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pandemic.
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Introduction

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared

the new coronavirus (COVID-19) a public

health emergency of international concern on

30 January 2020. Not even two months later,

WHO called COVID-19 a pandemic, on 11

March 2020 (WHO, 2020). According to

Cucinotta and Vanelli (2020, p. 157), COVID-19

is a ‘novel disease with an incompletely described

clinical cause’ and is considered potentially

dangerous for younger children and older adults.

A pandemic is defined as a ‘world wide spread of

a new disease’ (WHO, 2010). The virus spread

rapidly across the globe, sparing only a few

countries, most of which are small island states in

the Pacific region.

The COVID-19 pandemic has been widely

reported over various media platforms around

the world and has been described as unprece-

dented. Apart from the health impact, COVID-

19 has caused major socio-economic concerns.

Given the fact that person-to-person contact is

thought to be the main way the virus spreads,

most countries have been under various levels

of lockdown and schools remain closed in many

parts of the world. As reported by Saavedra

(2020), at the end of March 2020, approxi-

mately 1.6 billion children were out of school in

161 countries.

With an estimated 80% of school-aged chil-

dren worldwide suddenly out of school, the

impact on children’s education and general well-

being has been a major concern for all stake-

holders, whether international organisations

such as Save the Children and the United

Nations (UN), or national governments, schools,

parents and society in general. A Save the

Children (2020b) report released on 23 March

2020 noted children’s rights to ‘survive, learn

and be protected’ during the COVID-19 pan-

demic. As Save the Children reports, while

children’s learning remains a major concern, the

long-term impact of children staying out of

school can lead to other social problems such as

dropping out of school, early marriages and

teenage pregnancies, or simply not being able to

thrive when schools eventually reopen. Against

this background, a report from Save the Children

noted the following concern, particularly in

reference to West and Central Africa: ‘With

COVID-19 pushing governments to confine

populations and close schools, Save the Chil-

dren is concerned about the limited mechan-

isms in place to ensure children can follow an

education from their homes’ (2020b).

With widespread concern and limited infor-

mation available on children’s well-being during

the pandemic, a recent survey (Save the Chil-

dren, 2020a) of parents in the United States

revealed parents and children alike echo similar

concerns to those highlighted by international

agencies. This survey found varying degrees of

emotional well-being of pre-kindergarten (under

five) children in the US, who are experiencing

feelings of boredom or confusion. In addition, a

worrying 52% of children were concerned that

they were not learning enough in order to pre-

pare for when schools open, with a similar per-

centage of parents sharing the same worry. On

the positive side, the survey noted that nearly

half of the children were spending at least two to

three hours per day on their education through

distance learning. It is also encouraging to note

that 4% of children reported spending six hours

per day on their education, the equivalent of a

normal pre-kindergarten school day. Another

encouraging finding was that 72% of children

reported being excited to spend quality time at

home with their families. This aspect of the

findings certainly points towards the important

role parents are playing in their children’s lives

during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The findings noted in the survey are indeed

encouraging. Many international organisations

and educational experts suggest that some form

of learning should continue to take place during

times of crisis where students cannot physically

report to school. For example, according to

Saavedra (2020), many countries continue to

offer online schooling. Online schooling, or, as

Baytiyeh (2018) suggests, emergency education,

Dayal and Tiko 337

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 s
ea

rc
h.

in
fo

rm
it.

or
g/

do
i/1

0.
33

16
/in

fo
rm

it.
57

98
39

45
12

10
37

8.
 L

ib
er

ty
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

, o
n 

09
/2

7/
20

23
 0

9:
51

 A
M

 A
E

ST
; U

T
C

+
10

:0
0.

