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Challenges of COVID-19: Preschool Teachers’ Views and
Experiences During the Quarantine

Gokhan GUNES', Mehmet TORAN?

Abstract: The purpose of the study is to analyze the evidence gathered from the preschool teachers’ experiences during the
COVID-19 pandemic quarantine. The study was carried out with 11 teachers who have professional experience ranging
between 3 to 19 years from private and public preschools. The study was specified according to criterion sampling strategy
under the purposeful sampling method. The data gathered via open-ended questions and the phenomenology method, one
of the qualitative research designs, was used. The qualitative content analyses technique was applied for analyzing the data.
It was reached remarkable themes about the preschool teachers’ pedagogical challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic
based on the analysis of data. The themes and their subthemes are as follows: The theme “challenges in the distance education
process” contains the sub-themes of children, teachers, and parents, the theme “views about educational policy in new
normal” contains the sub-themes of technological infrastructure problems, unpreparedness, and negative attitudes, the theme
“expectations for the improvement of distance education” contains the sub-themes of teacher training, effective family
involvement activities, and technology-based programs.
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COVID-19"un Zorluklari: Okul Oncesi Ogretmenlerinin Goriisleri ve Karantina Sirasindaki
Deneyimleri

Oz: Calismanmn amaci, okul oOncesi Ogretmenlerinin COVID-19 salgini dénemi karantinasindaki deneyimlerinin
incelenmesidir. Arastirma, 6zel ve resmi anaokullarindan 3 ile 19 yil arasinda degisen mesleki deneyime sahip 11 6gretmen
ile ytirtitiilmiistiir. Arastirmada yer alan katilimcilar, amagl 6rnekleme yontemi kapsaminda 6l¢iit drnekleme teknigine gore
belirlenmistir. Calismada veri toplama aract olarak agik uglu goriisme sorular1 kullanilmigtir. Arastirmada nitel arastirma
yontemlerinden fenomenoloji yaklagimu tercih edilerek verilerin analizinde igerik analizi teknigi kullanilmistir. Calismada,
okul 6ncesi 6gretmenlerinin COVID-19 salgin siirecinde karsilastiklar1 pedagojik zorluklar agiklayan dikkat gekici temalara
ulagilmistir. Okul Oncesi Ogretmenlerinin karantina doneminde karsilastigi zorluklary;, “uzaktan egitim stirecindeki
zorluklar”, “yeni normalde egitim politikasina iligkin goriisler” ve “uzaktan egitimin iyilestirilmesine y6nelik beklentiler”
temalariyla ortaya koymaktadir. Genel temalardan uzaktan egitim siirecindeki zorluklar; ¢ocuk, 6gretmen ve aile alt
temalarindan, yeni normalde egitim politikasina iliskin goriisler; teknolojik alt yap: eksikligi, hazirliksiz yakalanma ve
olumsuz tutumlar alt temalarindan ve uzaktan egitimin iyilestirilmesine yonelik beklentiler genel temasi da 6gretmen egitimi,
etkili aile katilimu ve teknoloji temelli programlar alt temalarindan olusmaktadar.
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Due to its worldwide spread and severity, the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak was declared a
pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO) on 12 March 2020 (WHO, 2020a). As part of the policy
measures to combat the pandemic, in April 2020, schools at all levels were closed in 191 countries, and 1.7
billion students were affected by this decision (UNESCO, 2021). Following the closure of schools, many
countries switched to distance education in order to continue education. A report published by UNICEF (2021)
on 5 September 2020 states that 90% of countries switched to distance learning at the levels of primary school
and beyond, whereas this number was 60% for preschool education. The report also states that despite these
numbers, not all children had equal access to education and that educational inequality became more
prominent during the pandemic. In developing and underdeveloped countries, the teachers had low levels of
technology literacy, as well as difficulty accessing the necessary technology (UNESCO 2020a).

After a COVID-19 case was detected in Turkey, schools were closed on 16 March 2020. Preschool to
secondary schools began distance education a week later, and universities followed suit three weeks later
(Koyuncu & Diiskiin, 2020). 24.9 million students were affected by the closure of schools and the subsequent
implementation of distance education due to the pandemic, among which 1.3 million were children receiving
early childhood education (UNESCO, 2021). From 22 March 2020 until the summer break, preschools, like
other institutions of education, provided asynchronous distance education via the Internet and TV. In-person
teaching was gradually reintroduced in September 2020, and it fully resumed in October 2020. However, due
to the uncontrollable spread of COVID-19 and the rapid spike in case numbers, distance education needed to
be reinstated in December (Ministry of National Education [MoNE], 2020a, 2020b). On the other hand, with
economic concerns rising, private preschools started to consider resuming in-person teaching, thus creating a
discrepancy between private schools and state schools regarding their approach to distance and in-person
education. This caused anxiety and uncertainty in teachers due to the discrepancy in their sector!.

