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The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Early Years Development: An exploration into Effects, Methodologies and Ethical Considerations
Abstract

Literature Review
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought unprecedented challenges to societies worldwide, significantly impacting various aspects of daily life, including early childhood development. This literature review aims to provide a comprehensive examination of the impact of the pandemic on the social, emotional, cognitive and physical development of young children. By synthesizing existing research evidence from academic sources and scrutinizing current policy and curriculum requirements, this review endeavours to shed light on the implications of the pandemic for early childhood education and care.
A growing body of academic literature has delved into the multifaceted effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on early childhood development. For instance, Hobbs and Bernard (2021), found that prolonged periods of remote learning and limited access to early childhood education programs have led to significant disruptions in children’s cognitive development and school readiness. Similarly, Egan, et al. (2021) highlights the adverse impact of social isolation and familial stressors on children’s socio-emotional well-being, with increased levels of stress and anxiety reported among young children during the pandemic. 
Moreover, disparities in the experiences of children from different socioeconomic backgrounds have emerged, as documented by Hobbs & Bernard (2021). These studies have revealed that children from marginalized communities face heightened vulnerabilities due to disparities in access to resources and support services, exacerbating existing inequalities in early childhood development outcomes. However, resilience factors and protective mechanisms have also been identified in the literature, with researchers like Prime, et al. (2020). highlighting the crucial role of supportive family environments and community-based interventions in mitigating the adverse effects of the pandemic on young children. 
Further exploring the cognitive impacts, a study by Ye, et al. (2023), delved into the effects of remote learning on children's cognitive skills, highlighting the challenges posed by the transition to online education for young learners. The study found that while remote learning offered some benefits, such as increased flexibility, it also presented significant challenges, including limited access to hands-on learning experiences and reduced opportunities for social interaction with peers and educators.
Additionally, the shift to remote learning has also raised concerns about the adequacy of digital resources and the digital divide. According to Wenmoth (2021), many early childhood education programs were ill-prepared for the sudden shift to online platforms, leading to inconsistent access to quality education. This digital divide has further widened the gap between children from affluent families and those from low-income households, who often lack the necessary technology and internet access to engage effectively in remote learning.
Ethical considerations have also been a critical aspect of research into the impact of COVID-19 on early childhood development. Studies like that of Wang, et al. (2020), emphasize the ethical dilemmas faced by researchers, such as obtaining informed consent from young children and ensuring the privacy and confidentiality of participants in online studies. These ethical challenges necessitate the development of robust guidelines to protect the rights and well-being of child participants in research.
Current policy and curriculum requirements have also been scrutinized in the context of the pandemic. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework in the UK, for example, had to adapt quickly to the changing circumstances to continue supporting children's learning and development (Department for Education, 2020). Policies have emphasized the need for flexible and responsive approaches to early childhood education, ensuring that children's developmental needs are met despite the disruptions caused by the pandemic.
Comparative analysis of the research findings reveals a consensus on the negative impacts of the pandemic on early childhood development, particularly in terms of cognitive and socio-emotional aspects. However, there is also a recognition of the role of resilience and protective factors, which can buffer the adverse effects. Studies consistently point to the importance of supportive family environments and community interventions in promoting children's well-being during such crises.
In conclusion, the existing literature underscores the profound impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on early childhood development, highlighting significant disruptions in cognitive and socio-emotional growth, particularly among children from disadvantaged backgrounds. The shift to remote learning has posed additional challenges, exacerbating inequalities and raising ethical concerns. Nonetheless, the identification of resilience factors offers a hopeful perspective, suggesting that with appropriate support, the negative effects of the pandemic can be mitigated. This literature review underscores the need for continued research to fill existing knowledge gaps and inform policies that support the developmental needs of young children in times of crisis.

