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Care and language pedagogy in preschool education
from a distance: a teacher-parent synergy

Alexia GIANNAKOPOULOU

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about an abrupt transition from traditional face-to-face learning to
distance learning worldwide. Schools from nursery to universities have made a considerable effort to
ensure the continuity of teaching and learning in a digital space. Many of these efforts have been largely
successful and this was a significant starting point that would stand us in good stead for the future. In
this paper, I will present the main elements of a ‘distance learning strategy’ in a preschool setting during
the first COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. In my capacity as the director of nursery and primary of the
European School Munich, I will provide some anecdotal evidence about how home learning was applied
in the kindergarten with special focus on multilingualism and language learning as well as teacherparent synergies.
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1. Introduction: The general framework of the Early Education programme of the
European Schools
Teaching and learning in preschool education is holistic and supports the children’s physical, emotional,
social, cognitive and psychological development and well-being. In line with this general principle, the
Early Education Curriculum (EEC) of the European Schools provides the general framework within which
the European School Munich, just like every other European school, develops its own early education
programme and teaching strategies. The EEC (http://www.schola-europaea.eu/ELC/en/curriculum.html)
concerns children aged 4-6 years old and consists of four main areas:
1. ‘Me as a person’ which focuses on the personal and emotional development of the child.
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2. ‘Me and my body’ which focuses on the child’s physical development in terms of both fine and
gross motor skills.
3. ‘Me and the others’ which promotes the child’s social development.
4. ‘Me and the world’ which is concerned with language development, mathematical and problem
solving skills and developing the child’s understanding of the world around him/her.
The fundamental base of the EEC is the eight key competences for lifelong learning:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Communication in the mother tongue
Communication in foreign languages
Mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology
Digital competence
Learning to learn
Social and civic competences
Sense of initiative and entrepreneurship
Cultural awareness and expression

