheng (2020, p.66) evaluated that during a cross-sectional study, the researcher collected data from different subjects at a single point in time. Moreover, the academic researches are time bound which is why the longitudinal study has not been employed in the current research.  
[bookmark: _Toc153294537][bookmark: _Toc154155345]3.9 Data Collection Method
The inner layer of the “research onion” is the data collection method, and it determines the gathering of relevant data from multiple sources. “Primary and Secondary” are the two major data collection methods. The current study has used the “Primary Data Collection Method” to collect information and knowledge about the research aim and objectives. Newman and Gough (2020, p.6) identified that the primary method provides the opportunity to collect data from direct sources and it is first-hand data which can be used to provide high-quality results. Moreover, the sources of the primary data are considered as reliable and unbiased. The primary data can be collected through “interviews and questionnaires” (Sileyew, 2019, p.6). Therefore, the primary method was the most suitable to gather information related to the experiences of the people during the “COVID-19 pandemic” and its impact on the mental health of young children. 
[bookmark: _Toc153294538][bookmark: _Toc154155346]3.9.1 Data Collection Tool
The data collection tool can be selected according to the nature of the research phenomenon. The current study has adopted semi-structured interviews because it provides in-depth knowledge from the research respondents related to the influence of the pandemic on the mental health of young children, as indicated in Appendix B. Husband (2020, p.206) identified that the interviews are considered a rich source of information which can be used to collect detailed information related to the research problem. “Semi-structured interviews” can provide the ability for the researcher to prepare the questions beforehand and collect as much information as possible from the participants (Scanlan, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc153294539][bookmark: _Toc154155347]3.9.2 Sampling Technique and Sample Size
The selection of the audience from the whole population can be referred to as the sampling technique to collect the data for the study. According to Pace (2021, p.5), the sample can be selected through “Probability and Non-Probability Sampling Techniques”. The researcher has adopted “Purposive Sampling” of non-probability sampling in the study to recruit the respondents of the study. Campbell et al. (2020, p.654) highlighted that “purposive sampling” provides the opportunity to select the participants on the basis of criteria set by the researcher. 
In the present study, the participants must be the parents or guardians of young children, and the children were between the ages of 3-5 years during the time of the “COVID-19 pandemic”. Only 6 participants were selected because the information was getting repeated, and the saturation point was achieved. The protocols were followed before collecting the data and the consent of the participants was taken to record the interviews. Consent forms are attached in Appendix E. The recorded interviews helped in transcription before the analysis of the data. Interview questions and transcripts are attached in Appendix A and B.
[bookmark: _Toc153294540][bookmark: _Toc154155348]3.9.3 Population of the Study
The participants in the current study were the parents and guardians of the young children. Parents and guardians of the young children are selected as the respondents in the study because they are attached and linked directly with the young children and the children were not able to express their opinions. The participants were recruited from social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram, and the semi-structured interviews were conducted through online platforms like Zoom for 10-20 minutes. 
[bookmark: _Toc153294541][bookmark: _Toc154155349]3.9.4 Eligibility Criteria
The eligibility criteria set for the collection of data from the selected respondents have been presented in Table 1. 
[bookmark: _Toc153622351]Table 1. Eligibility Criteria
	Eligibility Criteria
	Description

	Population
	The participants volunteered for the research were from different backgrounds, with different social- economic situations, different ages and family dynamics to give possible varying experieces to help understand the impact of the pandemic on the mental health of their children.

	Region
	The parents and guardians from  one Local Authority have been selected to participate in the study.

	Participants
	Parents and guardians with children between 3 and 5 were selected to take part in the study accessed through the school setting to collect responses.


