
 

Preschool parents worry their kids are
missing out on critical social skills during the
pandemic
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As COVID-19 cases once again spike across the country, parents in
school districts like New York City and Detroit face another weeks long 
stretch of remote learning. This often includes preschool parents, whose
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children range in age from three to six and are often too young to
manage virtual learning on their own.

Many of these parents worry their children are missing out on important
parts of the preschool experience—particularly opportunities to develop
social, emotional and behavioral skills through interactions with teachers
and other children.

As researchers who study children's educational development, we know
that preschool helps children develop important academic and social
skills they will need for later school success. In April, we surveyed 166
parents of preschool children to examine what they felt was
working—and not working—with distance learning. While the data
haven't been published yet, they give us important insights into virtual
preschool.

Of the 166 parents who responded to our online survey, 73% said their
preschool children were provided virtual learning opportunities during
the COVID-19 crisis. The children were expected to devote 30 to 60
minutes a day to virtual classes. Two-thirds of parents said they
supplemented the school lessons with in-home learning activities,
although these primarily focused on reading, not math.

Thirty-seven percent of the parents felt children this age were too young
to engage in online instruction without significant support from their
caregivers. And 38% of parents reported not having the time to dedicate
to distance learning while juggling the demands of work and other child
care.

The parents we surveyed recognize that teachers and administrators are
doing the best they can in this ever-changing and extraordinary situation.
Their frustration and anxiety result from the virtual learning
environment itself and the lack of resources to develop children's social,
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emotional and behavioral learning along with early academic skills.

Preschool classrooms provide opportunities to build social skills like
taking turns, waiting until others finish speaking and displaying empathy.
These skills enable children to develop friendships, cope with challenges
and have conversations with other children and adults.

Suggestions for parents

Based on the results of our survey, here are some ways parents can help
make up for the shortcomings of virtual learning.

Play games. Games often teach reading and math skills, but
more importantly, they allow for social development. Model turn-
taking for the child and how to handle losing.
Take nature walks. Identifying objects and thinking about
sounds, shapes and colors helps with early academics. But also
take the time to have conversations. Talking about feelings is
important, especially right now.
Read. It's widely accepted that reading helps children, well, learn
to read. But it also gives them world knowledge and makes for
enjoyable interactions with others. And, it can be used as time to
work on math skills like counting and shapes. (More math
suggestions are available here.) From a social aspect, it's a good
time to talk about a character's feelings and ask the child
questions like, "How would you feel?" and "What would you do
if you were this character?"
Make video calls. Set up virtual play dates allowing your child to
talk to friends or relatives. Ask a grandparent to read a book with
the child on FaceTime. Have the child play a game with a friend
over Zoom.
Talk about your own feelings. Model coping and dealing with
challenges with your child. Don't be afraid to tell your child when
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you are sad or worried. Ask the child what they would do if they
were feeling sad.

Suggestions for teachers

And here are some ways that preschool teachers can support parents in
their children's learning and development during COVID-19.

Help develop social skills. The parents we surveyed wanted
short exercises to build social skills while students learn
remotely. These activities would help students develop
friendships, social norms and emotional awareness. For example,
reading a book together as a class over Zoom and sharing
personal experiences prompts natural conversation. Another idea
is to send home stories in which a specific social dilemma like
anger is discussed. Children can read and discuss the stories with
a caregiver.
Offer supplementary materials. Parents said they are
supplementing school lessons with in-home learning activities.
However, these activities typically focused on reading, with less
attention devoted to math. Over half of parents said they did
reading activities on a regular basis, but only 33% said they
worked on math skills—which often predict later school success.
By supplying the resources and materials, teachers can take out
the guesswork for parents.
Combine reading, math and social growth in short activities.
For example, when sending home suggestions for books, point
out where math opportunities—like counting certain items—and
social dilemmas occur in the story. Combining lessons also
makes it more efficient for parents to cover all three areas, which
is important when they are balancing so many additional
responsibilities.
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Although academic instruction in preschool is important—and math
especially should not be forgotten—teachers and parents agree that
social interactions are critical at this age. And in a time of remote
learning, social distancing and quarantines, keeping young children
emotionally healthy, as well as physically healthy, is critical.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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