Teachers use this curriculum as a basis for planning the children’s learning experiences. Their aim is to
provide a stimulating, interactive and secure learning environment that promotes discovery, exploration
and creativity. This environment should be flexible and reflect the diverse identities, abilities and needs
of the children.
Learning in the preschool is situational (that is, it takes place as active, purposeful involvement in a
variety of situations). Learning by playing is an important part of a school’s daily life and teachers create
plenty of opportunities for both independent and cooperative play. The children learn to appreciate the
significance of peer group learning by actively engaging in meaningful interactions with their peers.
These interactions enable them to develop a positive self-esteem and ‘learning to learn’ skills by
processing and interpreting new situations based on their knowledge and by solving problems both
independently and collectively. Sustained shared thinking and high-quality interactions with their
teacher and other children are vital in stimulating early learning (Wall, Litjens & Taguma, 2015).
In order to ensure the continuity of teaching and learning and to optimise teacher-child interactions
during the first COVID-19 pandemic lockdown, within this general framework, the nursery cycle of the
European School Munich (ESM) devised a strategy of home learning, ascribing special importance to
communication in languages, mathematical competence and basic competence in science as well as
cultural awareness and expression. In the ESM, just as in so many other schools around the world, the
teachers transferred their every day practices of the face-to-face classroom to a digital space. Children
between 4 and 6 years of age were consistently supported by their teachers in self-regulated learning in
kindergarten but home learning required the ability and availability of parents to encourage the
development of these abilities. The teachers focused on core curriculum content and assigned home
learning activities, which parents could access and carry out with their children. Soon it became clear
that this sudden transition from a pedagogy of speech in the physical classroom to a digitally mediated
pedagogy of speech in remote education required different thinking about planning and it was
necessary to create new pedagogical designs for learning (Cope & Kalantzis, 2020).
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2. The EEC from a distance: a new pedagogical design
2.1 Language pedagogy: a teacher-parent synergy
As Alexiou (2015) aptly puts it, trying to teach anything at a preschool age is primarily a pedagogical
task. Therefore, teachers need to “find the best ways to ‘talk’ to the children’s minds and ‘touch’ their
hearts” (p. 286). Informed by this axiomatic principle and the expectations of the EEC, kindergarten
teachers faced a big challenge: how to talk to children’s minds and touch their hearts from a distance,
how to maintain strong connections and relationships from a distance and how to provide hands-on
learning experiences through online tools. They began distance teaching with email and a weekly menu
of children’s learning engagements with home life and nature. They proposed activities of an
exploratory nature in order to help the children discover and explore the outdoor environment (e.g.,
landscape and climate), features of plant and animal life (e.g., movement, growth, nutrition,
reproduction) and daily life at home. The home learning programme included language and literacy
development, music, creative arts, math games, story reading or story-telling and dramatisation.
A further challenge encountered was the children’s inability to be self-regulated learners – one of the
most important barriers to distance learning (Acquaro, 2020). This challenge highlighted the need for a
teacher-parent synergy that would support all areas of children’s development. Many studies highlight
the role of parents and their engagement in schooling and learning, which benefits children’s health and
development (ARACY, 2015; NCB, 2019; Smees & Sammons, 2018). The role of parents in preschool
education became even more important and crucial during the pandemic lockdown and the time that
followed. Parents were not teachers and did not have the pedagogical knowledge to ‘teach’ their
children at home. Teachers, therefore, had to ‘show and tell’ them how to do the activities at home.
First of all, they encouraged them to do the activities they wanted with their children. They stressed the
fact that this was work that the children should do with joy and enthusiasm. Then they tried to ‘teach’
them ways through which they could make home learning as meaningful and effective as possible.
Interestingly, the EEC, currently in the process of thorough revision, has developed a list of descriptors
for competences and skills that the children need to develop not only at school but also at home.
Parents are viewed as children’s prime educators and therefore their engagement in learning and
schooling is also determined by clear descriptors. For example, in the area “Me and my world” where
one of the main objectives is to become a confident and competent communicator, parents are
encouraged to help their children develop linguistic competences and skills in listening and
understanding, speaking, reading and writing.
At school, children build their vocabulary daily and are offered plenty of opportunities to develop
understanding by being read to and told stories and fairy tales. Apart from ‘hearing written language’,
they develop emergent literacy through the presence of writing in the class and on the walls, e.g. books,
posters, alphabet, texts created by other children, etc. They also develop strategies for understanding
language through games, role-play, drama and by repeating rhymes, songs, re-telling stories and playing
with words. For children who are learning their dominant language or for children who are learning
second or third languages, opportunities to build language and literacy skills are especially important to
their growth and development (see also Alexiou in this volume). For distance learning the teachers
designed a diverse range of activities for extending and enriching vocabulary through media like videos
or TV.
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Along with these familiar routines in the classroom, the teachers encouraged parents to talk with their
children during daily activities, (e.g. when bathing, when preparing a meal, when shopping, during
outings etc., to read stories to them and then talk about them, to talk about family events, etc.) in order
to provide more stimuli for language use and reinforce their understanding and communication skills.
They guided the parents in creating an environment that helped children develop their sensory
perception by doing activities within the family, (e.g. cooking, singing, dancing and playing games). They
also encouraged them to take advantage of everyday life situations to help their children acquire a
sense of number (e.g. by counting sweets or marbles).
Teachers also sent links to websites with gym ideas and sports, asking parents to help the children
develop basic motor skills (running, walking, skipping, jumping, climbing, crawling under and over
obstacles etc.). Children were encouraged to use a wide range of small and large equipment at home
such as pencils, crayons, scissors, balls, ropes, blocks, etc. These activities were carried out in a variety of
circumstances both indoors and outdoors. As for fine motor skills, teachers sent a wealth of worksheets
and materials for cutting practice, pencil control and letter writing. More examples of home-learning
experiences follow below.

