
 

‘Uncharted territory’: Teachers’ perspectives on play in the early 

childhood classroom during the pandemic 

Christina O’Keeffea & Sinéad McNallya* 

aInstitute of Education, Dublin City University, Dublin, Ireland  

* Corresponding Author: Dr Sinéad McNally, Institute of Education, Dublin City University, 

St Patrick’s Campus, Dublin 9, Ireland. Email: sinead.mcnally@dcu.ie Phone: 

00353(0)17009150 ORCiD: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9501-2535 Twitter: 

@SineadMcNally6     

 

Christina O’Keeffe ORCiD: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7028-2398 

mailto:sinead.mcnally@dcu.ie
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9501-2535


 

‘Uncharted territory’: Teachers’ perspectives on play in the early childhood 

classroom during the pandemic 

 

School closures due to the COVID-19 pandemic have disrupted the education of 91% 

of students worldwide. As a critical process in supporting young children’s resilience, 

play is increasingly recognised as a valuable pedagogical strategy within a shifting 

educational landscape during the pandemic. This study reports on findings from a 

survey on play in early childhood education of 310 early childhood teachers during 

primary school closures in Ireland. Eighty-two per cent of teachers recommended play 

strategies to parents during remote teaching and home schooling and almost all teachers 

(99%) intended to use play as a pedagogical strategy upon school reopening. Teachers 

believed play was an especially important pedagogical tool in supporting young 

children’s social-emotional development, learning and transition back to school. Over 

a third highlighted uncertainty surrounding capacity to use play upon school reopening 

given COVID-19 regulations, emphasising the need for greater guidance to support 

teachers’ commitment to play-based pedagogical strategies. 
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Introduction 

On March 12th 2020, the World Health Organisation (WHO 2020a) declared a global 

pandemic as cases of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) surged 

throughout the world. This resulted in global measures to control the spread of the COVID-

19 virus including social distancing, restriction of movements within and between countries 

and closure of schools. For many children across the globe their worlds were turned upside 



 
 

 
 

down as they were confined to their homes. At its peak on March 31st 2020, UNESCO 

(2020a) reported school closures across 193 countries impacting a total of 1,598, 017, 253 

learners worldwide.  

There is an overwhelming body of research emerging as to the adverse impact of 

COVID-19 on world economies (Baldwin and di Mauro 2020; Ivanov 2020; Nicola et al. 

2020), health systems (Li et al. 2020; Supady 2020; Webster 2020), and individual health and 

wellbeing (Lades et al. 2020; Staines and Vellinga, 2020; Torales et al. 2020). Less visible in 

the pandemic are children (Fore 2020; Sinha, Bennett and Taylor-Robinson 2020). Although 

children do not appear to be at the forefront of this pandemic in terms of acquisition and 

transmission risk (Centre for Disease Control 2020; Gudbjartsson et al. 2020; Tagarro et al. 

2020), it is important that the indirect impact of the virus is not underestimated: children have 

experienced significant disruptions in their daily routines across home and family life as well 

as early childhood education and care (Bartlett, Griffin and Thomson 2020; OECD 2020). 

We know from previous literature on children’s reactions to crises such as natural disasters 

and political violence that they may experience adverse effects for months or years and these 

effects may even be lifelong (Kar 2009; Le Brocque et al. 2017). This is particularly true for 

young children who may lack the cognitive and verbal capacity to process such monumental 

events (Durbin 2010). 

Play and Early Childhood Development and Learning 

Play has been described as ‘nature’s way of dealing with stress for children’ (Elkind 1981, 

197). Many researchers highlight the centrality of play in managing emotions and promoting 

children’s resilience in the face of adversity (Capurso and Ragni 2016; Marcelo and Yates 

2014; Russ 2007). This is especially true for those experiencing conflict and crises (Fearn and 

Howard 2012; Frost 2005) whereby, it provides a valuable escape during times of turmoil, 



 
 

 
 

offering a sense of normality and routine (UNICEF 2018). Play also allows children to 

process events in an accessible manner, acting as a protective buffer during times of distress 

(Berson and Baggerly 2009; Chatterjee 2018). Many researchers also highlight the role of 

play in facilitating the expression of emotions within a safe context (Landreth and Homeyer 

1998; Rao and Gibson 2019; Rao 2020). In this sense, play provides a natural medium that 

allows children to express emotions, anxieties and fears that they may not be able to verbally 

articulate (Anderson-McNamee and Bailey 2010; Axline 1974).  

