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ABSTRACT 

Through the perspectives of early childhood educators (ECEs) working with under-fives, this 

article explores how play and learning featured when shifted abruptly to online spaces during 

COVID-19 in Malta. This work draws on Siemens’ connectivism learning theory which sees the 

integration of technology and social interactions as connections that empower learning in a digital 

age. The COVID-19 scenario called for immediately available data; consequently, a quantitative 

methodology was adopted. Two online surveys were held: in 2020 and 2021.  Two hundred sixty-

three ECEs participated in the first online survey, while seventy-nine the second. Findings locate 

benefits, challenges, and opportunities for play and learning online, shaped by the development 

of three key changing patterns in Maltese ECEC: an uneven start for ECEs, e-interactions, and 

curricula and pedagogies in online spaces – a kaleidoscope of play and learning in COVID-19 

times. Implications for pre-service and in-service ECEs’ support, monitoring, and training are 

discussed to facilitate effective play and learning in online environments.  
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1. Introduction 

As the World Health Organization announced the COVID-19 outbreak in early 2020, most 

schools in Europe had to close their doors (European Commission, 2021). Having early 

childhood settings closed might significantly impact young children’s overall well-being, 

learning, and development. The Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) sector has been 

inadequately supported in measures and policy responses, especially compared to other levels 

within education systems (OECD, 2021a; 2021b; 2021c). Studies revealed inconsistencies in 

the support provided to Early Childhood Educators (ECEs) compared to primary school 

teachers -  the latter experienced considerable guidance in ICT training adaptive lesson plans 

(Alban Conto et al., 2020; OECD, 2021c). The UNICEF Report informs that almost all 

countries introduced remote learning support during school closures, yet 60 percent did so for 

pre-primary education (Nugroho et al., 2020). The OECD (2020) survey on distance education 

for young children reports that 50 percent of the participating nations had measures planned to 

incorporate remote and hybrid teaching and related ICT skills as part of training programs for 

ECEs. Consequently, it is no surprise that school closure, physical distancing requirements, 

lack of guidance for the early years workforce (OECD, 2021c), and families kept at home 
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“dramatically reduced” children’s access to the play and learning experienced during pre-

COVID times (UNESCO, n.d., p. 1).  

In Malta, ECEC settings closed their doors between March and June 2020, followed by another 

closure in March 2021. With the set mitigation measures, teachers resorted to various digital 

learning platforms to offer learning opportunities within online spaces in the Maltese ECEC 

sector (Spiteri, 2020). Studies show that the rapid shift to online learning spaces during 

COVID-19 created a unique educational context (Hodges et al., 2021; Vassallo et al., 2021). 

Although at a somewhat slower pace than their primary, secondary, and higher education 

counterparts, early childhood online learning spaces began to be set up to keep the home-school 

channels open.   

This article draws on the findings of a larger project that explored the effect of COVID-19 on 

Education in Malta. The two-phased study was conducted after the first and second waves of 

the pandemic (September 2020 and September 2021) and resulted in five research reports 

(Milton et al., 2022; Bonello et al., 2022a; Camilleri et al., 2022; Deguara et al., 2022; Muscat 

et al., 2022). The key stakeholders' perspectives in each research report are University Students 

in Initial Teacher Education (University of Malta), Leaders and Educators in early years 

settings (Childcare centers 0-3 years; Kindergarten settings 3-5 years), and primary schools 

(compulsory schooling, 5-11 years), and Parents of children attending childcare, kindergarten 

and primary schools in Malta. In this article, we draw on a selection of the data from the early 

childhood educators’ report (Bonello et al., 2022a) to explore what can be learned about play 

and learning within online spaces through their valuable insights. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. COVID-19 Lockdown and Early Years Provision 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) estimates 

that school closures touched around 1.6 billion learners across 169 states (The Alliance for 

Child Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2022). From the onset of COVID-19, national and 

international institutions used various support systems and resources to help educators, 

families, and learners strengthen their digital literacy skills and use online teaching and learning 

toolkits for all educational levels, including the pre-school years (UNESCO, 2020). When early 

years settings were closed, ECEs tapped into the worlds of synchronous and asynchronous 

distance learning methods to support families and their children. For example, the use of 

asynchronous modes such as phone calls, messaging applications, and email to send learning 

material or instructions to families; recorded audio/visual content and web-based learning 

environments with games; and live video conferences with families and their children – 

synchronous modes (European Commission, 2021).  

There seems to be a dearth of research on the most commonly used mode of distance education 

by ECEs during settings closures, yet some studies highlight that asynchronous modes were 

more often used in comparison to synchronous modes, particularly in the first phase of COVID-

19 school lockdowns  (Foti, 2020; Steed & Leech, 2021). A survey with kindergarten educators 

in Italy (Panesi et al., 2021) indicated that online learning assisted with sustaining a bond 

between educators and young children. Even with the same research study, some activities 

seemed impoverished because of the need for physical contact.  