 ©
 A

us
tr

al
as

ia
n 

Jo
ur

na
l o

f 
E

ar
ly

 C
hi

ld
ho

od
 , 

20
20

.



must continue with the help of information and

communication technology (ICT). This includes

online e-learning platforms (such as Moodle),

the use of mobile communication or social apps

(such as Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter) and

the almost-forgotten radio and commonly wat-

ched television. It is encouraging to note that

98% of the world’s population now live within

reach of a mobile cellular network and almost

half of the population is online (Save the Chil-

dren, 2019). Furthermore, there are research

studies that suggest the potential benefits of

ICT learning modes (Altmann et al., 2018;

Clarke, 2018; Duignan, 2020; Hass & Joseph,

2018). This gives a much-needed impetus to

educational planners and teachers to deliver

emergency education. Staying in contact with

students is the most critical step in terms of: (a)

ensuring that students do not feel left out as a

result of lack of contact from teachers or

schools; and (b) delivering education, in what-

ever form possible, during crises such COVID-

19 (Baytiyeh, 2018; Saavedra, 2020). For

students who cannot be reached using ICT tools

due to extreme remoteness (for example, in

many Pacific Islands), traditional modes of

learning, using radio or hard-copy resources,

could prove equally useful. A good example of

such remote learning experience is the ‘kin-

dergarten of the air’ programme launched by

the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC)

in 1943 at the time of World War II. This

programme gained much popularity and was

transferred to the television medium in the

1960s (Griffen-Foley, 2019).

In the context of the above, with limited

research literature on education in times of

COVID-19, we set out to explore how a small

sample of early childhood education and care

(ECEC) teachers from a small island develop-

ing state (SIDS) in the Pacific are coping with

the pandemic. Our goals were threefold: (a) to

explore their perceptions of the impact of

COVID-19 on their lives; (b) to share teachers’

stories about teaching and learning methods

they are using during COVID-19, including

highlighting any innovative strategies; and (c)

to identify the challenges and opportunities of

delivering education in times of extreme crisis.

The following research questions guided this

study:

1. What are teachers’ feelings about the

COVID-19 pandemic?

2. What are some teaching strategies

that ECEC teachers have used during

COVID-19?

3. What are some challenges and opportu-

nities that teachers have experienced

delivering education during COVID-19?

This study is important and timely because it

will provide much-needed information on how

educators are ensuring that learning continues

for very young learners. The study hopes to

shed light on how a small sample of ECEC

teachers from a developing island state have

taken steps to support students’ learning. The

study’s theoretical orientation is presented next,

followed by the context and methods, findings,

discussion and conclusion.

Theoretical framework

In this study we were guided by the inter-

pretivist paradigm. Interpretivists argue that

there is no single, objective reality. On the

contrary, interpretivists believe there are mul-

tiple realities. These realities are constructed

by individuals depending on their personal

experiences, values and beliefs. Interpretivists

argue that individuals make cognitive as well

as affective meanings by interacting with a

phenomenon in diverse ways. This meaning-

making is heavily influenced by an individu-

al’s present as well as previous encounters

with the phenomenon as well as the context

in which these encounters take place (Kivunja

& Kuyini, 2017; Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006).

We also adopted Bandura’s (2001) social

cognitive theory to guide our study. Bandura

(2001) argues that people have personal agency

that guides how they act in different situations.
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In other words, people can conceive unique

events and work out new paths of action to take

when faced with novel situations. For Bandura

(2001), personal agency has features such as

intentionality (people can choose to act),

forethought (people can construct outcome

expectations), self-reactiveness (people are able

to self-direct their actions) and self-

reflectiveness (people self-evaluate their own

functioning). In summary, these four features

effectively mean that people have the ability

to produce good outcomes by their personal

actions. He suggested that, especially with

respect to self-reflectiveness, people can choose

to be either pessimistic or optimistic and act

accordingly to either self-advance or self-

hinder their future.

With respect to research in education during

normal times, this means that each ECEC

teacher has their own personal reality about

what makes a good education in general.

However, in the time of a pandemic, which this

generation is experiencing for the first time in

their lives, this theoretical stance means that

teachers would have formed new perceptions

about the pandemic and education during the

past two months. It also means that each teacher

will have their own opinions and experiences

about educational phenomena depending on the

context they are faced with. With this in mind,

we used the interpretivist paradigm as well as

social cognitive theory to help understand what

was going on in the teachers’ minds during this

time which has been accepted as the ‘new

normal’.