While some countries developed policies to ensure the continued in-person education of early
childhood aged children, others relied fully on distance education during the COVID-19 pandemic (UNESCO,
2021; Visnjic-Jevtic et al., 2021). In those countries where preschool education was carried out remotely,
teachers, parents, and students were faced with a different learning environment for the first time. This new
environment has sparked debates about various topics, such as access to technology and Internet connection,
teachers’ competence and the parents’ role in, and the children’s adaptation to distance education. Studies on
early childhood distance education experiences have shown that the preschool teachers” incompetent use of
technology (Kim, 2020), disuse of distance education methods and techniques (Atiles et al., 2021; Quezada et
al., 2020), low levels of digital literacy (Pavlenko & Pavlenko, 2020), and limited online activities (Inan, 2021)
are deciding factors on the effectiveness of distance education. Furthermore, limitations to the effectiveness of
distance education at the early childhood level are found to be the parents’ shortcomings in supporting their
child, assuming an intermediary role between their child and the teacher, difficulty balancing housework with
tracking the child’s learning process, and the change in the family’s routine (Dong et al., 2020; Lau & Lee, 2020;
Mantovani et al., 2021); and assuming an educator role in their child’s distance education despite not having
the necessary pedagogical competencies (Garbe et al., 2020; Parczewska, 2020). At the same time, the children’s
lack of necessary skills to operate the digital tools, difficulty in participating in the online activities without
parental supervision (Alan, 2021; Inan, 2021; Lau & Lee, 2020; Yildirim, 2021), and inability to sit still in front
of a screen for long periods (Samuelsson et al., 2020) have been cited as other issues faced during distance
education at the early childhood level. Hu et al. (2020) reported that the children’s increased passive screen
time was negatively impacting their academic development, as well as their social and cognitive development.

Further to the issues experienced in distance education practices in preschool education, studies
(Andrew et al., 2020; Bayrakdar & Guveli, 2020) and reports (United Nations, 2020a, 2020b; UNESCO, 2020a;
UNICEEF, 2021) have also revealed issues relating to unequal access to distance education. It has been
determined that socioeconomic differences make inequalities in access to technology more visible in distance
education at the early childhood level (Atiles et al., 2021), that home learning creates more unequal conditions

1 Researchers field interviews and observations.
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than learning at preschools (Barnett et al., 2021), and that in those countries where pandemic preparedness
was insufficient, both teachers and students have had difficulties accessing the necessary technology, and the
schools were not able to offer adequate technological infrastructure (Akkas et al., 2020; Andrew et al., 2020;
Malta Campos & Vieira, 2021; Visnjic-Jevtic et al., 2021).

Significance and Purpose of The Study

Considering the COVID-19 pandemic within the framework of education, its adverse effects, and its
unpredictable and uncontrollable nature proves it to be a crisis, which brings about a need for preparedness
to overcome it. The concept of preparedness is situated at the center of all crisis-related paradigms, and it has
a preventive and dynamic structure that facilitates, includes social dimensions, and has predictive qualities
(Staupe-Delgado & Kruke, 2018). In this context, to overcome the crisis in education caused by the pandemic,
policies need to be developed based on concrete findings by trying to understand the current situation. The
frequent changes made to the distance education policies in Turkey during the pandemic (MoNE, 2020a;
2020b), and the limited number of studies conducted on this issue (Akkas et al., 2020; Alan, 2021; Inan, 2021;
Yildirim, 2021) make it difficult to understand the current situation using concrete findings. Particularly, the
lack of comprehensive studies on the personal experiences and views of preschool teachers, who are
responsible for conducting distance education activities during the pandemic, creates challenges for
understanding the current situation and poses serious obstacles in determining the needs that will arise in
future policy development. Considering this, the purpose of the present study was to analyse the evidence
gathered from the preschool teachers about experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The present study shows that the adverse effects of the COVID-19 pandemic can be observed in the field
of education as in many other areas, and the development of new normal in line with the nature of the
pandemic is needed. In this context, defining how preschool teachers understand, perceive, and experience
the pandemic phenomenon with a collective perspective will predict the success of the adoption and execution
of an education concept featuring new normal such as hybrid models, distance education (lectures/activities
via online and/or TV), distancing and masks.