Source: (Own Illustration)
[bookmark: _Toc153294542][bookmark: _Toc154155350]3.10 Data Analysis
The innermost layer of the “research onion” is the data analysis which is required to provide the interpretations of the findings to draw a conclusion from the study (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The qualitative data gathered for the data can be analysed using “Thematic Analysis and Content Narrative” methods. Both methods were appropriate for the analysis of the collected data, but the researcher selected the “Thematic Analysis” method. Peel (2020, p.2) identified that “thematic analysis” provides the ability to interpret the data by forming the relevant themes Braun and Clarke have identified the thematic analysis method to create the themes in six steps: “(1) Familiarisation with data, (2) Generation of codes, (3) Themes Generation, (4) Reviewing Themes, (5) Defining and Naming Themes and (6) Producing the report” (Braun and Clarke, 2022, p.3). The themes and codes are generated using thematic analysis to provide results aligned with the objectives of the study. The obtained data was carefully transcribed and analysed with the help of the steps of the “thematic analysis method” to extract the relevant themes of the study. The other methods were rejected because they were not able to interpret the findings and draw conclusions required for the study. 
[bookmark: _Toc153294543][bookmark: _Toc154155351]3.10 Validity and Reliability
The reliability and validity of the study play a crucial role in ensuring the accuracy and trustworthiness of the research (Rose and Johnson, 2020, p.435). The validity and reliability of the research methods have been determined by selecting the relevant participants for the study. Moreover, the “semi-structured interviews” were conducted with the parents or guardians of the young children who can provide real experience and knowledge related to the impact of the “COVID-19 pandemic” on the mental health of their young children. The previous literature was thoroughly reviewed before proposing the interview questions to maintain validity and reliability throughout the study. 
[bookmark: _Toc153294544][bookmark: _Toc154155352]3.11 Ethical Considerations
The expertise is required for conducting research but the maintenance of integrity and honesty plays a significant role (Suri, 2020, p.45). There are several criteria that can be required to make the research ethical. However, the most significant one is the confidentiality of the data because the current study has recruited participants from social media platforms to conduct the semi-structured interviews. The anonymity and confidentiality of the participant’s personal information and the provided data is very essential (Badampudi, et al., 2022, p. 12). The researcher has coded the personal information with pseudonym names to keep the identity of the participants secret. The participants were provided with the consent form to take part in the research and they were allowed to leave the study as per their wish. The participant information sheet was given to the participants to define the purpose of the study and collect their data. The interviews conducted and recorded were secured in password-protected devices to keep safe the data. The researcher has avoided the risk of bias by recruiting respondents from different ethnic and class backgrounds to obtain their perspectives. Lastly, the ethics form was filled out and submitted to the University ensuring that the ethical guidelines and the protocols have been followed properly and is attached in Appendix D. 
[bookmark: _Toc153294545][bookmark: _Toc154155353]3.12 Chapter Conclusion
The chapter has provided insights into the appropriate methodology employed in the current study. The researcher has gathered data from the primary qualitative method by sharing questionnaired. The data was obtained by analysing the responses. The data was analysed using the “thematic analysis method” to draw conclusions for the study.


[bookmark: _Toc154155354]Chapter 4 - Results and Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc154155355]4.1 Chapter Overview
In this chapter, the discussion is made on the data collected through  questionnaires which were then analysed through thematic analysis to develop conclusions and recommendations in the next chapter.  
[bookmark: _Toc154155356]4.2 Participant Characteristics
A total of 12  parents/guardians qusetionnaires were used to extract information from them about the behaviour, attitude, and cognitive abilities of 3-5-year-old children.
[bookmark: _Toc153622352]Table 2. Characteristics of Participants
[bookmark: _Toc154155357]4.3 Thematic Coding
The data was analysed using a six-step “Thematic Analysis” pattern suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006). Appendix C demonstrates a complete thematic coding table.  
[bookmark: _Toc154155358]4.4 Results from questionaire
[bookmark: _Toc154155359]4.4.1 Theme 1: Changes in Emotions Due To COVID-19
COVID-19 has had several devastating impacts on the day-to-day lives of humans globally. The severe impacts of COVID-19 were observed on mental and physical health due to government-imposed restrictions on the mobility of individuals, including children, to stop the spreading of the disease. Thus, major impacts of COVID-19 were observed in the daily activities of young children, such as physical activities. At the same time, the closure of parks, play areas, and nurseries restricted young children to their homes. Therefore, COVID-19 was a difficult period for everyone, especially young children, as they were not able to understand the changes that COVID-19 brought to their routine activities. Thus, to explore the impact of COVID-19 on the behaviour and attitude of young children, parents/guardians were asked the following  questions:


1. How old were you children at the start of the pandemic in March 2020?


2. Did your child attend school or nursey setting prior to school closures?


3. Did you or a member of your household become ill with Covid?

4. Were you able to access school support/ engagement during the pandemic?



5. How long was your child unable to see close family?



6. How long before your child was able to spend time with peers and friends


7. Was you child accessing any support from agencies prior to the pandemic eg. Speech and Language, Play therapy, Early help?

8. How do you feel the pandemic impacted on your child? Consider isolation, mask wearing, lack of social opportunities such play groups?


9. Do you consider that there has been a negative mental health impact on your child?



Is there anything else you would like to add?


Through these questions, the researcher aimed to identify the changing behaviours in young children due to COVID-19 restrictions. The responses of the participents were similar as they all reported recognising differences in the behaviour of their children at home. The responses indicate that young children demonstrated changes in their behaviour due to the lockdowns, school closures and subsequent isolation. These included  expressions of frustration and boredom, as they had little or no physical activities due to restrictions in terms of social interaction, demonstrating a decline in positive  mental health through . Since young children needed different opportunities and activities, such as playing with their peers and other children doing different learning activities, they were stopped. However, the participants agreed that for a few days, they were happy, but as time passed, without any physical activities, their mental started to impact their behaviour which started to change. Moreover, for further exploration, the question was asked about the observation of negative behaviours like crying, mood swings and irritation; the respondents agreed that they observed changes in the mental health of young children. For example:
There were  negative changes in his behaviour. He started to lose his temper more readily, we struggled with routine, in particular bed times and sleep. It was hard to get him to engage online after a few minutes and he would ask to see his friends or his Nan.
Also:
             She was easily agitated and often broke down in tears over seemingly nothing.         
The ‘anything to add’ questions frequently referred to   children accessing e-learning while they were not in physical interactions with their friends and teachers. 
He didn’t always do well in these at-home learning sessions, it was harder for the little ones to sit and listen. He showed a great deal of interest at times, when in interactive, practical activities were set. It was difficult to get him to participate in any kind of structured learning on other days. Play-based educational games and activities were our main emphasis since they were the ones that he was most interested in and attentive too.Singing online with his class seemed to help. 
Similarly, 
His online learning was not great, we preferred to do the physical homework set, but he did enjoy ‘seeing’ the teacher on screen. He found it hard to go back to school and join in, was anxious and clingy.
The participants agreed that their children struggled to become fully involved in online learning and manyu lost the skills they had  gained with physical interactions at their nursery setting.  On the other hand, participants also responded that their child was interested in play-based learning, in-person sessions and visual learning. Therefore, there were variances in the responses of parents/guardians of a child with respect to the academic performance of their child. However, for further exploration regarding the impact of limited social interaction with teachers and friends in e-learning for the learning and development of the child, the respondents provided similar responses. For instance:
His development was significantly impacted by his minimal social interaction. His confidence  to attempt new activities seemed much lower after Covid, we have to coax him to do everything.
Similarly, 
She missed regular interactions with her classmates, which we know essential for the development of social and emotional skills at her age. She still  seems to struggle with skills such as sharing, taking turns, and playing together. We talk a lot about it being ok to be sad or cross.It brought us closer as a family in some ways, but she won’t sleep out anymore.
[bookmark: _Hlk152687230]The responses significantly agree with the point that with limited social interaction, the learning and development of the child were impacted. However, the responses further supported identifying the impacts that young children were having during e-learning, such as a decline in confidence, communication abilities, linguistic abilities, and lack of development of social and emotional skills, resulting in changes in mental health such as anxirty and separation issues. Therefore, it can be considered that e-learning was not sufficient in engaging very young children in e-learning and impacted their learning and development due to changes in their mental health. In addition, social interaction is important for developing social and emotional skills in a child, which is only possible when a child is given an environment of interaction, which was not possible in e-learning as the child was not engaged with each other and they were not able to share their feelings with their friends. 
[bookmark: _Toc154155361]4.4.3 Theme 3: Engagement in Learning and Development Through play
The abrupt closure of schools alongside different day-to-day activities, including all opportunities for children to interact with others had the most significant imapcr on young children. The teaching staff and families had to adapt to online learning and education. However, as identified, it was challenging for the teachers and parents to engage the very youngest pupils and young children in online learning. As for young children themselves, it was far removed from their routine and their previous experiences. In addition, due to online schooling, young children were increasingly relying on the use of electronic devices like mobiles and, laptops and tablets. Participants all commented on being outside when allowed and playing were enormously beneificial to the child’s and families mental health. For example:
The school often set challenges we could complete outside xxxxx had asked houses to place a teddy in their windows and we would go and count them and describe them. She loved this and knew it was something her friends were doing, it was something to look forward to when we all felt low.