Context and research
methodology

This study is based in one of the SIDS in the

Pacific. In order to maintain the anonymity of

our case-study centres and participants, we pro-

vide only general contextual information that

appropriately represents the context in which the

study took place. ECEC is an emerging area in

education in the Pacific region, with most of the

SIDS beginning to establish formal ECEC cen-

tres in their countries. Some of these ECEC

centres are part of the normal primary schools

ECEC in SIDS in the Pacific generally

covers the ages from birth to eight years. Many

ministries of education cater only for six- to

eight-year-olds in the formal primary education

system, while the under-fives need government

attention during changing times when more

mothers will need to work, and parents will

be looking for good-quality learning spaces

where they can leave infants and toddlers (from

birth to four-year-olds) under the watch of

qualified carers. This means that there are a

number of new ECEC centres being set up

within the primary schools, or separately as

private ECEC centres. The global pandemic

caused by COVID-19 caught nearly all coun-

tries by surprise, including smaller island

developing states in the Pacific. Schools were

brought to an early closure during March,

which persists at the time of writing. This sit-

uation will likely continue until it is declared

safe for children to return.

In this study, we utilised a case-study

research method. According to Creswell

(2017), a case study is a qualitative research

methodology where a researcher attempts to

understand in detail a real, life-bounded system

called a case. Yin (2009) agrees that case-study

research deals with real-life contexts and set-

tings and provides a holistic understanding of

the phenomenon under investigation. In other

words, while a case-study research approach

helps researchers understand a small number of

cases with a much deeper degree of under-

standing, it does not allow researchers to make

generalisations about how other related or

similar cases may behave. As such, the case-

study research approach matches well with

our interpretivist research paradigm under

which we sought to explore individual ECEC

teachers’ perceptions and experiences of edu-

cation during the COVID-19 situation. To fulfil

our research aims, we studied two urban ECEC

centres. The selection of our two case-study
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units were based on purposive sampling. This

was the most reasonable sampling approach in a

pandemic situation. We approached two pri-

vately run ECEC centres via phone and email

and they both agreed to be part of the study.

Upon sharing our research intention and

receiving the participants’ informed consent

(we interviewed both head teachers, plus one

other teacher from each ECEC centre; see

Table 1), we decided on the mode of talanoa

with our research participants. Talanoa is a

method of conversation, similar to interviews,

that has a long cultural as well as research tra-

dition in parts of the Pacific region. Vaioleti

(2016) sees talanoa as an open and informal

conversation where people share their stories

and feelings. The concept of talanoa creates,

albeit implicitly, a high degree of trust between

two parties who wish to talk, share and under-

stand each other’s perspectives or stories. Our

choice of talanoa as a data collection technique

was guided by our understanding that these

were distressing times, and talking and sharing

each other’s stories using a culturally appro-

priate approach would be helpful in under-

standing the insights of our participants. The

talanoa would also help to increase our parti-

cipants’ confidence to speak freely. In any

usual cultural or social setting, talanoa is done

on a face-to-face basis. In this study, given the

travel and social-gathering restrictions, we

agreed with our participants to have a telephone

talanoa.

The telephone talanoa was conducted with

each participant individually at a time suitable

to them. Each talanoa lasted approximately 45

minutes and consisted of 3 main parts. The first

part allowed teachers to share their feelings and

emotions about the pandemic and nation-wide

school closures. The main question that was

posed here was: ‘Can you describe your feel-

ings and emotions when you heard the news of

COVID-19 and subsequently the announce-

ments about the closure of all schools?’ The

second part was about teaching and learning

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The main

question that was posed was: ‘What are your

plans (if any) for delivering education to your

school children; what actions or strategies

have you decided to employ or have already

employed?’ The final session of the talanoa

aimed to look at how the proposed strategies

are/were working and to highlight the chal-

lenges and opportunities that our participants

experienced. The main question that was asked

was: ‘How are the proposed strategies working

so far, and what opportunities or challenges

have you experienced?’

Each talanoa session was audio recorded

and transcribed. Data was analysed using a

thematic approach relevant to each major

talanoa topic, and also with respect to each

case-study school. In other words, we looked

not only at how common themes arose across

the two case-study schools, but we also gave

prominence to the unique themes that arose at

each school, with the aim of providing a ‘big

picture’ of our findings. In order to maintain

anonymity of our case-study centres and parti-

cipants, we provide only a succinct description

of the case-study schools and participants using

pseudonyms.