Method

Research Design

The study adopts the qualitative paradigm as it provides effective and profound results by examining
the participants’ points of view of their experiences, interpretations, and perspectives (Creswell, 2014; 2009;
Hammarberg et al., 2016). According to Creswell (2014) research based on qualitative method aims to develop
a complex picture of the problem or issue under study via a holistic approach. This process involves multiple
perspectives, identifying the many factors involved in a situation, and generally sketching the larger picture
that emerges. A visual model of many facets of a process or a central phenomenon aids in establishing this
holistic picture (Creswell & Brown, 1992). The narrative studies, phenomenology, grounded theory,
ethnography, and case studies are applied as research methods under the qualitative design (Creswell, 2014).

Phenomenology research design is widely used as one of a qualitative research method which aims to
link people’s perspectives, perceptions, and experiences between phenomena (Patton, 2002). According to
Husserl (1913/1983) phenomenology is a perspective of science which enables to understand human beings at
a deeper level by gazing at the phenomenon. It is worthy of notice that as Creswell (2014) and Merriam (2009)
emphasized the participants’ perspectives are the ones we seek to investigate and understand, not those of the
researcher. Patton (2002) stated that researchers try to reveal how participants perceive, describe, feel about,
remember, and make sense of the experience shared. Creswell (2014) draws attention to phenomenology as a
method in which the relationship between philosophy and psychology which interested in thoughts, views,
and experiences of humans about the real world, life, and phenomena, which is reflected effectively. The
experiences of several individuals who have all experienced the phenomenon are centred in this design which
has strong philosophical underpinnings and typically involves conducting interviews (Giorgi, 2009;
Moustakas, 1994).
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The researchers collect data directly from the phenomenon being studied (Creswell et al., 2007) in line
with the purpose of the study which to examine how teachers bring together the COVID-19 fact that they
experience in understanding the situation during quarantine. For the present study, determining the
participants’ inferences, conceptualization, experiences, and comprehension plays an important role in
defining the diversity of realities of the COVID-19 phenomenon experienced by teachers in the context of the
necessity of pedagogical potential and knowledge fields (Marton, 1981). Providing the qualitative research in-
depth analysis on participants’ experiences and perceptions and meanings attached to a phenomenon
(Creswell, 2007) and enabling phenomenology to bring the facts with participants’ experiences and
perceptions (Patton, 2002), was effective in determining study design.

Participants

Considering that purposeful sampling is widely used in qualitative research for the identification and
selection of information-rich cases related to the phenomenon (Palinkas et al., 2015) via the most effective use
of limited resources (Patton, 2002), the sample of the study was specified according to criterion sampling
strategy under the purposeful sampling method. Patton (2002, p.230) described purposeful sampling as “the
logic and power of purposeful sampling lie in selecting information-rich cases for study in depth. Information-rich cases
are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry, thus the
term purposeful sampling. Studying information-rich cases yields insights and in-depth understanding rather than
empirical Qeneralizations”. Using the limited resources effectively (Patton, 2002), identifying and
selecting participants which are knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest (Creswell
& Plano Clark, 2011) and availability and willingness to participate, and the ability to communicate
experiences and opinions in an articulate, expressive, and reflective manner (Bernard, 2002; Spradley, 1979)
are accepted as the method’s strengths (Palinkas et al., 2015). The criterion sampling strategy is based on
predetermined criteria (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002), which plays an important role in the effective
implementation of the purposeful sampling method. Thus, there were three criteria of sampling determined
in the current study which carried out with preschool teachers. Firstly, responsible for running distance
education in the pandemic. Secondly, at least have two years professional experiences (in our country the
candidate processes of teachers are completed after a year of work). Finally, living and teaching in Istanbul
are the last criteria for selecting the sample. Istanbul had the highest number of COVID-19 cases has the largest
population in Turkey, which makes it highly representative, and was the first city to implement a lockdown.

The study was carried out with 11 preschool teachers (10 female and a male) from the public (six
participants working) and private (five participants working) educational institutions in 2020/2021 academic
year. Moreover, two of the preschool teachers have master’s degrees and nine have bachelor’s degrees and
their professional experience ranging between 3 to 19 years.

Data Collection Tool, Procedures and Data Analyses

The data collection tool used for the study was devised considering which data collection and analysis
steps were appropriate for the nature of the research design. Furthermore, the content validity of the interview
formats that were used was vetted by experts’ opinions. There were two academicians, have contributed the
content validity of the interview questions, have doctorate degrees in early childhood education and one of
the experts has 16 and the other one has 22 years of experience. The necessary updates were made following
the pilot applications that carried out with a preschool teacher who has nine years professional experiences
and questions were asked when deemed necessary during the interview to better understand the perceptions
of the teachers. In the interview form prepared in accordance with the purpose of the study, the participants
were asked questions about their personal experiences during the quarantine, the quality of the education they
received during their teacher training, the adequacy of teacher training policies and applications in crises, their
observations on the children’s experiences, their perspective on the new normal, and their views on the
children’s needs during the quarantine.