Methodological Considerations
The methodological approach for this research on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on early years development involves a combination of purposive and stratified random sampling alongside mixed methods. The sample will include parents, early years educators, and children aged 3-6 years, chosen to capture a comprehensive view of the developmental changes during the pandemic. The research will be conducted in diverse early childhood education settings, both urban and rural, to ensure a varied demographic representation.
Purposive sampling allows for the selection of participants who have directly experienced the phenomena of interest, which in this case are the parents and educators who observed children’s development during the pandemic. Stratified random sampling ensures that various demographic groups are represented, thus providing a balanced and comprehensive dataset. A total of 150 participants will be included, comprising of 50 parents, 50 educators, and 50 children. This sample size strikes a balance between being manageable and providing sufficient data to identify trends.
The mixed-methods approach integrates qualitative and quantitative data collection techniques to provide a richer and more nuanced understanding of the pandemic's impact. Quantitative data will be gathered through structured surveys distributed to parents and educators. Surveys are effective for collecting data from many participants efficiently and can provide broad trends and patterns (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Qualitative data will be collected through semi-structured interviews with a subset of parents and educators, as well as through direct observations of children in their educational settings. Interviews offer in-depth insights and capture personal stories and contextual factors that surveys might miss (Patton, 2015). Observations allow for the collection of unbiased data on children’s interactions and behaviours, complementing self-reported data from surveys and interviews.
One of the key benefits of using surveys is their ability to efficiently gather data from a large number of participants, providing broad trends and patterns (Fowler Jr, 2013)However, surveys can be limited by self-report bias, where participants may not accurately or honestly report their experiences or observations. This limitation is particularly pertinent when dealing with sensitive topics such as child development during a pandemic. Interviews, while providing deeper insights, are time-consuming and may be influenced by interviewer bias. Additionally, qualitative data from interviews is not easily generalizable to a larger population (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2014). Observations, although providing direct and unbiased data, are labour-intensive and may alter natural behaviour due to the Hawthorne effect, where participants modify their behaviour because they are aware they are being observed (Angrosino, 2007).
To mitigate these limitations, the integration of mixed methods will allow for a more comprehensive and balanced analysis. While surveys offer quantitative data that can highlight general patterns and trends, interviews will provide qualitative depth and context, capturing the complexities of individual experiences. Observations will add another layer by providing real-time, contextual data on children's behaviour and interactions. This triangulation of data sources not only enhances the credibility of the findings but also provides a more holistic understanding of the research questions (Denzin, 2009).
Furthermore, employing a mixed-methods approach is essential in this context because it accommodates the multifaceted nature of early childhood development. Children’s development during the pandemic is likely influenced by a wide range of factors, including family dynamics, educational disruptions, and socio-emotional stressors. By using both qualitative and quantitative methods, the research can explore these factors in detail and understand how they interact to affect developmental outcomes.
Ethical considerations are paramount in this research, particularly because it involves children. Informed consent will be obtained from all adult participants, and assent will be sought from children in an age-appropriate manner. Ensuring the privacy and confidentiality of all participants is crucial, and data will be anonymized and securely stored. The ethical guidelines set out by the British Educational Research Association (2018) will be strictly followed to ensure the integrity of the research process.
The selection of participants will consider various factors to ensure a representative and diverse sample. For instance, children from different socio-economic backgrounds, ethnicities, and geographic locations will be included to understand how the pandemic's impact may vary across different groups. This diversity in the sample is critical to uncovering disparities and ensuring the findings are comprehensive and applicable to a wide range of contexts (Patton, 2015).
While the mixed-methods approach has many strengths, it is not without its challenges. One potential limitation is the increased complexity and time required for data collection and analysis. Managing and integrating data from multiple sources can be demanding, requiring careful planning and methodological rigor (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Additionally, the potential for bias must be carefully managed. For example, interviewer bias in qualitative interviews can be mitigated by training interviewers thoroughly and using standardized interview guides.