In the early years, staff needs to partner with families and relate with the microsystem of the 

home environment to strengthen the foundations for children’s overall well-being, learning, 

and development (Egan, 2021). In this light, ECEC curricula must be rooted in pathways that 
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connect links between early years settings and homes to explore more ways where families 

may be assisted in supporting young children’s learning, development, and well-being (OECD, 

2021a). During the COVID-19 lockdown, many children experienced physical isolation 

(Araújo et al., 2021). 

2.2. COVID-19, Play, Learning, and the Early Childhood Educator  

In this article, learning is understood as prioritizing the affordances for play and exploration 

(Nilsson et al., 2017) to promote young children's overall holistic development, learning, and 

well-being rather than learning as prescriptive or formally taught. In a Maltese 21st-century 

ECEC context, a shift to promoting a more child-centered approach to the curriculum 

prioritizes learning through play rather than a prescriptive and traditional one (MEDE, 2012). 

This curricular reform for the early years has brought about several challenges for educators to 

keep promoting an emergent curriculum with young children during COVID-19 times (Bonello 

et al., 2022a).  

Research shows that an ECE’s role is critical to facilitating learning through play (Tsai, 2012). 

ECEs' in-service training emphasizes the importance of sustaining respectful and reciprocal 

interactions, building solid relationships, and how to provide meaningful and playful learning 

opportunities within a shared physical environment (Shorty & Jikpamu, 2021). Hence, an 

abrupt shift from learning through play experiences in ECEC settings to online early learning 

raises questions about the impact on the quality of play and learning, children’s overall well-

being, and their development. Also, as part of the early years’ provision, online learning 

reorientates and reshapes ‘play,’ ‘pedagogy,’ and ‘curriculum’ in ECEC and the in-service 

training programs for ECEs. Shorty and Jikpamu (2021) contend that training programs for 

ECEs should be rethought, including online early learning strategies.  

A systematic review of the implementation of early childhood education during COVID-19 

(Gayatri, 2020) transpired that most children experienced online learning and that this 

engendered challenges concerning young children’s self-regulation, digital technology,  

learning materials preparedness, parents’ perceptions of online learning, and the time and 

knowledge required to be with the children. Gayatri (2020) further concluded that 

communication between teachers and parents is vital to supporting early childhood online 

learning. Hodges et al. (2021) assert that sensibly planned online content communicates a 

research and development process of methods, appropriate resources, and instructional tools 

for achieving desired outcomes.  

A quantitative study by Sánchez-Cruzado et al. (2021), where 4883 Spanish teachers 

participated, concluded that training programs are an urgent need for teachers to enhance their 

digital competences by integrating methodology and educational strategies. Such findings 

question the appropriateness of ECEs' pre-service and in-service training related to digital 

literacy skills in diverse contexts and whether this supports them adequately to offer positive 

play and learning experiences in online spaces. The notion that online learning may constrain 

children’s holistic development and the argument that the ECEC curriculum should be 

reimagined through the integration of virtual instructional strategies are core in the work of 

Mphahlele and Jikpamu (2021).  

The role of ECEs is viewed as psychologically and physically challenging, placing educators 

of young children at risk of work-related stress (Kelly & Berthelsen, 1995). In pre-COVID 

times, ECEs experienced troubles that are present to date, such as a lack of recognition, staff 

shortages, and low salaries synonymous with early childhood education in several countries 

(Eadie et al., 2021; McMullen et al., 2020; Seo & Yuh, 2021). Seo and Yuh (2021) correlate 

educators` well-being with their levels of resilience; thus, their abilities to adapt positively to 
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adverse situations. Such evidence is reflected in policy frameworks and other research 

indicating the significance of valuing and recognizing the ECEs' role and the provision of 

quality pedagogical support to ensure that ECEs' professional and psychosocial needs are met 

at all times (Eadie et al., 2021; United Nations Children’s Fund, World Bank and United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 2020). The chances for young 

children to experience optimal play and learning with professional, responsive, caring, and 

sensitive adults may grow in contexts where educators' well-being is prioritized through 

continuous support and guidance.    

2.3. COVID-19 and Reshaped ECEC Learning Spaces 

The COVID-19 pandemic transformed the learning spaces used by educators and learners 

across the globe (Bennett & Jowallah, 2022). This implies that significant changes in ECEC 

provision led most young children to experience sudden shifts in their daily routines and 

inaccessibility to ECEC services (Squires et al., 2021). Recent neuroscientific evidence shows 

that abrupt transitions and attachment loss between young children and their primary caregivers 

in early years settings and homes impact the developing brain (Centre on the Developing Child, 

Harvard, 2016). As specified in UNICEF (2021), the early years are a critical phase where 

brain connections take shape rapidly, determining the children's cognitive, social, and 

emotional development and thus impacting their future lives. Given such evidence, it can be 

concluded that it was essential to maintain primary caregivers-child connections through online 

spaces during the closure of early years settings to mitigate the aftermath of unexpected sudden 

transitions and loss of attachments. 