The current study was conducted according to Creswell’s (2007) stages of the phenomenological
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research study. Creswell (2007) listed five steps in the application process of phenomenological study. First,
the determination of appropriates the research problem to the phenomenological approach. Second, a
phenomenon is identified pertinent to the research question. Third, the data collection process by the help of
in-depth interviews and multiple interviews as phenomenological interviews with samples who have
experienced the phenomenon. The fourth step is data analysis which included develop clusters of
meaning from these statements into themes. These themes, at the final stage of a phenomenological study, will
provide a backbone for a description that presents the essence of the phenomenon. In other words, the last
step is presented a meaningful phenomenological description, models or patterns that reflect participants’
feelings, thoughts, or views. In the current study, researchers try to explain preschool teachers’ pedagogical
challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic from themes which were gained after the data analyzing process.

The data collection process includes 11 interviews lasting no less than half an hour (meanly 46 minutes
and totally 513 minutes). It is known that interviews enable to reveal behaviors, feelings and views that come
from participants' perspectives and experiences (Creswell, 2014; Giorgi, 2009; Merriam, 2009; Moustakas, 1994;
Patton, 2002). During the data collection process, the pandemic conditions were considered and individual
interviews with the participants were held over remote video call programs. The interviews were recorded
with the participants” consent and the transcription process was carried out independently by the researchers
with repeated analyses. Qualitative content analysis, one of the several qualitative methods for analyzing data
and interpreting its meaning (Schreier, 2012) and enables a systematic and objective means of describing and
quantifying phenomena (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; Schreier, 2012), was used in the current study. According
to Elo and Kyngas (2008), for success in the application of qualitative content analyses, data can be reduced to
figure out the phenomenon via creating categories, concepts, a model or a conceptual map.

Validity and Reliability

In this research several strategies were used for validity and reliability. Firstly, the researchers sought
the relevant literature for preparing the semi-structured interview form, got experts opinions for the prepared
questions, and finalized the semi-structured interview form for the pilot study according to experts” opinions.
Secondly, pilot interviews were carried out with two preschool teachers before starting the interview process
and the semi-structured interview form was revised in accordance with their responses. Lastly, more than one
interview was carried out with preschool teachers participating in the research. Additionally, strategies such
as sharing the data with participants for their confirmation, dealing with the data for a long time, making in-
depth descriptions, using the participants' expressions without changing them, and checking several times the
notes and audio recordings were used for validity and reliability.

Creswell (2014) stated that objectivity and truthfulness are important to qualitative and quantitative
research. In general, believability, based on coherence, insight and instrumental utility and trustworthiness
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) through a process of verification rather than through traditional validity and reliability
measures. Although several trustworthiness evaluation criteria have been used for qualitative studies
(Creswell, 2014; Schreier, 2012), researchers followed Elo et al. (2014) strategy which consists of three phases
such as preparation, organization, and reporting, to improve the trustworthiness of content analysis in the
current study. A checklist (Elo et al., 2014, p. 3) is appropriate on the nature of qualitative research design
(Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 1992; Patton, 2002), was used by researchers to the trustworthiness of the content
analyses in the current study.

It was attention that the results of content analysis were linked to transferability, conformability, and
credibility. After the transcription process, researchers came up with themes and sub-themes independently
and compared their codes with each other. Moreover, repeated comparison of checklist developed by Elo et
al. (2014) trustworthiness of content analyses and received consultancy from experts who contribute the
content validity of the interview questions. In other words, comparison of themes and sub-themes come from
content analyses results were checked repeated and evaluated by two researchers independently. We reported
our findings systematically and carefully and controlled connections between data and results (Elo et al., 2014).
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Ethical Process

The ethical permission form number is 2020.52 and was signed by the chair of the ethics committee of
the second author’s university. In addition to ethical consent, informed consent forms were collected from all
individual participants included in the study.

Findings and Discussion

The research findings and related discussions were presented under the headings according to the
analysis of the data obtained from the interviews.

Challenges in The Distance Education Process

The challenges experienced by preschool teachers in distance education during the quarantine emerged
in three areas. These areas are the children’s access to and use of distance education tools, the parents” access
to and use of distance education tools, and the proficiency of the teacher's technological and pedagogical field
knowledge.