Also:
We are lucky enough to live near the beach and we had to collect items starting with different letters, we chose Shells for S and we spent hours outdoors with a purpose. We made pictures in the sand with them and took pictures to send to the teacher, things like that helped with the anxiety and fear of it all. 

[bookmark: _Toc154155362]4.4.4 Theme 4: Remain Observant of The Needs of a Child
Through the comments made by participants, the strategies that could be applied in similar uncertain situations in future were identified, such as remaining patient and empathic, understanding the emotional needs of the child astheir daily routine was impacted, and letting the child express their emotions and feelings by encouraging open communication. Making the most of the outdoors and nature when possible, engaging in physical and practical activities and learning though play were also vital.
[bookmark: _Toc154155363]4.5 Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc154155364]4.5.1 COVID-19 Changed the Behaviour of Young Children
The responses of the participants determined that COVID-19 significantly impacted the mental health of young children as they were restricted to their homes without interaction with the outside world. As a result, new anxieties were observed in young children, increased frustration, anger,  and lack of engagement, which left families with challenges. The study by Panda et al. (2021, p.122) also reported that COVID-19-related restrictions impacted the mental health and behaviours of young children. At the same time, the previous findings of Fegert et al. (2020, p.7) reported the development of acute stress disorders in children impacting their mental health. It mainly happened because of lockdowns and no opportunity for mobility for anyone. However, COVID-19 created the opportunity for parents and children to spend quality family time as no social activity was commencing. Initially, young children enjoyed the time, but as the days passed, the impacts of restrictions started to affect their routines, and their mental health started to change. In this regard, the study by Gillespie-Smith et al. (2021, p.6) also reported that changes in the routine of children impacted their emotions. As a result, the young children started demonstrating anger and frustration, as evident in the responses of participants who also agreed that initially, their child enjoyed being with the family, but when they were not allowed to move outside, it started changes in their behaviours. The studies of Marsh et al. (2020, p.7) and Bartlett and Vivrette (2020, p.2) also reported significant changes in the daily routine activities of children during COVID-19, which impacted their development and mental well-being. In contradiction to these findings, Azhari et al. (2020, p.114) and Papadopoulos (2021, p.953) presented an argument that during COVID-19, parenting approaches were changed, which resulted in changing behaviours of children due to their mental health. However, the argument of Azhari et al. (2020, p.114) and Papadopoulos (2021, p.953) based on the findings extracted from the data of this study is different as the parents of young children agreed to the fact that they focused on the mental well-being of their children while addressing their needs and supporting their development. Thus, they were able to manage the changing behaviours of their children and maintain physical and mental well-being. The argument of Azhari et al. (2020, p.114) and Papadopoulos (2021, p.953) was also opposed by Goldberg, McCormick, and Virginia (2021, p.10), who found that COVID-19 brought families together and parents were focused on engaging their children during lockdowns, which resulted in positive changes in the children. Regardless of what the arguments say, it is evident that COVID-19 significantly impacted the mental health and behaviours of every individual, and children are also no exception. Studies such as Ladd and Parke (2021, p.507), Tambling et al. (2021) and Mínguez (2020, p.1860) also reported positive changes in the behaviour of children when they were restricted to homes during COVID-19. However, it cannot be denied that COVID-19-related restrictions impacted the behaviours and mental health of every individual, including children. The responses of participants also agreed that they observed frustration and anger in their children despite creating opportunities for interaction with the young children due to their mental health. Therefore, it can be determined that COVID-19 impacted the mental health and behaviours of children in both positive and negative ways as children learned discipline and hygiene, but fewer opportunities for engaging with colleagues made them frustrated and annoyed.
[bookmark: _Toc154155365]4.5.2 Social Interaction is Important for Cognitive Abilities
The devastating impacts of COVID-19 shifted everything to online, including education, where young children were also taught through online mediums proposed by their nurseries. The findings extracted from the responses of the parents indicated that social interaction is important for supporting the children in enhancing their cognitive abilities as children learn more with physical interaction, whereas e-learning does not provide the opportunity of socialising to the child. The study by DeLaina, Kimmons, and Mason (2021, p.174) also highlighted the contribution of online learning in providing convenience and flexibility while protecting children against disease. Therefore, there is no doubt that online learning protects learners against the devastating impacts of COVID-19 on their mental health and well-being. However, for young children, it was something new, and they were not used to this type of learning where they could interact with their peers and develop problem-solving skills. The study by Grifoni and Guzzo (2020, p.86) also reported that remote learning created learning difficulties for young children in their studies. On the other hand, the role