Research brought to light several challenges that countries had to face when provision for 

online ECEC was introduced during COVID-19:  

Digital infrastructure in ECEC and homes - Limited access to adequate internet connection 

and equipment in homes was described as a “major” to “moderate” challenge (OECD, 2021). 

Surfaced inequalities in access to online learning spaces in 70% of the OECD, G20, and its 

partner countries were also reported (OECD, 2021). Maltese schools and students were 

relatively well equipped with ICT resources, particularly in primary schools (82% vs. 35% - 

EU level) (European Commission, 2020a). Nonetheless, Malta`s 2014-2020 Digital Education 

Agenda focused more on Grade 4 children and upper levels in the education system 

(Government of Malta, 2019; Ministry for Education and Employment, 2016).  

Families and Children’s engagement in online learning - Parents’ skills, motivation, 

availability, and the challenges to efficiently use technology were key factors in early years 

settings during COVID-19 (European Commission, 2021). A survey by Vassallo et al. (2021) 

indicated that most parents (3 to 11-year-old children in Malta) had to share technological 

devices with multiple family members. This had an undesirable effect on the regularity of their 

children’s attendance in online sessions. This was further compounded by the parents 

experiencing difficulties coping with multiple responsibilities and having less time to ensure 

that children attended and were supported during online sessions (Vassallo et al., 2021).  

Effective online learning for young children – Inadequate provision of training, monitoring, 

and ongoing support for ECEs in the area of technology and how it can be efficiently used with 

young children is reported in several studies (Ford et al., 2021; OECD, 2021b; Steed & Leech, 

2021). Although the circumstances brought about by COVID-19 leaked several challenges for 

adapting an ECEC curriculum to online learning, European Commission’s 2021-2027 Digital 

Education Action Plan missed out on including actions for early years settings – yet, it includes 

action plans for primary and secondary school levels (European Commission, 2020b). 
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Given the above, we needed to capture how play and learning experiences were promoted when 

early years settings closed for the under-fives in Malta. Considering the rapid fame of online 

learning in a changed reality within educational arenas, this study’s theoretical frame draws on 

Siemens’ (2004) contemporary learning theory, that of connectivism. This theory 

acknowledges the value of technology in learning, thus promoting learning outside the 

individual (e.g., through cloud-based video conferencing platforms). For Siemens (2004), 

learning in a digital age occurs when connections in external networks occur and are sustained 

for knowledge creation.  Grounded in this learning theory, the presented work sought to answer 

this research question:  

How did play and learning feature in the content and approaches offered for 0 to 5-year-olds 

when settings were closed during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

3. Methodology 

This article draws on the findings from a more extensive study (Bonello et al., 2022a) to 

objectively capture the realities experienced by ECEs in Maltese education during the first and 

second waves of COVID-19. Considering the urgent need for available data and the time this 

study was conducted when social distancing measures had to be followed, the authors adopted 

a positivist epistemological stance that allowed them to stay physically detached from the 

participants and employed a primarily quantitative research design.  

Educators working in kindergarten and childcare settings (0 - 5 years) in Malta were the 

participants of this study. The participants were recruited by disseminating two online surveys 

via social media platforms (September 2020 and September 2021).  In the first survey, a total 

of 263 participants participated. The majority, 99.2% (n=261), were Maltese nationals. Most 

were females, and only one educator identified as male. The age range for participants was 18 

to 64 years, with an average age group of 36.1 years. In the second survey, 79 educators 

participated. Most - 97.5% (n=77) - were females, and only 2.5% (n=2), were males. An 

average age group of 40.2 years was the outcome for Survey 2, yet the total participants ranged 

from 18 to 64 years. As with Survey 1, most of the participants, 89.9% (n=71), were Maltese 

nationals. Table 1 below presents the participants as per their role in education: 

Table 1. 

Participants as per their role in education (Surveys 1 & 2, Q1) 

 Scholastic Year 

2019/2020 

1st Run 

Scholastic Year 

2020/2021 

2nd Run 

Participants` Role  N % N % 

Kindergarten Educator 

(Educator working with 3 to 5-year-olds) 

201 76.4 58 73.4 

Childcare Educator  

(Educator working with 0 to 3-year-olds) 

30 11.4 0 0 

Learning Support Educator  

(Educator supporting access to learning and 

assessment in a class or an individual learner on a 
one-to-one basis). 