Play may therefore have a pivotal role in supporting children’s development and 

learning during the global COVID-19 crisis. In a recent interview, Jack Shonkoff at the 

Centre for the Developing Child (2020) identified play as the most important way in which 

we can support children during this pandemic, reduce stress and build resilience. Similarly, 

the role of play in helping children make sense of the unprecedented changes that have 

occurred in their lives, during the pandemic, and process the associated trauma has been 

highlighted by David Neale at the Play in Education, Development and Learning Centre 

(Neale 2020).  Efforts have also been made at a policy level to advocate for play during the 

pandemic in the form of national initiatives such as Let’s Play Ireland (DCYA 2020) as well 

as international campaigns (Play Australia 2020; Play Scotland 2020; WHO 2020b).  

Play in Early Childhood Education in the Context of COVID-19 

There are significant concerns regarding the loss of learning for children worldwide as a 

result of school closures (Bao et al. 2020; Dorn et al. 2020; OECD 2020). School closures are 

also likely to impact young children’s social and emotional development (Buheji et al. 2020; 

Giannini, Jenkins and Saavedra 2020, UNESCO 2020b). Schools are very much at the 

frontline in offering emotional support to children during times of crisis (Mutch 2015; 

Skovdal and Campbell 2020; Peek et al. 2018). Emerging research highlights increased levels 



 
 

 
 

of social isolation, loneliness and anxiety among children during the pandemic (Loades et al. 

2020; Orgiles et al. 2020; UNESCO 2020c) with additional research evolving around the 

detrimental impact of the pandemic on the social and emotional wellbeing of children with 

additional needs (Colizzi et al. 2020; Eshraghi et al. 2020; Patel 2020) who may be more 

sensitive to its adverse effects (Aishworiya and Kang 2020; den Houting 2020; Zhang et al. 

2020. As a result, schools will likely play a fundamental role in supporting all children as 

countries attempt to tackle the repercussions of this pandemic on children (UNESCO 2020d).  

 An integral component of early childhood education (ECE) curricula across many 

countries including New Zealand (Te Whariki), United Kingdom (Early Years Foundation 

Stage/Enriched Curriculum), Italy (Reggio Emilia Approach), United States of America (e.g. 

High/Scope Curriculum) and Ireland (Aistear), play has been recognised as critical in 

supporting children’s development, wellbeing and learning (Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff 2003; 

Parker and Thomsen 2019; Whitebread et al. 2012). Some limited studies have begun to 

focus on planning children’s return to school post COVID-19, yet much of the literature has 

centered on the impact of transmission and medical implications (Ludvigsson 2020; Melnick 

and Darling-Hammond 2020; Viner et al. 2020). Whilst it is essential to discuss such aspects 

as we plan to return to schools, plans also need to be put in place around pedagogical 

strategies that will support children’s social and emotional development and learning thereby, 

potentially mitigating the detrimental effects of lockdown and school closures (Graber et al. 

2020; Masonbrink and Hurley Forthcoming). Indeed, during such turmoil it is likely that ‘we 

need play most of all’ in teaching and caring for young children (Neale 2020, 2).  

The Current Study 

In light of the increasing recognition of play in ECE and of the potential importance of play 

in supporting young children’s resilience during the pandemic, this study sought to examine 



 
 

 
 

the perspectives of early childhood teachers in Ireland on the role of play in ECE during the 

COVID-19 crisis. The study aimed to contribute early evidence in an emerging field of 

research on play in the pandemic by asking teachers about their views of play as a 

pedagogical support during the COVID-19 crisis. Teachers were asked if they advised 

parents to use play during school closures and whether play would have a significant role in 

supporting children’s transition back to the classroom. Delving deeper into the potential role 

of play in early childhood classrooms, teachers were then asked the extent to which play 

would be used as a pedagogical strategy when schools reopened, and were invited to expand 

upon their views through an open-ended question. Data collection was undertaken in June 

and July 2020, during the very early stages of the pandemic and at the end of a phase of 

school closures (and prior to planned school re-openings in September 2020).  

Materials and Methods 

Participants 

Primary school teachers across the Republic of Ireland (ROI) with experience (past or 

present) of teaching in ECE classrooms (children aged 4-7 years in primary education) were 

invited to participate in a survey on play in ECE. The survey was hosted on the online 

platform, Qualtrics, and was accessed by respondents via a shared link on social media. 