Findings

The findings are presented as two separate

cases. The outline of each case study’s findings

follows the three main talanoa topics: feelings

and emotions, actions or strategies, and oppor-

tunities and challenges.

The case of Vuli Lailai

Anna and Madhu shared similar sentiments

about their personal and professional lives

when asked to share their feelings and emo-

tions. Their main feelings related to personal

life included the health and safety of themselves

and their families. In addition, both of them

were worried about the impact of the lockdown

on their personal long-term financial and

employability issues. In other words, these

340 Australasian Journal of Early Childhood 45(4)
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teachers were unsure about the future in terms

of their own and their loved ones’ survival,

combined with some thoughts on the financial

implications of COVID-19. Some of their

feelings and uncertainties are captured in the

following statements:

At a personal level, I think my first concern is the

health and safety of my family and myself. For

example, will I catch this virus, or will a family

member catch it? How long will schools remain

closed? Will parents have their jobs and will they

be able to pay the fees? Because we are a pri-

vately run centre and we depend on parents’

money. Will parents agree to pay term 2 fees if

schools remain closed and we teach remotely?

(Madhu’s talanoa)

Also, I was worried about my career as an ECEC

teacher, wondering whether I will continue to

have a paid job, and my family in terms of my

financial security. Also how am I looking after

my health and my family’s health, as well as

health of my four staff who are working at my

ECEC centre? (Anna’s talanoa)

In addition to worrying at a personal level,

the two teachers also showed concerns related

to their professional life. Both the teachers

shared how they were worried about their

students’ health and safety and general well-

being whilst they are experiencing a complete

lockdown. Questions such as ‘How are our chil-

dren doing at home?’, ‘How can I be in contact

with them?’, ‘When are we going to resume?’

and ‘Are we going to meet our teaching and

learning plans and requirements?’ were voiced

by both teachers. Anna’s account captures some

of these emotions:

My initial feeling was that while we were on our

school break for term 1, after the break, when

COVID-19 cases increased and the prime minis-

ter announced that all schools will (be) closed till

further notice, I was worried about my children,

they are at home (because they (are) on holidays),

and how they are managing this pandemic? Do

they know about why they are staying at home

and not going to school for so long? This will also

disturb their holistic development, especially

their intellectual and social development. What

is going in their mind? How are they experiencing

the lockdown? Maybe some of them are going

through abuse, or trauma, we don’t know. We

have some children at our centre who have a

single-parent family and they are looked after

by their guardians, so I was wondering how these

kids may be coping with the lockdown. (Anna’s

talanoa)

Table 1. Case-study schools and participants.

Case-study school Participants

Vuli Lailai is a private ECEC centre and has
approximately 100 students in its various
programmes. Student age ranges from three to
five years and there are four full-time teachers.
The centre has been in operation for more than
20 years.

Anna is the head teacher who has approximately
15 years of experience in ECEC teaching and
holds a tertiary qualification in ECEC.

Madhu is an assistant teacher who has more than 12
years of teaching experience at ECEC level. She has
an undergraduate degree in ECEC.

Siga Lailai is a private ECEC centre that has
approximately 70 students in its various
programmes. Student age ranges from two to five
years and there are eight full-time teachers. The
centre has been in operation for more than 10
years.

Lako is the centre manager and head teacher. She has
more than 10 years of experience in ECEC. She has
relevant undergraduate qualifications in ECEC.

Nei is a relatively young ECEC teacher having spent
only a few years in ECEC settings. Nei is currently
engaged in some form of further education in
ECEC.

ECEC: early childhood education and care.
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In terms of strategies adopted by the Vuli

Lailai centre, both Anna and Madhu shared

similar outlines during their separate conversa-

tions. Some actions taken at Vuli Lailai

included Anna organising a meeting with all her

staff and getting in touch with the centre man-

ager with their plans. Once these planned activ-

ities were approved by the manager, the

teachers contacted parents using email as most

of the parents have access to email. Anna and

Madhu shared some of these actions with us at

the time of the talanoa:

Our first and immediate strategy was an online

learning on literacy and numeracy using play-

based learning at home. We send a link of a song

through email to the parents. This song is about

term 2 teaching and learning and is part of our

term 2 curriculum. So the song is just one con-

cept. We have a theme (and) that theme has a

number of topics. For example, my term 2 theme

is exploring and saving the nature in the garden –

topics include plants and trees, vegetables, flow-

ers, earthworms etc. For plants and trees, for

example, we will ask the children to create a gar-

den. If they are planting with their families, they

can send a video or a picture of their practical

work on planting, say, (for) example, planting

your own vegetables. We have emailed the activ-

ity/worksheets/songs/practical hands-on activi-

ties to the parents. We have mentioned (to)

parents to supervise, like spending one hour daily.