29 11.1 11 13.9 

Other 3 1.1 10 12.7 

Total  263 100 79 100 

Survey 1 generated a higher response rate. This outcome may be due to increased social media 

usage rates by the participants and perhaps the need for ECEs to express themselves in a time 

of uncertainty. Despite the advantages of an online survey, one major disadvantage is sampling, 



Bonello et al., Int. J. Child. Educ., 4(1): 29-49, 2023 

34 

given that participants may be restricted to a group who are frequent users of social media and 

the internet (Wright, 2005). Nonetheless, Survey 1 and Survey 2 denote a fair distribution 

regarding the participants` age groups.  

The online surveys, developed by the research group, were made available to participants in 

English as in a Maltese educational context, it is a language in which all educators understand 

and are fluent. Survey 1 consisted of 46 items, including two open-ended questions allowing 

respondents to answer in open-text format and share their experiences, feelings, and 

understandings. Most of the closed-ended questions were multiple-choice and 5-point Likert 

scales. The second survey included 30 items, of which four questions were open-ended. Some 

items were retained from Survey 1 to Survey 2, several items were adapted to reflect the 

changes in the situation since the previous year, and other new items were added.  

For this article, a few survey items were selected from the more extensive study (Bonello et 

al., 2022a) to be explored in more depth through a focus on how play and learning featured in 

online spaces when early years settings were closed (March - June 2020; March 2021). Thus, 

16 items were chosen: 10 from Survey 1, 5 from Survey 2, and a common item to present the 

demographics related to the role of the educator in both surveys. Given that Survey 1 consisted 

of more items related to the provision of online learning and also due to a more extended period 

of settings closure (March - June 2020 – Survey 1; March 2021 – Survey 2), more items from 

this survey were chosen. The criteria for selecting these specific items were elicited from the 

research question. These included data on when early years settings were closed and data 

indicating how play and learning featured in online spaces. An overview of the selected 

questions from Surveys 1 and 2 for this article is provided in Table 2 below: 

 
Table 2. 

Overview of selected questions from Surveys 1 and 2 to be included in this article  
Question 

No. 

Survey 

No. 

Overview of the chosen questions from Surveys 1 and 2 that respond to this 

article’s key question: 

How did play and learning feature in the content and approaches offered for 0 

to 5-year-olds when settings were closed during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

1 1 & 2 The role in early childhood education of the participants of both runs of the 

survey.  

2 1 How ECEs were directed/encouraged by their leadership teams at the beginning 

of the physical closure of early years settings and how this influenced the 

implementation of online learning. 

3 1 & 2 Compares the access to home broadband between Surveys 1 and 2.  

4 1 The role of ECEs during the first closure of early years settings. 

5 1 How ECEs supported families and children remotely during the first physical 

closure of early years settings. 

6 1 How ECEs used real-time online session. 

7 & 8 1 &  2 Compare children’s participation during live online sessions. 

9 2 The children’s satisfaction and participation within online spaces. 

10 1 The use of worksheets and how this influenced early learning during the first 

closure of early years settings. 

11 & 12 1 & 2 Compares the learning opportunities offered by ECEs within online spaces. 

13 1 The online learning experiences where children seemed more motivated and 

engaged. 

 

Surveys 1 and 2 were field-tested with some educators before dissemination. The outcomes 

ensured that the questions were well-defined and some possible technical difficulties were 

resolved before the respondents filled these in. The surveys were launched online using 
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SurveyMonkey. Data from this study were extracted and imported into SPSS for analysis 

purposes.  

The research ethics committee at the Ministry of Education and the University of Malta 

Research Ethics Committee approved the more extensive research study that this article draws 

on. The surveys consisted of an introductory page highlighting the aim of the study and a data 

protection statement explaining the procedures set up, ensuring potential respondents that data 

would be collected, stored, and used ethically. This page in the surveys also reassured 

anonymity, that IP addresses would not be collected, and that the data would be used solely for 

the study. Educators were also notified about voluntary participation, and that submission of 

the online survey would be considered as granting informed consent (Allen & Roberts, 2015). 

In the next section, the results drawn from the questions selected from both surveys will be 

presented and discussed as separate and woven strands unfolding three key emerging patterns.  

4. Results and Discussion  

Similar to a Kaleidoscope – creating new colored patterns – the presented work captures three 

developed patterns (see Figure 1 below), brought about by changes and innovations due to the 

sudden shift to online ECEC provision during COVID-19, that influenced and may continue to 

influence play and learning with under-fives.  