School principals, whose contact details were publicly available, were also emailed a link to 

the survey and invited to circulate with staff. Snowball sampling was used to reach as many 

primary school teachers as possible over a two-week period at the end of the school year 

(June 26th to July 10th 2020). At the time of the survey, teachers were approaching the end of 

over three months of school closures during which they had been engaging in remote 

teaching.  



 
 

 
 

  Respondent and school characteristics were captured through demographic questions 

as part of the questionnaire (see Table 1 for sample characteristics) and were used to provide 

context for teachers’ views of play in ECE during the pandemic. Three hundred and ten 

primary school early childhood teachers completed the survey. The overwhelming majority 

of the 310 respondents were women (96.8%). This disproportionate response in terms of 

gender has been found in similar studies of ECE within the ROI (Gray and Ryan 2016) and 

may also reflect the gender disparity within primary school teaching in the ROI where only 

15 percent of teachers are men (Central Statistics Office 2020). As can be seen in table one, 

the sample was also highly educated, with over half of respondents (52.6%) having 

completed a Master’s degree. 

Materials  

The data reported here were collected as part of a larger 42-item survey study of play in ECE 

of which 39 items were closed-ended questions or statements to which respondents indicated 

level of agreement. Four questions on the survey (three of which were closed-ended Likert 

scale questions) were included as a rapid response to the developing pandemic crisis and were 

designed to capture early childhood teachers’ views on play in the pandemic. These questions 

were constructed following in-depth examination of the research literature (Graber et al. 2020; 

Neale 2020; Shonkoff 2020; UNESCO 2020d) to ensure content validity of the questions (i.e. 

that each question captured an important aspect of how teachers’ viewed play as a pedagogical 

support during the pandemic).  Internal consistency for the three closed-ended questions was 

moderate (α = .66). As questions addressed separate, though related, aspects of play in 

education during the pandemic, lower internal consistency was not unexpected. A pilot of the 

survey was conducted using a convenience sample of five primary school teachers with past or 

present teaching experience within ECE at the time of data collection. Feedback from this 

sample of early childhood teachers was given verbally through discussion with the lead author 



 
 

 
 

and through written comments, and contributed to establishing face validity of survey items. 

Respondents were asked to time the duration of the survey and comment on features such as 

accessibility, usability and design. The questionnaire was subsequently revised based on pilot 

feedback, including shortening the questionnaire to reduce length of time to complete the 

survey, clarifying procedures for teachers currently on leave and adding terminology to ensure 

relevance for special education teachers.  

 

Survey questions on play in the pandemic 

Teachers were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the following two statements: 

(1) ‘I am currently encouraging parents to engage in play with children as part of school 

communication during COVID-19 restrictions’; and (2) ‘Play will have a significant role in 

supporting children’s transition back to school post COVID-19 restrictions’. Possible 

responses for each statement ranged on a Likert scale from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly 

agree’. Teachers were also asked to indicate the degree of importance they attributed to play 

as a pedagogical tool within their classroom upon school reopening, with responses ranging 

from ‘not important’ and ‘somewhat important’ to ‘important’. Crucially, teachers were 

invited to elaborate on their response to this statement through an open-ended survey item. 

Three hundred and one early childhood teachers elaborated on their views of play as a 

pedagogical support in anticipation of schools reopening in September 2020. Thematic 

analysis of the 301 responses to the open-ended question constitutes the main focus on this 

paper.  

 

Ethical Approval 



 
 

 
 

All aspects of the study were subject to ethical review by the Research Ethics Committee at 

the authors’ university. Ethical approval was received from the Research Ethics Committee at 

the authors’ institution on June 24th 2020.  

 

Analysis 

The full sample of 310 early childhood teachers responded to the three closed-ended 

questions on play in the pandemic. Descriptive statistics regarding the extent to which 

teachers’ agreed with each of these statements about play was undertaken using the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 25) software. Teachers’ responses (301 responses in 

total) to the open-ended question on the importance of play as a pedagogical support in 

anticipation of the reopening of schools were analysed using thematic coding based on Braun 

and Clarke’s (2006) framework. An inductive approach to thematic analysis was employed 

based on experiential orientation to the data whereby data were grounded in the reality of 

people’s lives (Clarke and Braun 2015). Thematic analysis centered on a critical realist 

approach as researchers attempted to gain access to teachers’ experiences of play as part of 

teaching during the pandemic (Braun and Clarke 2013). This approach involved transcribing 

all data from the open-ended question and re-reading transcripts to gain familiarity with the 

dataset as a whole. Codes were then identified followed by the generation of emerging 

themes. Themes were subsequently reorganised and finalised using thematic mapping. 