2.2. Care: personal teacher-to-child contact
The quality of such learning experiences is mostly associated with how deeply the child is connecting to
the experience (Helm & Snider, 2020). Maintaining personal contact with the children was considered
important for their social and emotional well-being and their cognitive development. Literature in
preschool education points out that a positive bond with the adults around them is the basis of the good
emotional, social and cognitive development of children (Sluss, 2018). Establishing close relationships
with adults is related to their emotional security, sense of self and understanding of the world around
them. Moreover concepts from the literature on ‘attachment’ emphasise the role that teachers can play
in providing support during stressful times (Honig, 2002).
To provide social and emotional support, the teachers explored a variety of modalities. In the beginning
they encouraged children to send an audio message, a photo, an impression, a wish or just ‘hello’ or
even call. As time went by, they invited children and parents to weekly optional interactive meetings via
“Microsoft Teams” (https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/microsoft-teams/group-chatsoftware). Teachers tried to make the most of this online time to maintain personal contact and
relationship with the children. They met them online via Teams as a whole class, in groups or
individually. According to the teachers, the small group was the most successful mode because the
children had the chance to see other children and improve their turn taking skills.
Through these online meetings that initially took place once a week, children had the opportunity to
participate in a conversation with their teacher and sometimes with the other children. The teachers
often asked children to identify their feelings and asked follow-up questions for the children to reply to.
All occasions of daily life at home could be shared and these online meetings were used to report what
the children have observed or experienced. The children shared photos from their life, e.g. home
cooking, science projects, listening to the audio stories in bedtime or storytelling.
The meetings were carefully structured and parents, as facilitators of the process, were made aware of
the ‘rules’. For example they were advised to find somewhere comfortable and quiet to sit and ask their
child to bring a favourite item, e.g. toy, book, possession that they would like to share with their teacher
or the group (basically a virtual ‘show and tell’). Children were encouraged to think about what they
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would like to tell about their item. Parents were asked to be in the room with their child during the
online meeting to support the children if necessary. Video calling seemed to be new for some children
and it would take a little time to warm up to it. If the children were reticent to stay in front of the screen
and speak, teachers would not force them to talk and happily chatted away with the parents until the
children were ready to join in. These video meetings did not last more than 15-20 minutes. According to
the parents, the children enjoyed these digital social interactions with the teacher and their peers.

2.3. A glimpse into the distance and online EEC learning programme
During the school closure, the goals of EEC teaching and learning were affective (emotional security,
motivation), social and cultural (social competences, multicultural awareness), cognitive (memory,
reasoning, problem solving), linguistic (language awareness, vocabulary). Teachers sought ways to
ensure the development in all these areas. Initially, they sent weekly or daily learning plans with
activities for children to complete at home with the help of parents. These activities covered the main
areas of the EEC including literacy, numeracy, creative arts, fine and gross motor skills. Later they set up
video meetings for interaction and socialisation. These meetings soon became more structured and
focused on the curriculum. To give you a glimpse into what actually happened during this time, I will
present some concrete examples of the evolution of the distance learning strategy.
One of the fundamental principles underlying that strategy was that activities “build on what children
already know or what children ‘revisit’ and reconstruct as they are still in the process of acquiring
concepts”. (Alexiou 2020, p. 68). The teachers devised a weekly home learning timetable. As home
learning for pre-schoolers should be relaxed, teachers designed activities that encouraged a routine for
both parents and children alike. Each activity should not take longer than 15 minutes and should be no
more than 1.5 hours in total per day. Activities could be spread throughout the day. The weekly
activities were similar on each day of the week so that the parents and the children would know what to
expect throughout the week and this might eventually lead to a little more independence for the
children. For example:

Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday

story connected to a letter/topic (e.g. the very helpful hedgehog – letter h)
cutting/fine motor activity
visual discrimination activity (look for the letter/shape/number)
maths game
creative activity connected to the story on Monday
Table 1: Weekly home learning timetable

Below is an example of a weekly learning plan based on the story “The tiger who came to tea” (Kerr,
1968) as well as the online meetings where children are encouraged to speak in front of a small group
about their favourite snack, to show how their stuffed animal moves or to present a house they have
built from lego or made of recycled materials.
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Monday
T reads aloud
the book “The
Tiger Who Came
to Tea”. The book
is about a hungry
tiger that visits
Sophie and her
mother for tea
and cake and …
eats everything!

Tuesday
T offers drop-in
online meeting
where children
can talk about
their favourite
snack:
“Show us what
you like to eat at
snack time and
talk about your
favourite food and
drinks”.

Wednesday
Children are
invited to join
their designated
group in online
meeting. They can
draw an animal or
bring along a
stuffed animal and
explain how it
moves, e.g. A tiger
can run but it can't
fly.