This is for one week. We have sent them a tem-

plate on how to assess, and the parents will be the

assessor and they will be grading the assessments

using broad criteria such as achieved, satisfac-

tory, in progress, to assess their children on this

activity. Parents will file these evidences and

when school commences in June, the children

will bring their assessment file and our teachers

will compile (them) and this evidence will be

taken to the manager. (Anna’s talanoa)

Apart from the emails, each teacher at Vuli

Lailai had created their own Viber group with

parents. Viber is a free app that has text, calling

and video-calling features. The aim of the Viber

group was mainly to communicate with parents

and children about the general well-being of the

children as well as to send learning materials

through the Viber platform. Those parents who

cannot access Viber are called by the teachers

on their phones. This was noted in both the

talanoa sessions – an excerpt from Madhu’s

talanoa describes the context-specific commu-

nication actions that Vuli Lailai teachers had

agreed upon:

We go according to parents’ needs and contexts.

If they don’t have emails or Viber, then we make

phone calls. Say, for example, three-quarters of

them can be contacted on phone and Viber. (A)

very small number of parents are yet to be con-

tacted. Like we have already 70 out of 100 stu-

dents covered. We are still trying to contact

others, as some have not responded to emails and

phone calls. (Madhu’s talanoa)

In terms of opportunities that have come out

of the situation, both teachers shared their per-

sonal views about how well the parents and

children were responding to teachers during the

initial days of remote teaching and learning.

According to Anna and Madhu, a lot of parents

were responding to their emails and Viber mes-

sages, and were very appreciative of the teach-

ers’ efforts at Vuli Lailai centre. The teachers

were able to share some of the messages

received from parents through Viber groups:

My child gets up in the morning and takes your

name . . . (Madam Anna) . . . he says ‘Teacher!

Teacher . . . I want to go to school.’ He wears his

uniform and wants to come to school. (A parent

in Anna’s Viber group)

Thank you . . . (Madam Madhu). My child is miss-

ing you and missing her friends. Thank you for

the initiative. (A parent in Madhu’s Viber group)

In terms of some of the challenges that have

been faced, teachers mentioned the need for

more training in technical issues using online

technology such as email or Viber. For exam-

ple, Madhu mentioned she had no idea how to
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send emails to a large group of parents simul-

taneously or how to create email groups. This is

because she normally send emails to a few peo-

ple only. In addition, Vuli Lailai teachers men-

tioned that having more resources and facilities

such as laptops and Internet access would be

helpful in terms of delivering remote education

during COVID-19.

The case of Siga Lailai

Both Lako and Nei shared similar sentiments

about themselves and their family’s safety

during the COVID-19 lockdown. Both also

talked at length about feeling worried for their

students. In addition, the Siga Lailai study

participants worried about the long-term sus-

tainability of their centre. Privately run ECEC

centres rely on tuition fees and do not receive

any financial grants from the government. This

was the main concern raised by Lako as the

owner and manager of the Siga Lailai centre.

According to her, she employs nine teachers

and all of them depend on the centre for their

daily livelihood:

As an owner of a private school (with) the pan-

demic being declared in the last week of our

school term, I still need to serve; a lot of parents

and teachers depend on my school. Well, I was

thinking ahead – if there was any closure how do I

continue as my parents are private fee payers?

(Lako’s talanoa)

In terms of strategies to continue education,

the Siga Lailai staff used a similar approach in

their first step. Lako had to call a meeting with

all her teachers to discuss next steps. The first

strategy that was used was to prepare a week’s

learning package for the students as the lock-

down was announced in the penultimate week

of term 1. The Siga Lailai team were conscious

that they had a duty of care towards parents and

children. This meant that they had to complete

the final week of term 1 through learning

packages prepared and emailed to the parents.