Finally, themes were named and clearly defined before authors selected powerful examples 

from dataset to represent such themes. The second author screened data and subsequently 

read the first author’s selected codes and themes to reduce the risk of bias and ensure 

consistency.  

Results 



 
 

 
 

Descriptive analysis indicated strong support for play as a pedagogical strategy during school 

closures and in anticipation of the reopening of schools. The vast majority of teachers 

(81.6%) either agreed (42.6%) or strongly agreed (39.0%) with the statement that they had 

encouraged parents to play with children during school closures. An even greater proportion 

of teachers (86.7%) either agreed (33.2%) or strongly agreed (53.5%) with the statement that 

play will have a significant role in supporting children’s return to school. Inferential analysis 

(cross-tabulation and post-hoc tests) of possible associations between teachers’ responses on 

the closed-ended questions and teachers’ experience, level of education, and location of 

school indicated no significant relationship between sample characteristics and level of 

agreement with each statement.  

 Thematic analysis of the 301 responses to the open-ended question on the importance 

of play as a pedagogical strategy upon the reopening of schools was conducted to gain a 

deeper understanding of teachers’ views of play in the pandemic.  Responses were organised, 

coded and subsequently assigned into themes, as indicated in Figure 1.  

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

The themes identified in the 301 returned responses were: (1) play as a support for children’s 

social development; (2) play as a support for children’s emotional development; (3) play as 

facilitating children’s learning; (4) play as a support for children’s transition back to school; 

and (5) concerns around implementing play in light of COVID-19 regulations. 

(1) Play for children’s social development within early childhood education 

Over half (64.1%) of respondents indicated that play would have an important role in their 

classroom practice upon returning to school specifically in relation to supporting children’s 

social development. Many respondents referenced particular aspects of social development 



 
 

 
 

including improvement of social and communication skills (24.3%) such as turn-taking, 

sharing and conversation skills whereby play will provide a vital opportunity ‘to 

communicate with others again’. Respondents also highlighted the role of play in fostering 

peer relationships (13.0%), providing children the opportunity to ‘reconnect with the other 

children’ ‘rebuild social bonds’ and ‘re-establish relationships’. Social interaction skills 

(13.6%) were also referenced as a key aspect of social development and many teachers felt 

play offered the ‘most natural way for children to do this’. Others referenced the need for 

interaction:  

The difference is that children have had a traumatic few months, they NEED to play 

with each other again. They need that interaction, for social and emotional wellbeing. 

(Female Mainstream Class Teacher with 5-10 years’ teaching experience; Rural 

Mainstream school) 

The urgency of focusing on such skills was compounded by the social isolation experienced 

by children during home confinement. Some respondents (13.3%) described children as 

‘being starved of natural social interaction communication’ during lockdown whereby 

children may have had ‘limited interaction with children of their age or maybe no interaction 

with any children at all for 5 and a half months’. Some teachers, as a result, made reference to 

the need to ‘relearn social skills’ whereby children may need to be ‘reminded how to play and 

interact with their peers’. 

(2) Play for children’s emotional development within early childhood education 

Nearly half (45.5%) of respondents indicated that play would have an important role in their 

classroom practice upon returning to school in supporting children’s emotional development. 

Respondents made reference to specific aspects of emotional development including 

management of emotions and emotional wellbeing (26.9%). Many highlighted the role of 



 
 

 
 

play as central to supporting the development of resilience in ‘response to trauma’. Much of 

this centered on increased levels of fear and anxiety as a result of lockdown whereby play 

‘will be central to easing and calming fears’ and allow children to ‘process their trauma and 

anxiety’ as reflected in the following quotations:    

Children will need the space and time to work through their anxieties and fears and to 

share with others. Play can provide safe non-threatening ways to express these 

emotions (Female Special Education Teacher with over 15 years’ teaching 

experience; Urban Mainstream school) 

 

Since we do not know what effect the lockdown has had on children it becomes even 

more important to use play as a means of developing their social and emotional 

health. (Female Special Education Teacher with 10-15 years’ teaching experience; 

Urban Mainstream school) 

 