Thursday
Children are
invited to join
their designated
group in online
meeting. They can
draw an animal or
bring along a
stuffed animal and
explain how it
moves, e.g. A tiger
can run but it can't
fly.

Friday
“Show and Tell”
Children are
invited to join in a
virtual ‘show and
tell’ in order to
show and talk
about a house
they have drawn,
built from lego or
made of recycled
materials.

Table 2: Weekly home learning plan based on storybook

I will now refer to different areas of the home learning programme and specifically language and literacy
development, discovery of the world, music and creative arts.
•

Language and literacy development

In the beginning teachers sent parents e-books for rhyming words or working with phonemes. They
encouraged parents to read through the books with the children, to play with rhyming words and
syllables and ask them questions for story comprehension. For example, a teacher asked parents to read
“Stop Telling Fibs” and “the Messy Magpie” (e-books from Twinkl Originals):
“We have been working a lot on rhyming words. I have attached two of the e-books that we
have read together on the smart board. It would be wonderful to read through the books
and see if the children can hear the rhyming pairs. It goes without saying that reading any
books with your child would be great”.
Another teacher wrote: “Every Thursday I read a story and we all work on reading comprehension. It is a
story that works on a specific phoneme each time. This week I propose you the story of the “La casa de
la mosca fosca” (Mejuto, 2004). Discuss this with your children and help them memorize the
complicated names of the characters. It’s a story with a line where some parts are repeated. Encourage
them to participate as the story progresses”.
Later the teachers asked children to watch YouTube videos of ‘read aloud’ stories or recorded
themselves reading a book, modelling their thinking about the story as they read and asking the children
questions (see Fig. 1 below).
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Figure 1: Video of teacher reading a story aloud on Microsoft Teams

The teachers also encouraged children to create short texts, e.g. messages, invitations, birthday cards,
simple sentences about an event and dictate them to the parents.
•

Discovery of the world

Before the school closure, preschool children had started to work on the topic of ‘spring’ and the
calendar. As the approach used in preschool is experiential and exploratory, the teachers encouraged
the parents to continue the calendar and the daily weather observation at home. Here is what a teacher
wrote to the parents:
“During this month we write in our calendar the day of the week, what day goes before
(yesterday) and after (tomorrow) and the month. We also make notes on the season of the
year in which we are. The month of March is changing and some days it seems like winter
because it is cold, windy and even snowy and others it seems like spring with blue sky and
sunshine. That is why every day of the past week we observed the sky, if it was visible, if
there were clouds and what color they were, if the clouds moved or stayed still (wind) and
we drew what we observed on a calendar sheet. We also measured the temperature with a
thermometer and wrote it down on the calendar. Looking at this data, at the end of the
month, we would like to do a statistic. It will be very easy for you to follow this at home. I
have prepared a paper version for the children to complete each day. I have added the days
of the week but not the date. Please help the children to add the date and then note the
weather/temperature outside for that day”.
In connection to the same theme the teachers compiled a pack of activities with poems, stories, songs,
arts and videos on spring and growing plants. One teacher told the parents:
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“You can also plant seeds and observe the spring bulbs that are coming out or watch videos
showing a bean sprouting or spinach growing”.
As mentioned earlier, parents were no teachers and needed specific guidance. One teacher provided the
parents of her class with specific scaffolding questions:
“Give your child opportunities to observe and report what your child has seen. Preschool
children can also give reasons for what they have seen. For example you can ask your child
to describe: How does nature change? What has changed when I look out of the window or
am on the playground? Take special care of the tulips with your child. Maybe you can buy a
bunch of tulips. What does a tulip look like? Does it change in the vase? Pre-schoolers can
paint a still life with crayons or watercolours: tulips in the vase”.
•

Music and creative arts

Music and art played an important role in home learning. The music teacher created a digital space
where she uploaded her self-created videos, sourced videos from you tube and a variety of resources.
This helped develop the children’s awareness not only of music but also multilingual and multicultural
awareness. There were songs in different languages or the same song sung in different languages such
as the birthday song. There were also fairy tales in different languages such as “Peter and the wolf”.