 

 
Figure 1. The Development of Three Key Patterns: A Kaleidoscope of Play and Learning  

4.1. Pattern 1: An Uneven Start for ECE  

Data revealed that an unsupported and reactive response for ECEs during the first lockdown of 

schools and centers in Malta engendered an uneven start compared to educators at other levels 

of education (Busuttil & Farrugia, 2020; Camilleri et al., 2022; Alban Conto et al., 2020). Lack 

of guidance, monitoring, and support led to the fear of the unknown, and this was one of the 

main channels that impacted how play and learning featured in online spaces.  

Figure 2 below shows how ECEs were guided by their leadership teams during the first settings 

closure (March 2020; Survey 1). The ECEs stated that 49.2% of the leaders recommended that 

the online platform and social media pages be used to communicate with parents, whereas 

47.2% urged ECEs to go for whichever method they prefer. 37.9% of the leaders suggested 

using emails to communicate with parents, but only 13.8% supported ECEs in developing a 

daily policy to do real-time online sessions. Half of the educators in Survey 1 asserted that they 

The development 
of three  patterns 

and how this 
influenced play 

and learning 

Pattern 1: An 
Uneven Start 

for ECE 

Pattern 2: e-
Interactions

Pattern 3: 
Online 

Curricula and 
Pedagogies 
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had to respond to the situation without any direction. In Survey 2, only 6.7% of the respondents 

specified that they received support in 2020-2021. Undoubtedly, as this results section will 

show, the lack of guidance, monitoring, and support impacted how play and learning are 

featured in online spaces. Similarly, recent research reports on the lack of guidance, and 

disempowerment of ECEs, leading to reduced access to meaningful and playful learning 

opportunities for young children during COVID times (Alban Conto et al., 2020; OECD, 

2021c; UNESCO, n.d).  

 
Figure 2. How ECEs were directed/encouraged by their leadership teams at the beginning of the 

physical closure of early years settings in Malta (Survey 1, Q2) 

In Survey 1 (Q3), 30% of the respondents stated that they could not organize an online session 

due to a lack of confidence in using online technology (50%), limited access to digital devices 

(30%, Survey 1, increasing to 61.8% Survey 2, Q 3), and limited access to home broadband 

(50% Survey 1, increasing to 70% Survey 2, Q3). This lack of knowledge and skills and 

surfaced digital divide left many ECEs feeling disempowered to offer play and learning 

experiences to the children in their care.  

4.2. Pattern 2: e-Interactions 

The quality of interactions between young children and their primary caregivers is essential to 

maximize children’s learning in the early years (Dalli et al., 2011; Fisher, 2016; Trevarthen, 

2009). This section transpires the benefits and challenges of interaction between adults and 

young children within online spaces – e-interactions – and how this can hinder or promote play 

and learning. Figure 3 below shows that during the closure of early years settings, ECEs spent 

less time observing children (81.5%), interacting with children (77.4%), and engaging in 

assessment processes that capture significant moments in children’s learning and development 

(72.6%). Open-ended comments in both surveys supported these findings: 

No child or parent ever sent feedback when I sent the learning opportunities every week. 

I felt sad and useless.  

(Respondent, Survey 1) 

It is very difficult to take notes and observations during online sessions when you have 

to control 3-year-olds accompanied by their grandma/parent.  

(Respondent, Survey 2) 
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Figure 3. The role of ECEs during the closures of early years settings (Survey 1, Q4) 

The modes used did not support optimal play, learning, and the flow of interactions that 

maximize learning during the first school/center closures. Figure 4 below demonstrates that 

most ECEs (Survey 1) emailed parents with instructions and links to learning opportunities 

(89.1%). Also, other ECEs sent PowerPoints (75.1%) and worksheets (75%). 59.6% of the 

respondents shared video-recorded learning opportunities to support families and children. 

Most ECEs claimed that they “rarely or never” conducted live sessions with parents (66.9%) 

or live sessions with small groups of children through video conferencing (59.9%). Instead, 

half of the respondents used live videoconferencing whole-group sessions with children either 

often/very often (26.2%) or sometimes (22.7%). However, 38.4% of the ECEs declared that 

they “never” planned for live whole-group sessions with the children in their care during the 

first closures of early years settings.  

 
Figure 4. How ECEs supported families and children remotely during the first physical closure of 

schools/centers in Malta (Survey 1, Q5) 
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Figure 5 below (Survey 1) shows how ECEs used online real-live sessions. More than half of 

the educators said they enjoyed the e-interactions with the children (66.1%). Educators also 

indicated that it felt like a more natural communication (51.8%). They claimed that the children 

interacted with their peers, and active participation was witnessed (50%). 40.2% stated that 

synchronous sessions allowed parents to ask questions and follow up with their children. Given 

the ongoing efforts to implement the emergent curriculum in 21st-century Maltese early years 

settings (MEDE, 2012), 22.3% stated that live real-time sessions allowed them to adapt to an 

emergent approach to the curriculum online. 34.8% stated that depending on the outcomes of 

the learning experiences offered and the children’s level of participation and interest, they 

could inform their planning in more purposeful ways. 