The first thing that we came up with was to pre-

pare a learning package – for (the) whole of (the)

last week. I called my teachers and we came with

one week’s worksheet. Packages for one week

were print ones and were collected by parents.

(Lako’s talanoa)

While this move was seen as useful for the

completion of the first term of education, the

team kept thinking about how to continue

the education for term 2 when a long period of

lockdown was announced by the government.

The team came up with the idea of exploring the

Zoom app for continuing education as a trial

during the final week of term 1. Zoom app is a

web conferencing tool that provides for video

and audio meetings of a large number of people:

When the directive came from the government,

we were on two weeks’ holiday. This gave us two

weeks’ time to prepare. I (was) sending emails to

parents and introducing a new app called Zoom

that will be used in a trial run, in the same last

week. We worked on a 40-minute trial – free trial,

parents were asked to participate to give their

feedback. (Nei’s talanoa)

At the time of the talanoa, the teachers at the

Siga Lailai centre were in their third week of

using Zoom to continue educating their stu-

dents. Given their relatively greater exposure

to this mode of teaching and learning because

they started with trialling Zoom in term 1, both

Lako and Nei shared how helpful this initiative

was in terms of a number of opportunities.

Firstly, they noted that parental support was

very encouraging as around 60% of the students

were able to join their classes via Zoom during

the trial week. At the time of the interview,

approximately 80% of students were able to

continue their education using Zoom. Even par-

ents who had returned with their children to

Australia and New Zealand were able to join.

This, however, required the Siga Lailai centre

to cater for the different time zones, especially

for the two Australian students who were two

hours behind local time.
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One of the interesting actions noted at Siga

Lailai was that, despite having a single laptop

and a single Internet modem, all teachers took

turns to deliver their virtual lessons at different

times. Another noticeable arrangement was that,

in order to keep the virtual space familiar to the

children, each lesson was run by the respective

teacher from their own classroom. This was done

to ensure that children ‘feel as if they were in

their classrooms, they could see the table and

chairs and the charts, etc.’ (Lako’s talanoa).

Furthermore, the teachers were aware of the

need to avoid exposing students to screens for

long periods of time – this meant that teachers

asked children to move around their house. For

example, Nei shared how one of her students

took her on a virtual tour of his house, ‘showing

me the kitchen, the fridge and his bedroom’. In

another attempt to ensure that children were not

only sitting and watching their screens, Lako

reported how some of her students responded to

a lesson on the colour brown:

I was teaching (the) colour brown, the children were

asked to show something from their home that was

(the) colour brown. The children are doing exactly

what the teacher is asking them to do; (to) find

something that is colour(ed) brown and show it

online. One went and got a jar (of) peanut butter,

one girl showed an onion, one boy showed his teddy

bear, one went outside and got his brown dog in

front of the screen. (Lako’s talanoa)

In addition to the relatively higher percentage

of students taking an active part through virtual

learning, the two teachers also reported how

their students were fascinated by Zoom and in

general by virtual learning. For example, in the

following excerpt, Nei reports how excited her

students are during the Zoom sessions. This epi-

sode also reveals students’ attachments to their

school and their classmates. In addition, it shows

how children and teachers can demonstrate crea-

tivity in virtual sessions:

A few of them are saying we miss you madam,

before the class ends students will say ‘I miss

you’ to their friends and some even say ‘I love,

I love you’ to their friends. On last week Friday

we celebrated Mother’s Day, we let their mothers

sit with them, and after practising throughout the

week. It was a new thing for us to do Mother’s

Day on a virtual platform. They made cards after

we sent a card-making activity, we practised a

dance item too, we also planned for gifts for

mums; third one was an item – a dance, that was

taught online, for the week and on Friday they

performed. (Nei’s talanoa)

In addition to all these positive outcomes,

there were some challenges noted as well. At Siga

Lailai, as noted earlier, the major challenge was

that the school had only one laptop and a single

Internet access point. This means that teachers

had only a ‘five minute space to take their laptop

and modem to set up for a new session’ (Lako’s

talanoa). Apart from that, some parents either did

not have Zoom enabling resources at home or

were unaware of how to use them. The latter

challenge was mainly for those children who

were looked after by their elderly grandparents,

who may have lacked the necessary knowledge to

use modern online technologies. Parents who

faced such difficulties had ‘print copy’ teaching

materials sent to them through email, or in a few

cases, delivered to their homes by Siga Lailai

staff. Adding to the list of challenges was the Siga

Lailai staff’s own lack of knowledge on using the

different features of Zoom such as sharing the

screen or videos. Apart from the challenges men-

tioned above, there were instances of children

showing emotions such as ‘missing their friends,

missing their playgrounds, missing the swings’

(Nei’s talanoa), and asking questions such

‘When are we going to have the real school?’