Not only did respondents highlight the role of play in supporting children’s management of 

emotions but also regarding the expression of emotions (12.0%) given that play allows 

children to ‘express themselves most naturally’. Some respondents made specific reference to 

young children who ‘will have found it difficult to express what they are feeling during 

lockdown’. A sizeable minority of respondents (6.6%) also mentioned the value of play in 

helping children make sense of the pandemic and traumatic events of lockdown, with one 

respondent specifically referencing the role of play in supporting those within marginalized 

communities. In the following quote, a ‘DEIS school’ is a school that is part of the 

‘Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools’ programme in Ireland, which provides 

additional supports for schools whose pupils may experience disproportionate levels of 

educational disadvantage: 



 
 

 
 

As we are a DEIS school I feel that some of our children will have struggled greatly 

during the pandemic and therefore need to engage with play to help make sense of 

some of these struggles (Female Mainstream Class Teacher with over 15 years’ 

teaching experience; Urban DEIS school) 

 

(3) Play to support transition back to school 

Over a third (38.9%) of respondents indicated that play would have an important role in 

supporting children’s transition back to school specifically in supporting their adjustment to 

school life: 

The rise of online learning and impersonal engagement will have altered children's 

perspectives on school. I hope that by incorporating play into their daily school lives 

they can transition back to a new normal in a gradual and healthy manner. (Female 

Mainstream Class Teacher with 10-15 years’ teaching experience; Rural Mainstream 

school) 

Three respondents also highlighted the role of play in supporting the transition of children 

with additional needs upon school reopening including those with severe to profound learning 

needs and Autism Spectrum Disorder:  

Students with severe profound learning difficulties will re-familiarise themselves with 

staff and school environment, use of equipment, table top work etc. through play 

where possible (Female Special School Teacher with 10-15 years’ teaching 

experience; Urban Special school) 

 

Our school is opening a special class in September with 6 new children ranging in age 

from 6 to 12 years old. Play will be an important part of them settling in, getting to 

know each other and getting to know the teacher and SNAs (Female Special 

Education Teacher with 10-15 years’ teaching experience; Urban Mainstream school) 



 
 

 
 

 

In this sense, some respondents (10.6%) highlighted the potential of play to provide a sense 

of security and familiarity for children, helping them ‘feel more relaxed and secure’, 

‘comfortable and safe’ and provide much needed sense of normality and routine.  

I feel it will pose as a safe medium for them to transition back into school life and 

routine. Play is what they do best. It will soothe and comfort them and settle them 

back in the best way. (Female Mainstream Class Teacher with 5-10 years’ teaching 

experience; Rural Mainstream school) 

Many teachers felt this was even more of a priority for those who ‘may be anxious or have 

had very negative experiences during school closures’ and referenced ‘heightened levels of 

stress in households’. Several teachers also believed the need to provide this sense of security 

was compounded by children’s return to a ‘changed school environment’ and ‘unfamiliar 

surroundings’ with one respondent specifically referencing ‘teachers with PPE, social 

distance, new rules for eating, playing, moving within the school and how to share or not 

share materials’.  

(4) Play to facilitate learning within early childhood education 

Although teachers primarily discussed the role of play in facilitating social and emotional 

development and supporting transitions, respondents (17.6%) also acknowledged the role of 

play in facilitating children’s learning upon returning to school and enabling the achievement 

of curricular goals and learning objectives: 

Play is so important in infants. I integrate it into all aspects of the curriculum. I need 

play to be able to teach. If children are not allowed to play, I will not be able to 

effectively teach the class in a way in which they learn best-by doing and 



 
 

 
 

experimenting. (Female Mainstream Class Teacher with 10-15 years’ teaching 

experience; Rural Mainstream school setting) 

Teachers discussed the role of play in relation to specific subject knowledge across the 

curriculum whereby, play can be used ‘to explore various subjects and revise various strands’ 

with several respondents highlighting the use of play in ‘integrate(ing) subjects across the 

curriculum’ and, as a result, enabling teachers to ‘get as much learning into the school day to 

make up for the closures’.  Some respondents specifically highlighted the role of play as part 

of assessment and monitoring of learning whereby play will act as a valuable tool to ‘observe 

and assess in order to ascertain the support children may need’, ‘assessing how they are 

coping socially, emotionally and educationally’.  

