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How COVID-19 lockdowns impacted social and educational development in early years children
The COVID-19 pandemic caused disruption to children’s education and childcare settings globally. During lockdowns, many children experienced reduced social interactions, changes to routines, and limited access to educational environments. Early childhood is crucial for development, especially communication, social skills, emotional regulation, and cognitive growth. This literature review will explore existing research regarding the impact of COVID-19 and lockdown restrictions on children in the early years sector, focusing on social, emotional and educational development. 

Social development is a crucial part of early childhood as it helps children learn how to communicate, build relationships, share, and understand emotions. Goddard (2023) highlighted that high quality early years education is important for children’s long term development, including communication, resilience, and social skills. This shows how nursery closures during lockdown may have negatively affected opportunities for children to develop these skills through play and interaction. 
In early years settings, children usually develop these skills through play, daily routines and spending time with other children and adults. However, during the COVID-19 lockdowns, many children missed out on these opportunities and important interactions due to nursery closures and social distancing measures. This lack of interaction may have delayed children’s ability to develop important communication and relationship building skills. Social interaction in early childhood is strongly linked to language development and emotional regulation, meaning the effects of lockdown may continue to impact some children beyond the pandemic. Research by Lampis et al., (2023) has shown that after lockdown, many early years practitioners recognised children struggling more with confidence, communication, sharing and interacting with others in group settings. Some children also found it harder to settle back into nursery settings and routines and to make friendships after spending long periods at home. 

However, not all children were affected in the same way as some families were still able to provide social interaction and support within the home environment. Research by Sato et al. (2023) found that developmental differences between children widened during the COVID-19 pandemic, suggesting that children from different backgrounds experienced the effects of lockdown differently. This highlights how access to parental support, educational resources, and social interaction may have influenced children’s development during this period. Sato et al. (2023) found associations between the COVID-19 pandemic and delayed childhood development at age five, particularly within communication and social development. This suggests that some effects of lockdown restrictions may continue long term without early intervention and support.

Speech and language development was also significantly affected during COVID-19 lockdowns. Early childhood is an important stage for communication development, as children learn through interaction with adults and other children. However, lockdown restrictions reduced opportunities for social communication, particularly for children who were unable to attend nursery settings regularly. Erbay and Tarman (2022) found that many preschool teachers observed delays in children’s speech, communication and self expression skills during the pandemic. Teachers reported that reduced social interaction, distance learning and increased screen time negatively impacted children’s language development. This suggests that nursery environments play an important role in supporting speech and language development through conversation, play and peer interaction. Without these experiences, some children may have entered nursery settings with delayed communication skills and reduced confidence when interacting with others. Davies et al. (2021) found that children who continued attending early childhood education and care during the pandemic demonstrated greater growth in language development and executive functioning compared to children with reduced access to these settings. The study also suggested that early years education may help reduce developmental inequalities, particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. In addition, the use of face masks and social distancing measures may have also affected younger children’s ability to recognise facial expressions, mouth movements and pronunciation. Early childhood is an important stage for developing speech sounds and communication skills, therefore limited face to face interaction may have made language development more difficult for some children. 

Educational and cognitive development were also affected during COVID-19 lockdowns. Early childhood is an important stage for cognitive growth, as children develop problem solving skills, concentration, memory and early learning abilities through play, routine and interaction with others. However, lockdown restrictions disrupted access to early years education and learning environments, which may have affected children’s educational development. Research by Deoni et al. (2021) found that children born during the COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated significantly reduced verbal, motor and overall cognitive performance compared to children born before the pandemic, This suggests that reduced social interaction, disrupted routines and limited access to early years environments may have negatively affected cognitive development during early childhood. Early years settings provide opportunities for children to develop concentration, memory, problem solving and early learning skills through structured play and interaction. Therefore, nursery closures and reduced educational experiences during lockdown may have affected children’s school readiness and ability to engage in learning environments after the pandemic. Research by Scott et al. (2024) suggested that the pandemic negatively affected aspects of social cognition in early childhood, including skills linked to communication, cooperation and learning. This may have implications for children’s relationships, emotional understanding and educational development beyond the pandemic. However, not all research identified entirely negative outcomes. Finegold et al. (2023) found that although some preschool children demonstrated lower personal social skills during the pandemic, some also showed strengths in areas such as vocabulary and cognitive performance. This suggests that children’s experiences during lockdown varied depending on factors such as home environment, parental support and access to educational resources.
