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Spring 20 lockdown Winter 20 lockdown 2021 lockdown

T1 T2 T3 T4 T5

Participants: 
▪ 892 families with 8-to-36-month-olds 

(Mage=19m 20d; 452 girls)

▫ 532 completed T1/T2 + T3

▫ 251 completed                 + T4

▫ 345 completed                          + T5

oFamily’s Background: Demographic questionnaire

oLanguage: Oxford CDI + Ages and Stages 

oExecutive Functions: Early Executive Functions      

Questionnaire + Brief-P

oECEC

oMental Health: Depression Anxiety Stress Scale

oParent-child interactions: 10 min recordings

oHome Activities

The Social Distancing and Development Study (SDDS)
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Activities during Lockdown

▪Increase in time👪👶 doing indoor/outdoor activities

▪ Increase in screen time

▪ Social gradients: During the Spring Lockdown 

Lower-SES -Enriching Activities + Screen time

5 Hendry, Gibson, Davies, Gliga, McGillion & Gonzalez-Gomez, 2022
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6

Child’s

Sleep

Parental 

Mental Health

Does it 

matter?



Activities and Cognitive Development

▪Enriching activities time                                         Language production    

▪Enriching activities time                                                Thinking Skills

7

Linked to

Linked to

Hendry, Gibson, Davies, Gliga, McGillion & Gonzalez-Gomez, 2022



Activities and Cognitive Development

Language production*

8 Hendry, Gibson, Davies, Gliga, McGillion & Gonzalez-Gomez, 2022

Screen time

*Kartushina et al., 2021

Thinking Skills

Regulation

-
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Parental Sensitivity 

Parental 

Sensitivity 

9 McGillion, Davies, Kong, Hendry & Gonzalez-Gomez, 2023
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Parental Mental Health

▪Increase in levels of Anxiety, Stress and Depression

▪Changes in mental health were not evenly distributed across 

the population (Pierce et al., 2020)

▪Social gradients 

10 McGillion, Hendry, Davies, Kong & Gonzalez-Gomez, under review



Parental Mental Health and Cognitive Development 

11 McGillion, Hendry, Davies, Kong & Gonzalez-Gomez, under review
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What happens in the home in the first 3 years of 

life matters for early cognitive development



Social Distancing and Development Study (SDDS)
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o Thinking skills

Davies, Hendry, Gibson, Gliga, McGillion, Gonzalez-Gomez (2021)

Davies, Kong, Hendry, Archer, McGillion, & Gonzalez-Gomez (2023)

o School readiness

o Vocabulary
ECEC attendance

o Communicationo Problem-solving

+children from 

Lower-SES 
backgrounds 

o Personal-Social 
development

+

+

+

+
+

+



Attending 

ECEC matters 

for early 

cognitive 

development
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Lessons from COVID

1. Parental engagement in enriching activities boosts language and 

thinking skills.

2. High screen use affects regulation, thinking skills and vocabulary.

3. Parental sensitivity is important for language development.

4. Poor parental mental health can affect regulation and thinking skills.

5. ECEC boosts thinking skills and personal-social growth.

6. ECEC benefits less advantaged children’s vocabulary, 

communication, and problem-solving.
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An easy solution?

Parents should spend more quality time with their children

Children should attend ECEC as early as possible→ + vulnerable children
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Workshops for parents and practitioners

Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)



Barriers identified by parents
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• Time

• Mess/damage

• Multiple children

• Effort/hassle

• Takes longer if child involved

• Weather

• Distractions

• Covid constraints

• Child getting dirty/wet

Practicality

• Child interest/attention 
span

• Child age/ability

• Child's ability to follow 
instructions

• Child gets angry/fussy

• Active child

Child ability, 
interest and 
personality

• Risk of 
injury/harm/illness

Safety and health 
concerns

• Space

• Access to facilities 

• Access to resources 

• Cost

• Transport

Resources: space, 
money, access, 
materials

• Lack of ideas

• Lack of confidence

• Lack of U/knowledge

• Lack of skill

Ideas, knowledge 
and expectations

• Boring / not 
enjoyable for parent

• Parent personality

• Prefer child-led 
activities

Motivation, 
interest, and 
personal 
preference

• Parent mood/mental 
health

• Physical disability / 
physical health

• Too tired/too much 
effort

Parental wellbeing

• Additional language 

• Concerns about 
appropriateness

Culture and 
language

Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)



Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)

Barriers identified by practitioners
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• Lack of knowledge

• Lack of Confidence

• Lack of Ideas/knowing what 
to do

•Lack of Experience

•Expectations 'proper’ outcome

•Cultural/social pressure

•Lack of skills

•Parent takes over

Ideas, knowledge 
and expectations

• Access to resources

• Space

•Access to facilities

•Cost

•Access to facilities

•Internet access

•Lack of transport

Resources: space, 
money, access, 
materials

• Other demands on time

• Mess/damage

• Weather

• Multiple kids

• Distracted by devices

• Not wanting to disturb others

• Routine

• Libraries closed

• Groups closed

Practicality

• Mental health

•Physical disability / 
physical health

•Cognitive ability

•Energy

Mental, physical 
or cognitive 
constraints

• Lack of Motivation 
/interest

• Hassle

• Personality/traits

Motivation, 
interest and 
personal 
preference

• English as an additional 
language

• Low literacy

Literacy or 
language 

• Perceptions of child 
interest/attention level

• Child disability

• Child age/ability

Child abilities or 
interest

• Risk of 
injury/harm/illness

• Allergies

Safety and health
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English as an additional language

Lack of knowledge

Lack of understanding

Access to resources

Lack of ideas

Time

Mess

Not enjoyable

Outcome focused



Activity Packs

22 Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)

https://babylab.brookes.ac.uk/research/social-distancing-and-development/activity-cards

https://babylab.brookes.ac.uk/research/social-distancing-and-development/activity-cards


Lack of Resources

23 Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)



Lack of ideas, understanding and Knowledge

24 Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)



25 Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)

Lack of ideas, understanding and Knowledge



26 Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)

Lack of ideas, understanding and Knowledge
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Lack of Literacy and English as an additional language



Parents’ feedback
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Stimulating ideas

Built on suggestions for extending play→

Built confidence and a sense of ownership

Enjoyment → recognising value of play

Strong opportunities for learning and 

development

Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)

I found the explanations of why an 

activity was good for development 

helpful



Parents’ feedback
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Stimulating ideas

Built on suggestions for extending play→

Built confidence and a sense of ownership

Enjoyment → recognising value of play

Strong opportunities for learning and 

development

I enjoyed that a lot, and think I will 

try and make sure that happens 

more often.

Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)

I found the 

explanations of why 

an activity was good 

for development 

helpful

I stay at home with my 

child so we already spend 

a lot of time together. It 

has reassured me that 

we're doing well!



Practitioners’ feedback
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Stimulating ideas

Built on suggestions for extending play →

Built confidence and a sense of ownership

Enjoyment → recognising value of play

Strong opportunities for learning and 

development

Luthra, Gonzalez-Gomez, Hewittt, Castro, & Hendry (in preparation)

Stimulating ideas

Extending play
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Enjoyment
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Strong 
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Important considerations

• Significant challenges in gathering 

direct feedback from parents

• Practitioners play a key role as 

mediators
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Researchers Policymakers

Understand & Address 

Barriers

Knowledge Gaps



Inform 

parents
Reduce 

barriers

Provide 

options

How can we support parents to help their children 

to thrive?



Inform

risks associated 

with high screen 

use in early 

childhood

playing, talking 

and singing with 

your child makes 

a difference 

Reduce 

barriers

Provide 

options

Ideas

Explanations

Options

Confidence

community groups 

who support the 

parent-child 

relationship or offer 

affordable parent-

child activities

Early childcare and 

education, and put in 

measures to 

encourage take-up

Spread the message

Increase awareness 

Resources

Space

Facilities

Ensure access 

Address Lack of 

Knowledge
Increase funding

Increase funding
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