 
Figure 5. How ECEs used real-time online sessions (Survey 1, Q6)  

 

An interesting finding in this study is how the new reality of interacting remotely with parents 

and children brought about a surge in child participation through relationship-driven remote 

learning; a finding supported by Deguara et al., (2022). As presented in Figures 6 and 7 below, 

almost half of the ECEs in Survey 1 and the majority of ECEs in Survey 2 indicated that the 

children’s level of participation increased when their parents supported them.  
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Figure 6. Children’s participation during live sessions (Survey 1, Q7) 

 

 
Figure 7. Children’s participation during live sessions (Survey 2, Q8) 

 

Interestingly, it can be concluded that during live sessions (synchronous), children’s level of 

involvement augmented when they were supported by their parents (44% - Survey 1; 74.5% - 

Survey 2) as opposed to when they were engaged in learning opportunities independently (31% 

– Survey 1; 47.3% - Survey 2). The level of children’s involvement is central to quality learning 

experiences (Laevers, 1994).    

In Survey 2 (see Figure 8 below), most respondents claimed that under-fives were willing to 

participate actively during the real-time/video-recorded online sessions (65.5%). ECEs also 

reported the children’s satisfaction with the frequency of the online sessions (63.6%) and the 

regularity in the children’s attendance (61.8%). As stated earlier in this article, 61.8% of the 

children had the necessary device/s, and according to some ECEs (58.2%), the children were 

satisfied with the quality of the real-time online sessions. Around half of the ECEs in Survey 2 

noted that the children were willing to follow real-time/video-recorded online sessions 
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(52.7%). However, only 16.2% indicated that children found real-time/recorded online sessions 

challenging to follow. In the section “other responses,” three ECEs indicated that for some 

young children learning hours and length of real-time sessions resulted in challenges, so they 

opted to rearrange the timing, duration, or the process of the learning experience offered. 

 
Figure 8. Young children’s satisfaction and participation within online spaces (Survey 2, Q9) 

 

The critical finding of engendered connections between primary caregivers and young children 

within online spaces backs the theory of Siemens (2004) – connectivism – recognizing the 

value of technology and learning as a connecting process. This study formed connections 

between families, educators, and children, revealing an increase in children’s participation 

within online spaces.  This study transpired connectedness through e-interactions links to 

relationship-driven learning environments grounded in the globally renowned Italian Reggio 

Emilia (Malaguzzi, 1993) approach. The philosophy underpinning this approach sheds light on 

learning as socially constructed between people (Vygotsky, 1978) – preceding cognitive 

development. It emphasizes the foundations of strong relationships between individuals in a 

group. Malaguzzi (1993) reminds us that young children learn through active participation in 

their immediate environments and not from transmitting knowledge through teaching. To this, 

we argue that the discovered increase in children’s participation when connected with their 

parents and educators in online spaces may assist in sustaining triad e-interactions between 

families, educators, and young children, subsequently allowing for developing shared 

understandings about the way young children learn best and extended affordances of play and 

learning in homes, settings and online spaces – when used effectively.  

The data above signals a storyline of detachments and attachments between the actors in online 

ECEC spaces and how this influenced play and learning. In the first lockdown, ECEs made 

less use of online live sessions with children and families. Emails sent to families were a 

commonly used one-way tool to resort to during the first settings closure, creating a sudden 

loss of attachment between children and their primary caregivers at the setting. Attachments 

and detachments concerning relationships are vital in determining the well-being and mental 

health of adults and young children (Bowlby, 1969). The need to avoid the recurrence of sudden 

detachments in ECEC is to be addressed – for well-being and to avoid limiting play and 

learning opportunities in the first phase of a child’s life.  
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As reported in the work of Panesi et al. (2021), the developed pattern of e-interactions in the 

presented study reveals that the extension of early learning experiences to online spaces may 

be a new pathway for primary caregivers in homes and early years settings to connect and build 

stronger bonds in the best interest of the young children entrusted in their care. This study also 

shows that engaging in remote triads between families, educators, and young children, 

facilitated new e-interactions with peers. The developed e-interactions should be remembered 

in a post-COVID era as these may serve as an additional tool for ECEs to support the idea of 

elevating and supporting parents as primary educators. 