...The children could not use the Educational Informatics Network (EIN) [EIN, is developed by the MoNE the Digital

Education Platform of Turkey, is a social education platform offering a reliable and personalized learning environment

for all K-12 students. It offers curriculum-based learning content as well as personal and professional development

content to the users. EIN is pronounced as EBA in the national language and was used as EBA in this study] platform

provided by the state, we could not do anything with them remotely, some of the children did not have tools such as

computers anyway, so I tried to send them the activities via WhatsApp, they could not access EBA, we could not do the
live lessons (Teacher 10).

...There’s the EBA system the state uses; we did not use that at all at our preschool. Our students could not log in, they
did not have access, I mean, the state should provide the technical infrastructure to deal with these technical issues... Our
students and I could not access EBA. We were last in the order of importance as the preschools. We tried to send the
activities via WhatsApp (Teacher 7).

The statements made by Teacher 10 and Teacher 7 indicate that the children had difficulties
participating in distance education and could not use the infrastructure and tools provided for distance
education or had trouble accessing these tools. Furthermore, the statements reveal that, as the students were
unable to access distance education tools and programs, the teachers tried to manage by using instant
messaging apps. The teachers said they observed that the children faced the following difficulties during the
distance preschool education they received in quarantine: limited access to distance education, difficulty
accessing digital tools, and insufficient skills to use the digital distance education tools. These findings are
supported by remarkable report, which was prepared by Human Right Watch [HRC] (2021), based on over
470 interviews with students, parents, and teachers from 60 countries between April 2020 and April 2021.
According to this report’s results, opportunities, tools, and access to continuing children’s learning process
during the COVID-19 pandemic were not supplied to children (HRC, 2021). Similarly, Murgatrotd (2020)
stated that accessibility is also a problem among other challenges such as affordability, flexibility, learning
pedagogy, life-long learning, and educational policy during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, Atiles et al.
(2021) drawn attention to preschool teachers’ concern about the materials needed for the young children to
complete activities and assignments that have to be supplied to families. Furthermore, Pokhrel and Chhetri
(2021) emphasized accessibility problems of distance education in their study conducted a literature review
on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on teaching and learning. The instructor’s or students’ technological
abilities to access online sites and use computers (Kim, 2020) also children or school-age students do not have
online access or have limited experience with online learning tools, such as computers (Fedynich, 2014;
Wedenoja, 2020) have been accepted as a limitation of distance education before, during and post COVID-19.
Although most countries have digital resources and platforms that can be accessed remotely, which have been
bolstered with unprecedented speed by the ministries of education (UNESCO, 2020b), uneven distribution of
resources and strategies result in unequal access an Internet connection by lower-income groups (Rieble-
Aubourg & Viteri, 2020). UNICEF (2020) reported 40 per cent of countries did not provide remote learning
opportunities at the pre-primary level of education.
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Another challenge faced by preschool teachers during distance education was that the parents had
trouble accessing and using the necessary technology to help their children with the distance education
process. The difficulties experienced by parents during the distance education process were strikingly
revealed in these statements made by Teacher 8 and Teacher 6.

We constantly sent the parents activities for the children through EBA, but they could not make much use of these, some

of them did not have computers. They usually prefer using WhatsApp, it is easier to reach, the parents find it easier
(Teacher 8).

We used Zoom once, but we got limited use out of it. The parents are not very experienced with that so we preferred
WhatsApp. We tried to get the children to do the activities at home in this way, but I do not think the parents provided
much support (Teacher 6).

According to the teachers, another reason why they had difficulties during the distance education
process was that the parents had trouble supporting their children at home. Furthermore, this support was
not sufficient due to the limited use of technology, and some parents had difficulty accessing this technology
at all. The pressure has increased on families to support their child’s learning during pandemic after switching
to distance education (Stites et al., 2021). Even some parents get stressed when they have to take on the role of
the teacher (Atiles et al., 2021). It was reported that families have not sufficient training or supplies to deliver
online lessons, and zoom lessons not being developmentally appropriate for pre-schoolers (Stites et al., 2021).
In addition to preschool families’ negative views towards distance education have already reported (Dong et
al. 2020), children have difficulty following distance education and completing tasks without their parent’s
help (Lau & Lee, 2020). Although it is very important to parents’ role on distance education, parents have some
difficulties with technological expertise (Abuhammad, 2020). Garbe et al., (2020) emphasized that some pre-
pandemic problems such as accessibility (Hollingworth et al., 2011), lack of involvement caused by economic
conditions (Hohlfeld et al., 2010), low level of digital self-efficacy (Povey et al., 2016) and lack of interest in
using technology (Beckman et al., 2019) have affected families during the COVID-19 Pandemic.