The long term affects of COVID-19 lockdowns on children’s development highlight the importance of early intervention and support within early years settings. Early years practitioners play a significant role in supporting children’s social, emotional and educational development through structured play, communication and routine. Following the pandemic, many settings introduced additional support strategies to help children rebuild confidence, communication skills and social interaction. Early intervention may help identify developmental delays and provide children with appropriate support before difficulties progress further. Strategies such as play based learning, speech and language activities, emotional support and positive social interaction can help children develop confidence and rebuild important developmental skills following lockdown restrictions. In addition, partnership between early years practitioners and parents became increasingly important following the pandemic. Communication between settings and families may help practitioners better understand children’s individual needs and provide consistent support within both nursery and home environments. This may be particularly important for children who experienced delays in communication, emotional regulation or social interaction during lockdowns. Due to the significant developmental changes observed following the COVID-19 pandemic, further research into the long term effects of lockdown restrictions on early years children remains important. Understanding how children were affected socially, emotionally and educationally may help improve future support strategies and early intervention within the early years sector. Furthermore, understanding the long term impact of COVID-19 lockdowns may help early years practitioners and policymakers develop more effective support strategies for children effected by developmental delays or emotional difficulties following the pandemic. Increased awareness of children’s social, emotional and communication needs may also encourage early years settings to provide more targeted interventions and supportive learning environments. As children may have experienced lockdown restrictions differently depending on family circumstances and access to support, continued research within this area remains important particularly when considering the wider inequalities and developmental differences experienced by children during the pandemic. In addition, the pandemic highlighted existing inequalities within early childhood development, as children from disadvantaged backgrounds may have experienced reduced access to educational resources, outdoor play opportunities and social interaction during lockdown restrictions. This may have contributed to differences in children’s communication, confidence and school readiness when returning to early years settings. Practitioners may therefore require additional training, resources and support to effectively respond to children’s developmental and emotional needs following the pandemic. Increased observation, assessment and early intervention strategies may help practitioners identify children who require further support in areas such as speech and language, emotional regulation and social interaction.
Furthermore, children’s emotional well being became an increasing concern following lockdown restrictions, as some children experienced anxiety, separation difficulties and challenges adapting back into structured routines. Early years settings may play an important role in supporting children’s mental health through nurturing relationships, consistent routines and opportunities for social play and communication. Positive relationships between practitioners, parents and external professionals may also help provide children with more consistent and effective support across both home and educational environments.
The long term impact of COVID-19 lockdowns on early childhood development may continue to be explored in future research as children progress through education. Monitoring children’s development over time may provide a greater understanding of how early disruption affected later learning, behaviour, communication and emotional wellbeing. Overall, continued research may help early years practitioners and policymakers better understand and respond to the long term developmental impact of COVID-19 lockdowns on young children.

Methodological considerations 
This section will discuss the methodology used to investigate how COVID-19 lockdowns impacted children’s social, speech and educational development within early years settings. The research project will focus on gathering information regarding the experiences and observations of early years practitioners following the pandemic. This section will explain the research methods chosen, the sample involved, ethical considerations and the strengths and limitations of the methodology used.