of parents was also important to encourage young children’s engagement in online learning for developing cognitive skills, as some parents themselves were finding it difficult to adapt to online learning. It is also evident in the findings of Budhrani et al. (2021, p.155), in which the authors also discussed that parents were not able to assist their children with online learning. The responses from the participants of this study determine that parents/guardians agreed that their child was not interested in online learning due to less availability for interaction with their peers and teachers. At the same time, online learning was increasing their child's screen time, which raised a major challenge for parents to keep the balance between screen time and other activities for the cognitive abilities and mental health of their child during COVID-19. It was found that most of the parents were not convinced with the online model of education for young children as it was not just increasing their screen time, but it was also limiting the physical activities of the child, impacting their cognitive abilities such as emotional skills, social skills and problem-solving skills. The study of Neophytou, Manwell and Eikelboom (2021, p.727) also reported that increased screen time of a child is not good for the cognitive abilities of the child as it lowers academic performance in later stages of their academics. Similar findings were also reported by ‌Mulkey, Bearer and Molloy (2023, p.1), who found that excessive screen time develops behavioural issues in the child and impacts their mental health. Therefore, it was important to observe the screen time of the young children to keep the balance in their learning and physical activities. The findings extracted from the responses also determine that parent focused on controlling their children's screen time by giving them other opportunities like play-based learning, in-person sessions, and visual learning for improving their mental health. Parents observed that their child was demonstrating a decline in confidence, communication abilities, linguistic abilities, and lack of development of social and emotional skills while learning online. The findings were supported by the study of Hu et al. (2021, p.1514), Wang (2022, p.4) and Gore et al. (2021, p.607). Therefore, it is extracted despite bringing convenience and flexibility, it was not very supportive of enhancing cognitive abilities in young children due to its limitation of giving opportunities for social interaction to support the young children in learning emotional and social skills along with enhancement of cognitive abilities.  
[bookmark: _Toc154155366]4.5.3 Physical Activities are Important for the Learning and Development of Child
COVID-19 restricted every individual from physical activities and socialising to remain connected with their networks. However, children, specifically young children, were at a high risk of getting affected by the disease, which resulted in restricting their social interaction with the people around them, either in their nurseries or in their communities and impacted their mental health. Therefore, there were several strategies that parents/guardians applied during COVID-19 to ensure the learning and development of their child either online or with physical activities such as puzzle solving, counting activities, treasure hunting and block building for cognitive thinking and problem-solving. Therefore, through these strategies parents were able to mitigate the stress buildup on their child due to no opportunity for physical activities. Similar findings were also reported by Saltali (2021, p.7) and Pierce et al. (2020, p.892), who stated that the socio-physical environment supports the child in actively playing and learning. At the same time, Rosenthal et al. (2020, p. 242) previously reported that a socio-physical environment supports enhancing the cognitive abilities of a child. Whereas Sinha (2020, p.448) also stated that during COVID-19, the protection of children was important, and it was essential to provide them with opportunities where they learn and develop. On the other hand, parents were eager to provide their children with an environment that not only promotes the development of cognitive abilities but also supports them in maintaining mental health and consistency in physical activities during the restrictions of COVID-19. The findings of Ullmann et al. (2020, p.47) and Bell et al. (2020, p.89) also indicate that indoor and outdoor playing activities were important for the child during COVID-19 as they were bound in their living spaces, which was impacting on their mental wellbeing. These findings align with the responses of the participants of this study in which they agreed on the importance of giving the opportunity of physical activities such as treasure hunting, puzzle solving and role-playing to the child alongside online learning to support them in learning and development and enhancing cognitive abilities while ensuring they remain protected from the consequences of COVID-19, especially on their mental health. The study of Morgül, Kallitsoglou and Essau (2020, p. 45) also indicated that the protection of children against COVID-19 disease was the need of the hour to ensure the mental and physical wellbeing of children. At the same time, a similar strategy was also suggested by Lawrence et al. (2023, p.63), who believed that COVID-19 was the time when high interaction with technology was observed for the learning needs of children, whereas physical activities, such as verbal and non-verbal learning were also catering the need of learning in the child while boosting their confidence. However, online learning was not as effective as compared to the strategies applied by the parents for addressing the development needs of their children and maintaining their mental health. 
[bookmark: _Toc154155367]4.5.4 Patience, Empathy and Understanding of Child’s Emotional Needs