(Lako’s talanoa). Such instances created an emo-

tive atmosphere for students and teachers, as

shared by both Lako and Nei.

Discussion and conclusion

In this study, we set out to explore how a small

sample of ECEC teachers are endeavouring to
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provide education to young children during the

COVID-19 pandemic in a SIDS in the Pacific.

The story narrated in this paper is evidenced

from two case-study ECEC centres in Suva in

April 2020. With respect to the first specific

research question, our findings confirm that

teachers are experiencing strong emotions such

as the fear of getting sick or losing their job as

well as worries related to their professional

duties as teachers. In short, the teachers in this

study showed as much emotion about their

students’ health and safety as they would nor-

mally do for their own loved ones. For example,

teachers raised concerns about the students

being abused at home, especially those coming

from single-parent families or living with their

guardians. Similar concerns have been raised

about child safety during times of natural dis-

asters or pandemics by world bodies such as the

UN, WHO or Save the Children.

With respect to our second research ques-

tion, we have noted varying strategies used at

the two case-study centres. At the outset, it is

important to note that whatever approaches

were used made a lot of sense to us. For

example, simple techniques such as organising

a collective discussion between teachers about

what actions to take sound like very reasonable

step to take in times of a pandemic. Further-

more, the agility of the two centres to respond

quickly to the new situation is commendable.

In both case-study centres, we noted teachers

taking immediate action in line with the

numerous COVID-19 advisories that were put

forward and revised by the government on a

continuous basis. These teachers made efforts

to communicate with parents and children using

innovative methods such as Viber groups.

Initiating effective and immediate communi-

cation is a crucial step in times of natural

disaster and pandemics (Baytiyeh, 2017). Most

importantly, the findings suggest that both case-

study centres were able to make use of appro-

priate and readily available strategies to deliver

education to very young children. This was

enabled in large part through ICT tools such as

email, Viber and Zoom. Those parents who

could not be reached through these methods

received print learning packages delivered by

hand. At the time of the study, only a relatively

small percentage of parents had not been

reached by the two centres. In summary, it is

worthwhile to note that the case-study centres

were flexible and made good attempts to pro-

vide the best tailor-made options for parents.

An example of this includes adjusting the times

of Zoom sessions to accommodate international

learners. From a social cognitive theoretical

perspective (Bandura, 2001), such actions sug-

gest that individuals acted in an optimistic

manner, looking for novel ways to deliver

education.

While there is sufficient research surrounding

the benefits and challenges of online learning at

higher-education levels (Baytiyeh, 2018;

Duignan, 2020; Saavedra, 2020), there are no

known cases of learning at ECEC level being

delivered completely online, at least in the South

Pacific region. The cases discussed in this

research give us some useful insight into the role

of online learning in difficult times such as the

COVID-19 pandemic. In summary, evidence

from our case studies suggest that ICT-enabled

learning can provide opportunities for young

learners to connect to their curriculum, teachers

and peers whilst confined to their homes. We

speculate that these affective connections pro-

vide a useful means of maintaining emotional

well-being in young children in times of crisis.

With respect to the final research question, we

argue that the strategies chosen by the case-study

centres did provide teachers with opportunities

to deliver educational content and maintain a

healthy level of contact with their students, given

that they had very limited resources, a lack of

training and almost no prior experience in

dealing with remote or distance education.

While our study has limitations in terms

of sample size and an inability to generalise

findings, we suggest that future studies could

focus on generating more detailed findings

about the role of educators at all levels in
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tackling issues (such as those brought by a

pandemic) that seem beyond our current con-

ceptions and experiences. Such rich studies

could provide a useful lens through which to

evaluate our future educational direction.
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