4.3. Pattern 3: Online Curricula and Pedagogies   

The study surfaces a ‘play’ and ‘work’ quandary, resurfacing a longstanding traditional 

approach to the education of young children (Bonello, 2022a; 2022b). In Survey 1, most 

educators stated that they made use of worksheets (see Figure 9 below) for families to view at 

their convenience (60.7%) and for flexibility purposes (43.6%). Only 5.1% of ECEs were 

directed by their leaders to use worksheets. 18.8% of the educators stated that parents expected 

them to send work/worksheets at home. 23.9% of the respondents declared that worksheets are 

easy to find on the Internet and develop (35%). 31.6% of the ECEs considered worksheets with 

letters and numbers as an essential tool to prepare under-fives for formal schooling, whereas 

26.5% reported that worksheets were pre-planned to form part of the learning program they 

provide within their settings.   

 

 
Figure 9. Use of worksheets in the early years during schools/centers closure (Survey 1, Q10) 

Also, a tendency to prioritize the teaching of letters and numbers as preparation for compulsory 

schooling is featured in this study. The findings (see Figure 10 below) show that giving 

instructions to promote mathematical learning was the most common approach in online spaces 
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with young children. 93.5 % of the respondents gave instructions for mathematical learning at 

least once a week. Educators also reported sending online resources (90.5%); giving 

instructions for creative learning (88.9%), learning numbers (88,6%), physical education (86%) 

and sensory learning experiences (84%); storytelling in English (85.1%), singing nursery 

rhymes (78.4%), and giving instructions to teach letters (77%). These were among the most 

popular approaches used by most ECEs at least once a week. Most ECEs claimed they never 

used “eating lunch together” or “developing a children’s web” to develop project-based 

learning to implement an emergent approach. It can be argued that while online sessions 

assisted with the bonding between educators, families, and young children, meaningful play 

and learning experiences for the under-fives seemed to be impoverished - given the use of 

worksheets, limited online learning, and lack of guidance, monitoring, and support for ECEs 

to improve their knowledge and skills in this area. These results validate findings from a survey 

conducted with kindergarten teachers in an Italian context. The quality of play and learning 

opportunities seemed poor due to the sudden shift to online learning (Panesi et al., 2021). 

 

 
Figure 10. Learning opportunities offered by ECEs within online spaces (Survey 1, Q11) 

 

In Survey 2 (see Figure 11 below), storytelling (98%) was the most popular activity during 

online sessions as opposed to the Mathematics learning area in Survey 1. Mathematics (87%), 

singing nursery rhymes activities (96%), and sharing online resources (95%) seemed to be less 

popular during the second closure of early years settings. It was noted that circle-time learning 

experiences (94%) were conducted more often (65% - Survey 1). A drop in the provision of 

sensory and creative learning experiences within online spaces is evident in Survey 2. ECEs 

(40%) stated that they developed a children’s web as a tool to implement the emergent 

curriculum through project-based learning within online spaces. This may indicate an increase 
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in ECEs (Survey 1 – 33%) trying to offer learning experiences that emerged from the interests 

and ideas of the children in their care.  

 

 
Figure 11. Learning opportunities offered by ECEs within online spaces (Survey 2, Q12) 

 

In Survey 1 (Q13), ECEs had to mention (open-ended question) an online experience when the 

children seemed more engaged and motivated. From 71 responses,  the most common were 

storytelling (n=14), science experiments (n=7), cooking (n=12), and others where children had 

to create/experiment using readily available material at home (n=12). The suddenly reshaped 

pedagogies and curricula in online spaces are underpinned by contradicting progressive and 

traditional education philosophies, promoting a kaleidoscope of learning that promotes play 

and exploration and traditional and more formal learning experiences for children under the 

age of five. This study shows that online spaces resurfaced traditional early learning methods 

yet unveiled new avenues for possible extensions to develop more meaningful play and 

learning in homes and early years settings through the connections between the primary 

caregivers and the children within online spaces. 

5. Conclusion 

The presented work focused on how play and learning in early years provision (0-5 years) 

featured within online spaces during the two school lockdowns in 2020 and 2021 in Malta 

through the lens of ECEs. Three critical patterns developed and captured insights into the 

benefits, challenges, and opportunities that transpired by the sudden shift of play and learning 

to online spaces. 

The first pattern tells about an uneven start for ECEs in Malta, with a lack of guidance, 

monitoring, support, and the necessary digital infrastructure compared to upper-level 

educators. The fixed and fragile policy infrastructure for the Maltese early years context, placed 

ECEs in unchartered waters – where they had to react unequipped for and defenseless to the 

rapid shift of play and learning experiences to online spaces when schools and settings were 

closed. This challenge echoes the Cinderella story of the workforce in early years sectors across 
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the globe, synonymous with terms such as ‘undervalued’ and ‘low pay, status, and profession’ 

(Eadie et al., 2021; McMullen et al., 2020). 