COVID-19 turned out to be a major stressor for the physical and mental well-being of the individuals, where children were majorly impacted by the consequences of COVID-19. Since this experience was new for the young children it was impacting on the emotions of the young children. However, the parents who dealt with this experience of dealing with their young children suggested several studies if situations like COVID-19 arise again in the future. The participants of this study suggested that experiences like these are disturbing for the children due to which they need attention. In addition, to overcome the stress and frustration and feeling of isolation it was suggested to understand the emotional needs of the children. As suggested by Hodson et al. (2021, p.30) and Finegold et al. (2023, p.14) the support of elders can help in managing the mental health and behaviour of young children by engaging them in different activities. So that they are better able to communicate and share their feeling. At the same time, the parents also suggested showing empathy towards the child so that their feeling of being isolated is mitigated and they are provided with attention from parents. 
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The current study significantly advances the knowledge of the impacts of COVID-19 on the mental health of young children and how it was managed by the parents/guardians.
RQ 01: How does the Covid-19 pandemic affect the behaviour and attitude of young children?
Establishing positive attitudes and habits early in life increases the likelihood that they will develop and grow. Human behaviour is a reflection of the latent and expressive potential of numerous physiological, psychological, and social activities at every stage of human life. According to the current study, the COVID-19 pandemic caused many young children to have negative attitudes and changes in behaviour due to their mental health, in which anger, frustration, anxiety, and lack of resilience were associated with mental health changes. In addition, the exponential proliferation of COVID-19 has a significant effect on several aspects of society. During this time, there were significant changes in all aspects of society, including business, social life, education, and medicine. People, especially young children, had terrible effects, fear, and anxiety due to the pandemic's quick spread and its effects on their families behaviours and routines. Social and behavioural adaptations such as social distancing and anxiety impact the day-to-day lives of children and adolescents. Additional effects of these changes include an increase in the prevalence of psychosocial problems, a worsening of pre-existing mental illnesses, and fears about stress, anxiety, loneliness, and uncertainty.
RQ 02: What impact does e-learning have on the cognitive abilities of young children during the Covid-19 pandemic?
There is an unprecedented surge in the quantity of online learning platforms as a result of the devastation that COVID-19 caused to the education system. The study also pursued to identify the kind of problems that students pursuing online learning encounter while trying to get their education and obtain the necessary resources. Even if e-learning aids in the development of the four components of creative thinking, the findings show that it has a negative influence on young children's cognitive abilities. Students' cognitive presence, such as their capacity for critical thought and clear expression of ideas, has a significant impact on their level of satisfaction young children need customised guidance and resources to assess, solve problems, and internalise the ideas they have acquired throughout the learning process since their cognitive processes are different from those of other students. The student must focus on analysing and evaluating ideas when there is a cognitive presence. When children establish positive connections with their contemporaries, they are more engaged and proactive in group activities. Additionally, it lessens the anxiety and tension brought on by impending tests and deadlines. One way that constructive group discussions promote cognitive discourse is by assigning students different tasks to do during online sessions. Students are naturally attracted to group projects in classrooms with innovative designs that promote student engagement and active participation, which enhances the overall learning experience.
RQ 03: How well do the parents/guardians of the young children manage the changes in the behaviour and attitude of the young children and the problems they face during the e-learning?
Despite the fact that physical activity has several physiological and psychological advantages, many young children do not participate in these sorts of activities frequently enough, which impacts their mental health. The remote environment where parental role management has an impact on young children's physical activity.  It takes time and consistent support to change the attitude and behaviour of young children. Effective communication and cooperation between parents and young children may help manage and create the attitudes of young children. Similarly, young children's emotional and personality integration in a home setting is encouraged. In order to have a cooperative connection with their children about their education, parents participate in parenting activities. Parents may notice how their behaviour affects the personality of their children in this manner. In order to have a better knowledge of early childhood education, parents and schools may work together on parenting activity management. Due to online learning, parents have described emotions of isolation , anxiety, and frustration within the family. These results are important for encouraging healthy development since negative psychological experiences from infancy are linked to a greater lifelong risk of anxiety. Public health professionals are concerned that people's transient changes in behaviour in response to COVID-19 