The aim of this research project is to explore how COVID-19 lockdowns affected children’s social, speech and educational development within early years settings. A qualitative research approach would be used within this study to gain detailed information regarding practitioners’ experiences and observations following the COVID-19 pandemic (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative research allows researchers to explore participants’ experiences and personal perspectives in greater depth (Fossey et al., 2002). Questionnaires would be used to collect data from early years practitioners working within nursery settings. Open ended questions would allow participants to discuss changes they observed in children’s communication, confidence, behaviour, social interaction and educational development following the pandemic. Questionnaires are a useful method of data collection as they are cost effective, time efficient and allow multiple participants to take part within the research project. According to Vishnevsky and Beanlands (2004), questionnaires can provide researchers with efficient access to participants experiences and perspectives, although responses may vary in depth and detail. The sample for this research project would consist of early years practitioners working within nursery settings in South Wales. Practitioners were chosen as they have direct experience observing children’s development before and after the COVID-19 lockdowns. A purposive sampling method would be used to select participants with relevant experience within early years education. However, purposive sampling may also have limitations as the findings may not be representative of all early years practitioners or nursery settings across the UK. The relatively small sample size may reduce the generalisability of the findings, as practitioners experiences may be different depending on location, resources, and individual nursery environments. Despite this limitation, purposive sampling remains appropriate as it allows participants with relevant professional experience to contribute detailed and meaningful responses. One advantage of questionnaires is that they are a time efficient and cost effective method of collecting data from multiple participants. Participants are also able to complete questionnaires in their own time, which may encourage more detailed and honest responses. Open ended questions allow practitioners to provide in depth information regarding their experiences and observations of children’s development following the COVID-19 lockdowns. In addition, questionnaires can be distributed easily to different nursery settings to, allowing a wider range of practitioner perspectives to be included within the research. However, questionnaires can also have limitations. Responses may be subjective and influenced by personal opinions or experiences, which could affect the reliability of the findings. Participants may also interpret questions differently, leading to inconsistent responses. In addition, some practitioners may provide limited detail within their answers, making it more difficult to gather in depth information regarding children’s development following the pandemic. Ethical considerations are important within early years research to ensure participants are treated fairly, respectfully and safely throughout the research process (Lester and Shawa et al., 2017). Participants would be provided with informed consent forms explaining the purpose of the research project before taking part (British Education Research Association, 2024). Confidentiality and anonymity would be maintained throughout the study (British Educational Research Association, 2024), meaning participants names and nursery settings would not be identified within the research findings. Participants would also have the right to withdraw from the research project at any stage without explanation. In addition, all collected data would be stored securely in line with data protection and GDPR guidelines. As the research focuses on children’s development, safeguarding and professional boundaries would also need to be considered throughout the research process. Triangulation may be used within this research project through the use of both primary and secondary research. Questionnaire response from practitioners would be compared with existing academic literature regarding the impact of COVID-19 lockdowns on early years children. Using multiple sources of information may improve the reliability and validity of the research findings. Triangulation is useful as it allows findings from different sources to be compares, helping to identify similarities or differences within the research. This may strengthen the overall credibility of the study.
Overall, the chosen methodology is appropriate for exploring the impact of COVID-19 lockdowns on children within early years settings. Latham et al. (2013) explains that qualitative research is useful for understanding participants experiences, behaviours and interactions in greater depth. This makes it appropriate for exploring practitioners observations following the COVID-19 pandemic. Qualitative research may also provide a more flexible approach, allowing practitioners to discuss individual experiences and observations in greater detail than quantitative methods. As children may have experienced the pandemic differently depending on factors such as home environment, access to educational support and family circumstances, qualitative data may help capture a wider range of perspectives and experiences within early years settings.
Ethical considerations 
Ethical considerations are an important part of research, particularly within early years settings where research may involve children and professionals working with vulnerable groups. Researchers have a responsibility to ensure participants are treated fairly, respectfully and safely throughout the research process, particularly within qualitative educational research where ethical issues may arise throughout the study (Head, 2020). This section will discuss the ethical issues related to this research project, including informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, safeguarding and data protection. Ethical practice is particularly important when research involves topics related to children’s development and wellbeing, as participants may discuss sensitive experiences and observations following the COVID-19 pandemic. Researchers must ensure that all participants fully understand the purpose of the study and are able to participate voluntarily without pressure or harm. Following ethical guidelines may also help improve the credibility and reliability of the research findings.