In considering alternative methodologies, the study purposefully avoids methods such as experimental designs due to ethical constraints and the impracticality of manipulating educational environments during a pandemic. Experimental designs involve a high level of control over variables, which is difficult to achieve in natural settings like homes and schools during a crisis. Moreover, the ethical concerns related to experimenting with children’s learning environments during a time of significant stress further justify avoiding this method (Mertens, 2024).
Secondary data analysis was also deemed insufficient as it might not capture the specific, nuanced impacts of the pandemic on early years development, necessitating primary data collection for this study (Babbie, 2020; Silverman, 2024). Secondary data often lacks the granularity needed to understand the unique and immediate changes brought about by the pandemic, which are better captured through primary, firsthand data collection methods.
The reliability and validity of the research findings will be enhanced through the process of triangulation. By cross-verifying data from surveys, interviews, and observations, the study aims to mitigate biases and provide a more robust and credible set of findings. Triangulation is particularly important in educational research as it helps in corroborating evidence and providing a comprehensive picture of complex phenomena (Denzin, 2009).
The chosen methods will also allow for an exploration of both the immediate and long-term impacts of the pandemic on early childhood development. Surveys and interviews can capture immediate changes and challenges faced during the pandemic, while longitudinal observations can help track developmental progress over time. This longitudinal aspect is crucial as the full impact of the pandemic on early childhood development may only become evident over a longer period (Robson, 2024).
The process of data analysis will involve both statistical analysis for quantitative data and thematic analysis for qualitative data. Statistical analysis will be used to identify significant patterns and relationships in the survey data, while thematic analysis will allow for the identification of key themes and insights from the interview and observational data (Braun & Clarke, 2008). This combination of analytical techniques will provide a comprehensive understanding of the data and allow for a detailed exploration of the research questions.
Moreover, the mixed-methods approach aligns well with the complexity of early childhood development, which involves an interplay of various cognitive, emotional, and social factors. The integration of multiple data sources not only helps in understanding these interactions better but also ensures that the findings are multi-dimensional and reflective of real-world scenarios. This comprehensive approach is essential for developing effective interventions and policies aimed at supporting early childhood development in the aftermath of the pandemic (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004).
The importance of this research is underscored by the potential long-term implications of the pandemic on early childhood development. By identifying the specific ways in which children's cognitive, social, and emotional growth have been affected, educators and policymakers can better support recovery and resilience in young learners. This research aims to fill gaps in the current understanding of these impacts, providing data that can guide targeted interventions and support strategies tailored to diverse populations. By addressing both immediate and ongoing needs, the findings from this study can contribute to more effective educational practices and policies, ultimately enhancing developmental outcomes for children in the post-pandemic era (Yin, 2018).

Additionally, the study's findings could have broader implications for emergency preparedness in the education sector. Understanding how different demographic groups are affected by such disruptions can inform strategies to mitigate the adverse effects of future crises on early childhood development. This forward-looking perspective is crucial for building a resilient education system capable of adapting to and recovering from global challenges (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).
In conclusion, the chosen methodological approach for this research project combines purposive and stratified random sampling with a mixed-methods design. This approach is well-suited to explore the multifaceted impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on early years development. By integrating surveys, interviews, and observations, the study aims to provide a detailed, nuanced understanding of these impacts while addressing potential limitations and biases through methodological triangulation. This comprehensive approach will ensure that the findings are robust, credible, and provide valuable insights that can inform future educational policies and practices. Through rigorous ethical considerations, careful sampling, and the integration of multiple data sources, the research will contribute significantly to the understanding of how early childhood development has been shaped by the unprecedented challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, this research underscores the critical need for adaptive and flexible educational practices that can support young children through times of crisis. By understanding the specific developmental challenges faced during the pandemic, educators and policymakers can develop strategies that not only address immediate needs but also build long-term resilience in the education system. This dual focus on immediate and long-term impacts ensures that the research is not only relevant for the current pandemic but also provides a framework for responding to future global challenges (Bryman, 2016).


