may turn into enduring routines. The results of this research provide credence to the notion that parents who engage in learning opportunities and physical activity introduction practises are often more resilient, flexible, and committed to their children's development. Parents concerned will have to cope with the child's problems and their own concerns and challenges along the way. They also need to be adaptable enough to be able to renegotiate the boundaries between their homes and their young children. Teachers and parents participate in this process as both producers and consumers of discourse. By encouraging their children in all they do, making learning enjoyable, supporting them through obstacles and difficulties encountered throughout the learning process, and instilling in them a feeling of worth, parents also assume the role of teachers in the classroom. Parents may serve as mentors, motivators, and facilitators in the context of online learning. As facilitators, parents were ensuring that, in addition to the standard fare like books and where possible an appropriate learning environment, their children had access to a wide range of learning resources, including media, computers, infrastructure, and support services. Furthermore, parents managed to fulfil their children's educational demands during the COVID-19 pandemic while being limited in their time or confidence, particularly in an online learning setting. Children have benefited from their parents' practical support, emotional assistance and encouragement.
[bookmark: _Toc154155370]5.2 Recommendations 
The results of this study have led to the development of a number of recommendations that are supported by previous research and psychological theory.
In view of the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers and parents should use extra care while using online learning tools. In order to guarantee that the online learning process continues, parental guidance is required. When guiding, assisting, and overseeing their children's learning journeys, parents should also modify their guidance patterns to suit their children's requirements (Cordovil et al., 2021).
Establishing communication channels with their children helps parents identify learning impediments and draw attention to challenging topics. Their children must be enthusiastic about online learning; therefore, parents must be vigilant. Supervisory roles are essential in online learning (Wheeler and Hill, 2021, p.7). Parents are responsible for supervising their children's learning and play schedules. Children, especially teens, who participate in online learning are not under the supervision of their parents, which is the main drawback of this type of education. Therefore, working parents rarely check their children's learning development (Duran and Ömeroğlu, 2022, p.15). Parents monitor their associates with children and are responsible for their upbringing, discipline, and protection. Hence, negative consequences on their children's learning will arise from not providing supervision.
Parents should instruct their children while they are learning in addition to offering advice. It is quite important, particularly if the children are between the ages of five and twelve. Children that age depend on their parents for direction and support since they are unable to participate in autonomous learning activities at that time. Parental supervision is necessary for the curriculum to be delivered, tasks to be completed, and support during any difficulties. It is not uncommon for parents to find it difficult to understand how to support in the lessons their children are being taught. Since they were in school, the content has changes or  become harder (Setyowati, 2021, p.5).
When helping, consider the child's age, education, and cognition. Children benefit from extensive adult supervision in early childhood education. This entails installing infrastructure and providing teachers with computers and other classroom media and learning materials. In addition to taking part in their education and communicating with teachers, parents should actively support their children's learning. Parents must establish a positive learning atmosphere for their children to study efficiently (Wheeler and Hill, 2021, p.7). Like early childhood education, elementary school parents are encouraged to support their children more hands-on, especially in the first three years. The guidance pattern includes creating a supportive learning atmosphere, providing guidance, and providing supervision while the children study in order to make sure they comprehend the concepts being taught. Parents must track progress, verify homework assignments, and ensure their children have completed them (Duran and Ömeroğlu, 2022, p.15).
In order to enhance the online learning process throughout the pandemic, educators and parents must collaborate. When incorporating media into the teaching and learning process, teachers need to work in association with parents. Elementary school students need specialised assistance throughout their online learning experiences; thus, parents and teachers need to closely monitor this coordination (Ekyana et al., 2021, p.259). 
[bookmark: _Toc154155371]5.3 Limitations
Every research has some limitations, and the current research has limitations in that the data has been collected only from twelve participants. Moreover, the researcher has used qualitative methods to gather and analyse the data, which may result in the possible  bias in the study. The current study was focused on young children only and has not analysed the impact of the pandemic on the mental health of adolescents or adults. Additionally, the research was conducted at a single point in time due to the time limits, there is currently limited academic research  and the effects of the pandemic are ongoing.
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Dear families,                                                                                       