Informed consent is an important ethical consideration within this research project. Participants would be provided with information regarding the purpose of the study, how the data would be collected and how the findings would be used before taking part. Informed consent is important within research as participants should fully understand the nature of the study before agreeing to participate (Nijhawan et al., 2013). Consent forms would ensure that participation is voluntary and that practitioners understand they have the right to withdraw from the research project at any stage without explanation (British Educational Research Association, 2024).                                                                                        
Confidentiality and anonymity are also important ethical considerations within this research project. Participants’ identities and nursery settings would remain anonymous throughout the study to protect privacy and maintain professional boundaries (Subedi, 2025). Any information collected during the research process would be kept confidential and would only be used for academic purposes. Pseudonyms may be used within the research findings to ensure participants cannot be identified. In addition, all collected data would be stored securely in line with GDPR and data protection guidelines. Maintaining confidentiality may help participants feel more comfortable providing honest and detailed responses regarding their experiences and observations (Wiles et al., 2008).                                                      
Safeguarding and minimising harm are also important ethical considerations within this research project. Although the research would involve early years practitioners rather than children directly, discussions regarding children’s development and experiences following the COVID-19 pandemic may involve sensitive topics. Researchers would need to ensure that participants feel comfortable throughout the research process and are not placed under pressure when answering questions. Ethical challenges may arise during qualitative research, particularly when discussing sensitive topics related to children and wellbeing (Montgomery et al., 2022). Participants should also have the option to skip questions they do not wish to answer or withdraw from the study at any stage without explanation. If any safeguarding concerns were disclosed during the research process, these would need to be reported appropriately in line with the safeguarding policies and procedures (Jackson-Hollis, 2019). Maintaining professional boundaries and treating participants respectfully may help reduce the risk of emotional distress or discomfort during the study.
Data protection is another key ethical issue within this research project. All questionnaires and participant information would be stored securely in line with GDPR and data protection guidelines. Electronic data would be stored on password protected devices, while any paper documents would be kept securely to prevent unauthorised access (Lin, 2009). Participants’ information would only be used for the purpose of the research project and would not be shared with others in order to maintain confidentiality and protect participant identities (Pascale et al., 2022). Following completion of the study, all data would be disposed of securely in line with ethical and university guidelines. Researchers also have responsibility to ensure that data is collected fairly, accurately and respectfully to maintain the credibility and reliability of research findings (Kaspar and Müller-Böker., 2006). Ensuring strong data protection procedures may help participants feel more confident sharing honest experiences and observations during the research process. Maintaining ethical standards throughout the study is important in protecting participants and supporting the overall validity of the research findings.
Researcher bias and professional boundaries are also important ethical considerations within qualitative research. As qualitative research involves interpreting participants responses and experiences, researchers must remain professional, objective and respectful throughout the study. Personal opinions, beliefs or previous experiences may unintentionally influence how questions are asked, how responses are interpreted or how findings are presented (Galdas, 2017). Therefore, researchers should avoid using leading questions or influencing participants answers during the questionnaire process. Maintaining neutrality may help improve the credibility and reliability of the research findings. Professional boundaries are also important when discussing sensitive topics related to children’s development and experiences following the COVID-19 pandemic. Researchers should ensure that communication with participants remains respectful and appropriate throughout the study, in addition, researchers have a responsibility to accurately represent participants experiences without exaggeration or misinterpretation. Reflecting on potential bias throughout the research process may help improve the validity and fairness of qualitative research findings (Mehra, 2002).                 Ethical approval would need to be obtained before beginning the research project to ensure the study follows appropriate ethical and professional standards. The research would be conducted in line with university ethical guidelines and relevant legislation relating to research and data protection. Researchers have a responsibility to ensure that participants are treated fairly and that the study does not place individuals at unnecessary risk of harm or distress. Following ethical approval procedures may help ensure the research project is conducted responsibly and professionally throughout the study. Before the study could begin, ethical approval would need to be obtained from the university ethics committee. Ethical approval helps ensure that the research is conducted responsibly and that participants are protected from harm throughout the study. It also ensures that researchers follow ethical and methodological guidelines when collecting and analysis data (Carey, 2010).