(5) Concerns around play within early childhood education and COVID-19 regulations  

There were, however, several concerns regarding the role of play as a pedagogical strategy 

upon children’s return to school. Forty-two percent of teachers expressed concerns about 

using play as a pedagogical tool upon return to school given COVID regulations. This 

centered on specific aspects such as implementation and reinforcement of safety protocols 

(22.6%) such as social distancing, sharing of toys and resources as well as hygiene 

procedures. Teachers demonstrated a sense of uncertainty as to what capacity they will be 

able to incorporate play into their classroom practice upon school reopening whereby, they 

had ‘no idea what our classrooms will look like and how we will facilitate play’. Others 

described it as ‘a guessing game’ and were concerned they may have to revert back to 

traditional methods such as ‘chalk and talk’.  

I’m worried that we won’t be allowed to play with current restrictions and I don’t 

have the time to be washing all the toys daily. I’m worried I can’t facilitate play as I 



 
 

 
 

have in the past because of restrictions. (Female Mainstream Class Teacher with 10-

15 years’ teaching experience; Rural Mainstream school setting) 

I am unsure as to how play will be carried out when pupils return to school in 

September. Even if infants aren't required to socially distance, will the teacher be able 

to get 'stuck-in' with the children and to what extent can resources for play be shared? 

(Female Mainstream Class Teacher with over 15 years’ teaching experience; Rural 

Mainstream school setting) 

 

The need for clarity and guidance in response to such uncertainty in order to support planning 

for play was raised. Several teachers called for support whilst some were concerned as to 

whether they would be able to integrate play at all ‘as guidance is very unclear from DES’ 

and it ‘may not be recommended by the government’. Many, as a result, called for guidance 

and reassurance from the Department of Education.  

 

The fear is that the use of play will be impacted depending on government guidelines 

into the sharing of resources within schools. It’s uncharted territory for us all. And 

time will tell. (Female Special Education Teacher with over 15 years’ teaching 

experience; Urban Mainstream school setting) 

 

Discussion 

This study addressed an important aspect of early childhood classrooms and teaching in the 

emerging research on the education of young children in the global COVID-19 crisis, namely 

attitudes to play and intention to use play pedagogies to support children during the crisis. In 

surveying a large sample of ECE teachers in Ireland, we identified strong commitment to 



 
 

 
 

play in supporting young children’s learning and development during initial school closures 

and as a pedagogical strategy when schools reopen.  

 The vast majority of teachers encouraged parents to play with their children during 

lockdown. This is in keeping with findings from a large study in Ireland on the experiences of 

primary school leaders during initial school closures (Burke and Dempsey 2020) in which the 

majority of leaders (68.8%) reported the widespread use of play as one of the key 

methodologies to engage children in online learning during the pandemic. An emphasis on 

play among parents in Ireland was also reported by Egan and her colleagues (Egan, Beatty 

and Hoyne 2020) who found that up to 78% of over 500 parents, of children aged one to ten 

years, reported an increase in time spent engaging in outdoor play, play with games and toys 

as well as on-screen activities in comparison to before the pandemic. Cross-cultural findings 

reported by Samuelsson et al. (2020) across three ECE centers in Sweden, Norway and the 

US indicate the incorporation of dramatic play activities as part of remote schooling as well 

as the provision of activities and resources for parents. However, limited data is currently 

available on play in the context of educational plans for supporting young children during 

school closures and when schools reopen. 

 Eighty-seven per cent of teachers in our study indicated that play would have a 

significant role in teachers’ approaches to supporting children’s transition to school upon 

reopening. This is positive in light of the strong international evidence regarding the role of 

play in supporting children in the aftermath of traumatic events (Fearn and Howard 2012; 

Frost 2005; UNICEF 2018). Almost all ECE teachers highlighted the importance of play as a 

pedagogical tool within their classroom practice upon school reopening post COVID-19 

restrictions. While several teachers valued the role of play in supporting children’s learning, 

this was superseded by the importance teachers placed on play as a support for children’s 

social and emotional wellbeing as well as their transition back to school. 