As some of you may know I am privileged to attend university as part of my Continuing Professional Development to study for a Master’s degree. I am studying Psychotherapeutic Practice which will allow me to support families and pupil. As part of this course I need to research the effect of the Covid 19 Pandemic on young children. I have produced a questionnaire (agreed by the ethics committee), with questions about how Covid may have effected families in our school, the questionnaire is completely anonymous, will only be shown to those involved in the research and no data will be used that can identify individuals. If you are happy to take part please complete the questionnaire and return to school in any format you prefer. As ever if you need any help or support from us please let us know. 

1. How old were you children at the start of the pandemic in March 2020?


2. Did your child attend school or nursey setting prior to school closures?


3. Did you or a member of your household become ill with Covid?

4. Were you able to access school support/ engagement during the pandemic?






5. How long was your child unable to see close family?



6. How long before your child was able to spend time with peers and friends


7. Was you child accessing any support from agencies prior to the pandemic eg. Speech and Language, 
Play therapy, early help?

8. How do you feel the pandemic impacted on your child? Consider isolation, mask wearing, lack of social opportunities such play groups?


9. Do you consider that there has been a negative mental health impact on your child?



Is there anything else you would like to add?

Thank you so much for your time, if there is anything we can support you with please let us know. 
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If Yes, please attach a copy of any final approval (or interim approval) from the organisation (this may
be a copy of an e-mail if appropriate).

SECTION E: Details of Research Acti

1 |Indicative title Investigating the Strategies for Preschoolers During COVID-19 Pandemic

2 |Proposed start date: March 2022 Proposed end date: March 2023
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Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the points|
below:

Purpose of Research Activity

Proposed Research Question

 Aims of Research Activity

Objectives of Research Activity

Demonstrate briefly how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain.

What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge
How it addresses an area of importance.
Purpose of Research Activity

3| The purpose of the study will be to investigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental
health of young children.
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‘The method adopted in the study will be the primary qualitative method in which the semi-structured|
interviews with 6 participants will be conducted. The participants will be the parents or guardians of
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The collected data will be analysed using the thematic analysis method to generate relevant themes and|
patterns of the findings related to the aim and objectives of the study.
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