The second pattern shows how some parents became more visible and engaged through the 

developed e-interactions during real-time (synchronous) sessions. Similar findings were 

reported through the parents’ perspectives in the broader COVID-19 study (Deguara et al., 

2022; 2023). We view this as an opportunity for the early years sector, where online platforms 

may serve as new bridges to connect (Siemens, 2004) homes and settings and a tool to support 

family engagement in young children’s play and learning journeys. Such connectedness in the 

process of play and learning online is critical to further strengthening and promoting the 

‘triangle of care’ between families, ECEs, and children in ECEC (Brooker, 2010; Egan, 2021) 

and benefitting from equal partnership.  

The third pattern discloses how the offered online learning opportunities during the closure of 

settings were primarily prescriptive and teacher-led, thus impoverishing learning through play 

and exploration. This was a significant challenge for ECEs, given the need for more monitoring 

and support during the closure of settings.  The captured traditional trend or emphasis on 

teaching numbers and letters in early years provision is indicative of an empiricist view of 

‘school readiness’ where learning is measured with what children know (e.g., shapes, color, 

and the alphabet), and a re-surfacing of a legacy of colonial imposition where the narrow focus 

on numeracy and literacy remains valued as a high-status curricular domain in a postcolonial 

Maltese ECEC sector (Baldacchino, 2018; Bonello, 2022a). Conversely, some ECEs indicated 

their efforts in transforming a challenge into an opportunity as they explored the 

implementation of the emergent curriculum using project-based learning in an online space to 

promote learning and play led by the children’s wonderings, ideas, and interests. Similarly, in 

a local study, one educator tells about the learning benefits that overshadowed the challenges 

when integrating the emergent curriculum and the eTwinning concept in a Kindergarten 

classroom (Bonello et al., 2022b). The children’s increased involvement in online spaces was 

more evident during storytelling, science experiments, cooking, and other creative learning 

opportunities. Albeit the ECEs’ initial resistance and absence of the required knowledge and 

skills in the provision of play and learning experiences within online spaces, this study shows 

a gradual increase in the use of online learning spaces and some cases, a sense of empowerment 

as educators in Survey 2.  

The generated key findings, like a kaleidoscope, portray three emerging patterns that 

influenced how play and learning featured in online spaces when Maltese early years settings 

were closed. The results unmasked several challenges, benefits, and opportunities concerning 

play and learning in online spaces. The located benefits and opportunities strengthen the 

theoretical foundations of this study – Siemens’ (2004) connectivism learning theory grounded 

in the value of technology and the created connectedness that broadens learning repertoires if 

used skillfully, meaningfully, and effectively between families, educators, and young children. 

In this light, the following are some implications for policy, future research, and practice: 

• A reactive response – the authors argue that a shift from a programmatic to a systemic 

approach (Urban et al., 2012) in ECEC that embraces multisectoral collaboration and 

strategic action planning is urgently needed to avoid reactive responses in times of 

crisis. As proposed in the current national policy framework for the early years in Malta 

(MFED, 2021), a proactive systemic approach would also help leaders and educators 

in ECEC to make informed pedagogical decisions for optimal play and learning at all 

times (offline and online) – whatever the challenge that needs to be faced.  

• Generate capacity building by strengthening the digital literacy skills of ECEs through 

continuous training, monitoring, and support that has the required policy infrastructure. 
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Such ongoing support would help ECEs gain more confidence to promote meaningful 

and effective play and learning experiences in their settings, in online spaces, and 

support families in this endeavor within home environments using the physical and 

online spaces available.  

• Create ongoing opportunities for dialogue amongst stakeholders in ECEC to develop a 

shared understanding of play and early learning in online and offline spaces through a 

community of practice; 

• Address digital divides in ECEC service provision and young children’s homes to avoid 

sudden detachments between primary caregivers and young children in the event of 

future global times of crises; 

• Research and initial teacher training should focus more on eLearning modules and how 

these can support ECEs in learning more about the multiple pathways that can promote 

play and learning, child agency, and partnership with parents (also through e-

interactions) within online learning arenas. Studies have recently highlighted the need 

to rethink pre-service and in-service teacher training to promote meaningful online and 

offline learning with the young (Hodges et al., 2021; Shorty & Jikpamu, 2021). 

This article argues that an ECE’s ability to use online and offline pathways effectively is 

essential to increase the affordances for play and learning in ECEC provision and homes and 

sustain parents’ engagement in their children’s learning journeys. Thanks to the insights from 

ECEs in Malta during COVID-19, we learned how new patterns were developed during the 

closure of early years settings, reshaping the Maltese ECEC context and generating a 

kaleidoscope of benefits, challenges, and opportunities for play and learning within online 

spaces. Let us hope that the gifts discovered through this kaleidoscope do not get stuck in a 

‘learning’ zone but make it to the post-COVID ‘action’ zone. 
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