References
Angrosino, M., 2007. Doing Ethnographic and Observational Research. London: SAGE Publications Ltd.
Babbie, E., 2020. The Practice of Social Research. 15th ed. Boston: Cengage.
Braun, V. & Clarke, V., 2008. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), pp. 77-101.
Brinkmann, S. & Kvale, S., 2014. InterViews. 3rd ed. California: SAGE Publications Inc.
British Educational Research Association, 2018. Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research. 4th ed. London: BERA.
Bryman, A., 2016. Social Research Methods. 5th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Creswell, J. W. & Plano Clark, V. L., 2017. Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research. 3rd ed. London: SAGE Publications Inc.
Creswell, J. W. & Poth, C. N., 2016. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches. 4th ed. California: SAGE Publications Inc.
Denzin, N. K., 2009. The Research Act: A Theoretical Introduction to Sociological Methods. New York: Routledge.
Department for Education, 2020. Early years foundation stage: coronavirus disapplications. [Online] 
Available at: https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/36899/1/Early%20years%20foundation%20stage_%20coronavirus%20disapplications%209%20dec-%20GOV.UK.pdf
[Accessed 02 May 2024].
Egan, S. M. et al., 2021. Missing Early Education and Care During the Pandemic: The Socio-Emotional Impact of the COVID-19 Crisis on Young Children. Early Childhood Journal, Volume 49, pp. 925-934.
Fowler Jr, F. J., 2013. Survey Research Methods. 5th ed. California: SAGE Publications Inc.
Hobbs, A. & Bernard, R., 2021. Impact of COVID-19 on Early Childhood Education & Care. [Online] 
Available at: https://post.parliament.uk/impact-of-covid-19-on-early-childhood-education-care/#:~:text=Impact%20of%20the%20COVID%2D19,financial%20sustainability%20of%20the%20sector.
[Accessed 30 April 2024].
Hobbs, A. & Bernard, R., 2021. Impact of COVID-19 on Early Childhood Education & Care. [Online] 
Available at: https://post.parliament.uk/impact-of-covid-19-on-early-childhood-education-care/
[Accessed 10 May 2024].
Johnson, R. B. & Onwuegbuzie, A. J., 2004. Mixed Methods Research: A Research Paradigm Whose Time Has Come. Educational Researcher, 33(7), pp. 14-26.
Mertens, D. M., 2024. Research and Evaluation in Education and Psychology: Integrating Diversity With Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed Methods. 6th ed. London: SAGE Publications Inc.
Patton, M. Q., 2015. Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods: Integrating Theory and Practice. 4th ed. California: SAGE Publications Inc.
Prime, H., Wade, M. & Browne, D. T., 2020. Risk and Resilience in Family Well-Being During the COVID-19 Pandemic. American Psychologist, 75(5), pp. 631-643.
Robson, C., 2024. Real World Research. 5th ed. Chichester: Wiley.
Rosenthal, R. & Jacobson, L., 1968. Pygmalion in the Classroom. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Wilson.
Silverman, D., 2024. Interpreting Qualitative Data. 7th ed. London: SAGE Publications Inc.
Tashakkori, A. & Teddlie, C., 2010. Mixed Methodology: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. London: SAGE Publications Inc.
Wang, G. et al., 2020. Mitigate the effects of home confinement on children during the COVID-19 outbreak. The Lancet, 395(10228), pp. 945-947.
Wenmoth, D., 2021. Evidence Review: Digital Technologies in Education During the COVID-19 Pandemic, New Zealand: Future Makers.
Ye, F. T.-F., Gao, X., Sin, K.-F. & Yang, L., 2023. Remote learning and mental health during the societal lockdown: a study of primary school students and parents in times of COVID-19. BMC Public Health, Volume 23.
Yin, R. K., 2018. Case Study Research and Applications: Design and Methods. 6th ed. London: SAGE Publications Inc.