The interviews revealed that, much like the parents and the children, preschool teachers also
experienced difficulties during the distance education process. These difficulties can be understood by the
statements of Teacher 6 and Teacher 9.

We actually don’t know much about distance education either. It's because this is our first time experiencing this too. I

believe we should also receive training about this. We suddenly found ourselves in the middle of distance education. At

first, we struggled since we weren’t experienced. I had no idea what I could do when it comes to technology. Then, it
became very ordinary and very monotonous. So, I don’t think it was very fruitful (Teacher 6).

Of course, we had never done distance education before. I was a little inadequate on that front, as we found out, so that
was a new development for us. Itis also up for debate how successful we were (Teacher 9).

The preschool teachers stated that they faced challenges such as being inexperienced with distance
education, feeling unequipped to deal with the situation, and being unable to use distance education tools
adequately. They also revealed that they could not develop digital content for the children nor sustain the
distance education process. These challenges can be seen as international challenges rather than local
challenges. Because same challenges were classified as a digital gap by the US Department of Education (2017)
in three categories as access gap (socio-economic status of the school, geography, household income), the
pedagogical skills and digital literacy gap (Holland, 2018); and the usage gap (opportunities to use technology
actively for both teachers and students) (Jain et al., 2021). These three digital gaps have turned into challenges
faced by teachers during the pandemic. It is also known that most early childhood teachers use limited digital
technologies such as show pictures or videos in their teaching. But they have to instruct via a digital platform
such as Google Classroom, Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and others when the COVID-19 outbreak. If preschool
teachers want to teach via distance education, they have to improve their digital skills and need to take on
additional roles (Kalogiannakis, 2010). In addition to taking on additional roles (i.e. digital content developer
and practitioner) and developing digital skills, the teacher has also to be specialized in digital pedagogy.

Views About Educational Policy in New Normal

The challenges experienced by preschool teachers throughout the distance education process in
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quarantine also paved the way for the formation of ideas regarding educational policies applied during the
quarantine and the new normal. The participants gave their opinions on educational policies in the new
normal, technical infrastructure issues, inadequate preparation for providing education in the new normal,
and negative experiences with distance education. The statements of Teacher 1 and Teachers 3 are followings:

I believe the fact that the state left the whole process in the teachers’ hands created inequalities because some teachers

took the initiative to communicate with the children, whereas others merely sent files to the family through EBA and did

those activities. I believe this brought on the inequality of opportunity. It is quite tragic that these children were faced

with such inequality at the start of their life. I think they were restricted from education, which is their most basic right.
[The children] did not have access [to education] (Teacher 1).

I don’t think [the educational policies throughout the pandemic] were sufficient. I presume they provided education
through EBA but attendance was not taken so it was not known whether the children attended the classes. ...I think public
schools did not provide any opportunities (Teacher 3).

In addition to challenges about inadequate technological infrastructure, other challenges can be
categorized as physical conditions of schools were stated by Teacher 6 and Teacher 7.
First of all, I do not think the physical conditions at schools were suitable for this... They are telling us that they will reduce

the hours, but it is impossible for the kids to constantly wear those masks... I do not think that the new normal can be
implemented well in preschools (Teacher 6).

I mean, I do not think it will help to overcome this crisis. Of course, there can be some adjustments according to the new
normal, like reducing class sizes, not seating children next to each other, adhering to distancing rules, wearing masks in
class, etc. But I do not know how successful we will be, and I actually do not believe we will be all that successful. We
will wait and see (Teacher 7).

Teacher 1 and Teacher 3’s views on the distance education provided during quarantine reveal the belief
that there were inequalities of opportunity especially brought on by inadequate technological infrastructure,
and that these inequalities were exacerbated by the policy of leaving the process to the teachers’ initiatives,
which in a way signals a lack of policy. Furthermore, the unsustainability of the policies was revealed by the
fact that the teachers viewed the educational policies to be inadequate, the crisis was not managed adequately,
and the children were not followed closely. When the opinions about the educational policies in the new
normal were evaluated, it was emphasized that the physical conditions of the preschools were not suitable for
the new normal, the crowded classes may be a problem, and the activities prepared normally were not
appropriate (see comments of Teacher 6 and Teacher 7). Technological and physical infrastructure problems
in pre-school institutions are among the difficulties encountered during the pandemic process, which makes
policy development important in this direction. Our findings about educational policy have been discussed
by international organizations (Rieble-Aubourg & Viteri, 2020; UNICEF, 2020; UNESCOa, 2020; World Bank,
2021; WHO, 2020b). For instance, Hincapié et al. (2020, p.9) from Inter-American Development Bank lists the
five strategies followed in the Plan Ceibal, which is implemented as a policy within the scope of Uruguay's
infrastructure development efforts, as follows:

¢ making tablets available to families (loans and use varied from center to center)

e setting up early education platforms and applications for parents to download on personal devices

e developing the "Ceibal at Home” strategy for keeping teachers, children, and most of all families in
communication (for example, through emails to parents or mass social media campaigns) to
familiarize them with the Plan’s resources, with how to use the technology, and with socio-
emotional learning

e creating a “teacher space” as part of the education management system to provide teachers with
digital resources, with specific activities organized by age

e offer access to digital books via the Biblioteca Pais, which holds over 7000 titles for children of all
ages

Moreover, WHO (2020b, p.3) recommend some regulation to school’s classroom according to COVID-

19 Pandemic as follows:

e Physical distancing where appropriate
e Wearing of masks, where recommended
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e Frequent hand hygiene

e Respiratory etiquette

e Cleaning and disinfection

e Adequate ventilation

e Spacing of desks or grouping of children if required.

Expectations for The Improvement of Distance Education

Preschool teachers developed solutions to deal with the difficulties they experienced with distance
education in quarantine, as well as came up with suggestions to improve distance education. These
suggestions centered around improving teacher training, developing technology-based education programs,
and conducting family involvement activities effectively.

It was emphasized that preschool teachers lacked the necessary competencies to deal with a potential
crisis, and teacher training programs needed to be enriched in the context of both crisis management and
technology use. Further emphasis was placed on the fact that teacher training and in-service training programs
needed to be updated and designed to fit the current needs in order to train teachers to have the necessary
pedagogical competencies. Teachers 6, 7, and 10’s statements strongly support these points.

Additional courses on how the teachers can educate the children on technology, how they can help them can be added to
the curriculum. Because technology is a part of all aspects of our life now. The children are leagues ahead of us but as
their teachers, we need to be educated on how to make technology more fun and how to utilize it. They need to be taught
about this during their undergraduate degree, the curriculum needs to change. Perhaps, it needs to be an additional
course (Teacher 6).

Of course, I do not think this. Of course, we need to adapt. We need to keep up with the times. A lot has changed since
then, 12-15 years have passed, time is passing, technology is advancing, and we need to keep up with technology, we
need to renew ourselves and keep up (Teacher 7).

We had computer lessons, of course, we've been using technology a lot but this has not been enough. I've felt very
incompetent throughout this process, I haven’t been able to do much, I haven’t known how to deal with the situation,
teacher training programs need to be improved in this regard... (Teacher 10).

It is known that some preschool teachers are not familiar with digital pedagogy (Jain, 2021), they find
using technology is difficult (Lindahl & Folkesson, 2012), and they resist to adapt new conditions (Mudi, 2020).
According to Kalogiannakis (2010), these difficulties originated from the gap between the Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) courses in the pre-service teacher training program and the level of
knowledge and use that can respond to current conditions. It is recommended well-designed ICT courses
which are different from the traditional approach applied in teacher training programs to overcome these
challenges (Chen & Chang, 2006; Kerry & Farrow, 1996; Kim, 2020).

It was determined that preschool teachers had the most contact with the parents during the distance
education process. The teachers stated that the parents played an active role in the education process as they
actively supported their children at home during the distance education process, and in a way took on the role
of assistant teacher. However, during this process, the teachers could not communicate effectively with the
parents, and the parents could not give adequate instructions to their children, and this influenced the
education of the child. Regarding the roles of parents in the education process, the participants emphasized
the need for organizing effective family involvement activities and supporting families in assisting their
children with their education. Also, as previously highlighted so many families get stress being teacher or
teacher assistant (Atiles, 2021). Statements made by Teachers 5 and 11 put a clear emphasis on these points.

...at this point, the parents are everything to the children at home. Teachers should at least support the parents in gaining
the necessary knowledge and skills in order to convey the importance of planning out the days. They should also let them
know how important the parents’ support is in terms of self-regulation (Teacher 5).