 
 

 
 

These findings suggest astute understanding among teachers of the significance of 

focusing on children’s social and emotional development following months of unprecedented 

change, an understanding reflected in international policy recommendations for supporting 

children through this crisis (Giannini, Jenkins and Saavedra 2020; UNESCO 2020d). These 

results also appear to align with those emerging within the UK. For example, in a survey of 

1,653 primary teachers prior to school reopening, Moss and colleagues (2020) found that 

most teachers planned to prioritise the psychological wellbeing of pupils. This suggests that 

ECE teachers are moving beyond play for learning within traditional curricular models and 

demonstrate widespread confidence and belief in its potential as a valuable tool to support 

children’s social and emotional wellbeing following this worldwide crisis. Such beliefs 

strongly reflect best practice recommendations throughout the literature (Capurso and Ragni 

2016; Marcelo and Yates 2014; Russ 2007; UNICEF 2018). However, only a small number 

of teachers (three in total) made specific reference to the role of play in supporting the social 

and emotional wellbeing of children with additional needs. This is despite input from 

seventy-two teachers currently working within special education, and surprising given the 

emerging research highlighting the need to support children with additional needs during the 

pandemic who may be more sensitive to its adverse effects (Aishworiya and Kang 2020; den 

Houting 2020; Zhang et al. 2020). Future research should examine the role of play in schools 

in supporting all children as countries attempt to tackle the repercussions of this pandemic on 

children (UNESCO 2020d). Our findings therefore support other research (Jordan 2003; 

Lifter et al. 2010; Macintyre 2010) which emphasises the growing need for rigorous research 

on play as an educational strategy for children with additional needs. 

 The high value which teachers placed on play as a pedagogical strategy to support 

children’s return to school was accompanied, however, by a degree of uncertainty among 42 

per cent of teachers in this study. Several teachers expressed reservations that there would be 



 
 

 
 

limited capacity for play in the classroom due to COVID-19 regulations including safety 

protocols such as social distancing, sharing of materials and hygiene procedures with some 

voicing concern over the impact of such measures on their capacity to ‘return to play as 

normal’ and ‘the way it was taking place in the classroom’ pre-pandemic restrictions. Such 

concerns were further compounded by a reported lack of support and guidance which may 

further impact teachers’ capacity to incorporate play into classroom practice. This sense of 

apprehension is reflected throughout national and international research literature, in which 

teachers have expressed significant concerns regarding a lack of clarity and guidance in 

planning their return to the classroom following school closures (Dempsey and Burke 2020; 

Eivers, Worth and Ghosh, 2020; Samuelsson et al. 2020).  

This study provides evidence of a shared vision of prioritising young children’s 

wellbeing and smooth transition back to school in light of severe educational disruption. 

While it is clear that schools have significant potential to help children following traumatic 

experiences (Mutch 2015; Skovdal and Campbell 2020; Peek et al. 2018), it is important that 

they are supported in this process (Global Education Cluster 2020; LeBrocque et al. 2017) 

through clear guidance on the implementation of effective educational strategies that support 

children’s wellbeing and learning while taking on board health regulations and guidelines in 

the classroom (Lewin 2020; UNESCO 2020e). This study contributes important evidence 

from ECE teachers about the ways in which play is intended to be used as a strategy to 

support children, and the supports which teachers, in turn, require to ensure these strategies 

are implementable. 

 This study had several limitations. Firstly, the questions on the use of play during the 

COVID-19 crisis were included as part of a wider survey designed to capture teachers’ views 

on play for inclusive ECE. Thus, only four items of the wider survey specifically addressed 

ECE teaching with regard to play during the pandemic. However, the inclusion of an open-



 
 

 
 

ended question on the importance of play as a pedagogical strategy upon return to classroom 

teaching allowed for the collection of rich data from 301 participating teachers which have 

been reported here. Secondly, while this is a relatively large survey of early childhood 

teachers in Ireland, male teachers are under-represented in the survey sample. Finally, as 

respondents self-selected into the study, it is also likely that teachers who chose to complete 

the survey were already very interested in play in ECE. Thus, the responses to the questions 

on play in the pandemic reflect the views of a predominantly female sample of teachers who 

may be strongly invested in play-based pedagogies. Future surveys in Ireland and 

internationally should adopt a purposive and stratified sampling approach to ensure views are 

representative of both male and female teachers at all stages of their career.  

 To the best of our knowledge, this paper is the only study to capture ECE teachers’ 

views on the potential of play to support teaching and learning during and after school 

closures due to the COVID-19 crisis. In doing so, the findings highlight an important aspect 

of policy for early childhood education in primary schools during the pandemic, and 

especially underline the need to provide clear guidance on play in ECE classrooms in the 

context of health and safety guidelines due to COVID-19. The findings also emphasise the 

impending urgency for policy makers across the globe to ‘plan for play’ in the reopening of 

ECE classrooms to ensure that young children are not hidden victims of this pandemic and 

receive the pedagogical supports they are likely to need following extensive disruption to 

education. 
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