                                                                                                                                        Overall, ethical considerations are extremely important within this research project, particularly due to the sensitive nature of discussing children’s development and experiences following the COVID-19 pandemic. Throughout the research process, researchers would need to ensure that participants are treated fairly, respectfully and professionally while protecting confidentiality and minimising potential harm. Ethical considerations such as informed consent, safeguarding, data protection, confidentiality and researcher objectivity may help ensure the research is conducted responsibly and in line with university and professional guidelines. Researchers also have a responsibility to maintain ethical practice throughout all stages of qualitative research, including data collection, analysis and reporting findings (Wa-Mbaleka, 2019). Maintaining ethical standards throughout the study may also improve the credibility, reliability and validity of the research findings. By following appropriate ethics, procedures, the research project may provide a fair and respectful exploration of early years practitioners experiences and observations following the pandemic.                Although qualitative questionnaires may provide detailed insights into practitioners experiences and observations following the COVID-19 pandemic, there are also several strengths and limitations associated with this research method. One strength of using qualitative questionnaires within this research project is that they may provide detailed and personal insights into early years practitioners experiences and observations following the COVID-19 pandemic. Open ended questions allow participants to explain their views in greater depth, which may help researchers gain a better understanding of children’s social, speech and educational development following lockdown restrictions (Queirós et al., 2017). Qualitative questionnaires may also encourage participants to reflect on their personal experiences and provide responses in their own words, resulting in richer and more descriptive data. In addition, questionnaires are a cost effective and time efficient method of data collection as they can be distributed to multiple participants across different nursery settings. Participants are also able to complete questionnaires in their own time, which may encourage more thoughtful and honest responses. Qualitative research methods may also provide researchers with more detailed and descriptive information regarding participants experiences and perspectives (Choy, 2014). However, there are also several limitations associated with qualitative questionnaires within this research project. One limitation of qualitative questionnaires is that responses may be subjective and influenced by participants personal opinions, experienced and interpretations (Ochieng, 2009). This may affect the reliability of the findings, as different practitioners may interpret questions in different ways or provide varying levels of detail within their responses (Hawa et al., 2000). In comparison to interviews, questionnaires may also limit opportunities for researchers to ask follow up questions or gain clarification on participants answers, which may reduce the depth of information collected (Stokholm and Lykke, 2020). In addition, some participants may provide brief or incomplete responses, making it more difficult to fully explore their experiences and observations regarding children’s development following the pandemic. Response rates may also present a limitation, as not all practitioners may choose to participate within the study. This could reduce the range of perspectives included within the research findings and may affect the overall representativeness of the study. Despite these limitations, qualitative questionnaires may still provide valuable insights into early years practitioners experienced and perspectives. When combined with ethical research practices and careful data analysis, this methodology may provide a useful exploration of the impact of COVID-19 lockdowns on children within early years settings.
This research project would use purposive sampling to recruit early years practitioners working within nursery or preschool settings. Purposive sampling is commonly used within qualitative research as it allows researchers to select participants with relevant knowledge and experience related to the research topic. Early years practitioners may provide valuable first hand observations regarding children’s development following COVID-19 lockdowns due to their direct involvement in children’s learning, behaviour and communication within early years settings. In addition, selecting participants with professional experience may help researchers gain more detailed and informed responses regarding the long term impact of the pandemic on children’s social, emotional and educational development.                 However, purposive sampling may also present several limitations. As qualitative research often involved smaller sample sizes, the findings may not be fully generalisable to all early years settings. Participants experiences and observations may differ depending on factors such as location, nursery environment, level of experiences and individual perspectives. In addition, some practitioners may choose not to participate within the study, which may reduce the variety of viewpoints included within the research findings. Purposive sampling is commonly used within qualitative research as it allows researchers to select participants with relevant knowledge and experience to the research topic (Nyimbili and Nyimbili, 2024). Within this research project, early years practitioners may provide valuable first hand observations regarding children’s development following COVID-19 lockdowns due to their direct environment within nursery settings. However, purposive sampling may also present limitations, as qualitative research often involves smaller sample sizes which may not be fully generalisable to all early years settings.                                             Reliability and validity are important considerations within qualitative research. Although qualitative research may sometimes be criticised for being subjective, researchers may improve reliability by ensuring questionnaires are clearly written and consistently distributed amongst participants (Bolarinwa, 2015). Using open ended questions may also improve validity, as participants are able to explain their experiences and opinions in greater detail using their own words. However, participants may interpret questions differently depending on their personal experiences and perspectives, which may effect the consistency of responses collected. Researchers should therefore remain reflective and objective throughout the analysis process in order to improve the credibility, fairness and trustworthiness of research findings. 
Overall, ethical considerations are essential in ensuring research is conducted responsibly and respectfully. By matsining confidentiality, gaining informed consent and protecting participants from harm, researchers are able to promote trust, fairness and professionalism throughout the study. Ensuring ethical guidelines are followed also increases the credibility and integrity of the research findings.
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