...the parents tell the children what they know, so what the child plays is limited to what the parents know... When we
ask them how they spend time with their child, we usually get a response like “I hang out and they hang out with me”.
Seeing how the parents choose to treat their children, I do not think the children, I mean most of them, spend quality time,
I do not think these children are supported. Teachers should establish cooperation with the families based on mutual
learning on how to support the child (Teacher 11).
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It was understood that the preschool teachers faced challenges with continuing education during the
quarantine and distance education that started with the COVID-19 pandemic. The source of these challenges
was primarily the teachers, but the children and the parents also played a role. Furthermore, technological
insufficiencies, insufficient use of technology in education, and lack of practical application of state policies
were other contributing factors. Better teacher training increased technological literacy, and support for
teachers regarding family involvement activities were cited as suggestions for overcoming these difficulties.
Similar to our findings, Arcia et al. (2021) from World Bank Group Education drawn attention to the necessity
of powerful programs of preschools which enable provide teachers with pedagogical support, guidance on
child’s cognitive development, link positive interaction between parent and child, and also support learning
continuity. In addition, to expand access to digital pedagogy and provide academic and technical support
(Arcia et al., 2021), it was also emphasized that supporting parents for helping children’s learning process at
home plays an important role to minimize learning losses. For instance, the Read@Home, funded by the World
Bank in North Macedonia, used by 40.000 children between the ages 3 to 12, can be seen as a solution for
minimizing the learning losses (Naceva et al.,, 2020). The World Bank (2021) introduces the Read@Home
program as follows:

deliver reading, learning and play materials to hard-to-reach homes, as quickly and efficiently as possible, and

encourage parents and others to support children’s learning at home. The initiative targets families (with children age

from 3-12) who are unlikely to be reached with the remote learning approaches being rolled out by ministries of
education and encourages use of mother-tongue as much as possible.

It is thought that it can provide a holistic and multidimensional response to the challenges encountered
in the pandemic, with the spread of such programs, which support the learning processes of children at home
by providing both materials and parent involvement all over the world.

Preschool Teachers’ Pedagogical Challenges During COVID-19 Pandemic

The result of the qualitative content analysis of the teacher opinions gathered with the interview forms
that were filled out as part of the study, is presented in Figure 1.

Children Technological
- Accessing infrastructure
- Usage problems
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Figure 1. Preschool teachers’ pedagogical challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Distance Education

Expectation
about the

In Figure 1, challenges experienced by preschool teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic are outlined
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under three dimensions, namely challenges with distance education, educational policies in the new normal,
and improvements to distance education. The findings show that improving teacher training policies,
providing technical support to families, strengthening technological infrastructure, not being caught
unprepared for possible scenarios and unexpected situations from a multidimensional and holistic
perspective.

The problems experienced by families regarding the value and applicability of distance education
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Dong et al. 2020), as well as the families’ quarantine process, their feelings
of stress due to difficulties with balancing work and aiding their children’s education and their need for
support (Spinelli et al., 2020) were all clearly emphasized by the participants of the present study. Furthermore,
study results reporting the fact that nearly 85% of 3275 Chinese children had experiences with online learning
that lasted less than half an hour at a time (Dong et al. 2020) coincide with the present study’s findings of
children's access to and use of technology. The present study’s findings relating to issues brought on by
teachers’ low levels of proficiency in Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) and their need for
support with digital technologies show parallels with previous research (Narvekar, 2020, UNESCO, 2020b).
The themes and sub-themes related with “Preschool teachers” pedagogical challenges during the COVID-19
pandemic”, demonstrate relationally the economic, technological, family, and teacher dimensions of the
COVID-19 phenomenon (UNESCO 2020b), as well as children's access to and use of technology (Dong &
Mertala 2020; Dong et al. 2020), and the support required for distance education (European Disability Forum,
2020).

Conclusion

This study, which examines preschool teachers’ experiences and views on the distance education
process during the quarantine brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic, was conducted with a total of 11
preschool teachers, 10 female and 1 male, who have professional experiences between 3 to 19 years. The data
obtained from the interview forms filled out by the participating teachers were analyzed and three general
themes were reached: challenges in the education process, views on the educational policies under the new
normal, and expectations for the improvement of distance education. The themes, which explain “Preschool
teachers’ pedagogical challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic”, based on the qualitative content analyses
in the context of phenomenology design to the current study findings. The themes and their subthemes are as
follows: The theme “challenges in the distance education process” contains the sub-themes of children,
teachers, and parents, the theme “views about educational policy in new normal” contains the sub-themes of
technological infrastructure problems, unpreparedness, and negative attitudes, the theme “expectations for
the improvement of distance education” contains the sub-themes of teacher training, effective family
involvement activities, and technology-based programs.

Limitations and Implications for Further Research

Although the interview forms enable in-depth findings, their one-dimensional nature poses a limitation
to the diversity of data collection.

We recommend that similar studies can be conducted in which the sample group consists of parents. It
is also recommended to conduct mixed-method studies in which data and sample groups are diversified.
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