Figure 2: Music teacher’s channel for learning to sing online

In the creative arts, teachers used presentations to demonstrate to both parents and children how to
use techniques, materials and resources to mix, shape, arrange and combine materials and to create
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their own images and objects. Here are some screenshots from the sway clip presentations made by one
teacher:

Figure 3: Screenshots from the teacher’s presentations for doing art and craft

3. The challenges and opportunities of home learning in preschool education
A lot has been said and written during the COVID-19 pandemic about quality distance learning. The
evidence from research in distance education indicates that it operates best as a system of dynamic,
interrelated components, which may vary in terms of implementation by context (Holmberg, 2005;
Picciano (2017). According to Picciano (2017) these components are:
- Content
- Collaboration
- Self-paced independent study
- Dialectic, questioning
- Evaluation, assessment
- Social, emotional
- Reflection
All the above elements have to function together for a distance learning programme to work. Many
studies for online/distance education describe the importance of on-going and meaningful teacher
presence and support for students, and corroborate that student participation is determined by the
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teachers’ presence, their interactions with the students and the quality of the videos presented in a
course (Gregori et al, 2018). Although this evidence comes from tertiary education, it can apply with
flexibility to primary and secondary school contexts as well. However, the situation varies significantly in
the preschool cycle.
Each one of the abovementioned components can highlight a number of challenges in a range of key
areas. With regard to the content (input, activities), each teacher provided clear learning objectives and
created a clear framework for interaction with the materials. One of the challenges faced during home
learning was that the children whose home language was not the language of their language section
were not immersed enough in this language in their daily life and lacked in opportunities to develop and
refine their communication skills. Therefore, it was important to provide linguistic and cultural
experiences especially for the children whose home language was not the language spoken at school.
Edelenbos et al (2006) stress the significance of these experiences for very young children and the role
good teaching, a supportive environment and continuity plays for language acquisition (see also Alexiou,
2020). Using a variety of stories, rhymes and songs potentially benefitted these children. However, this
assumption is for the most part speculative.
Collaboration with peers, team games, circle time, drama and role-play presented another significant
challenge. Given the social nature of learning, community building is considered absolutely essential for
children to thrive online (Tucker, 2020). Especially for the preschool children, creating a community
through online meetings and maintaining personal teacher-pupil contact was a way to offer more than
pedagogical support, to ensure social caring and address possible psychosocial challenges because of
the isolation. However, these online interactions were not as frequent and regular as in situ teaching
and learning, therefore one can hardly expect they could replace the physical presence of teachers and
peers.
Teachers provided engaging learning objectives but in the case of the preschool it was not possible to
provide independent learning that did not require a lot of support from adults. Teachers tried to create
materials based on the specific needs of the children without overwhelming parents who had to cope
simultaneously with home schooling and home office (the accumulated fatigue of the parents during the
school closure is beyond the scope of this paper). The online interactions with the children and their
parents were critical for providing social and emotional support. However, it was observed that it was
often difficult to sustain and motivate pupil engagement. The teachers reported that the children could
not stay focused for a long time and got tired as they waited for their turn. Literature reports that forced
interaction or overuse of interaction in an online/distance format can be perceived negatively by
students and therefore, interactive activities should be well integrated into the delivery of learning
content (Simonson et al., 2011). The teachers clearly used these online interactions primarily to
strengthen the children’s social and emotional skills and less to provide educational support and
monitor progress.
What is more, the teachers provided both online and offline learning activities in order to avoid
excessive time in front of the screen. A lot has been written about the harm caused by spending a lot of
time in front of the screen (Alexiou, 2015). Recently the debate is focused more on the quality of screen
time rather than the quantity. According to Blum-Ross & Livingstone (2016) and Livingstone & BlumRoss (2017), it is important to think what we are doing in an online environment, if the context is
appropriate and if this online experience facilitates positive social connections. In our context, the
challenge was to spend time in front of the screen that fulfilled the children’s social and emotional
needs and actively engaged them with the curriculum. Engaging in a twenty-minute conversation with
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the teacher online or watching a story read aloud can be considered quality time, albeit not enough to
replicate the classroom experience.

4. Concluding remarks
In this paper, I tried to describe the development of a distance learning strategy in a preschool setting
during the first COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. This was a transformative process that enabled the
preschool teachers of the European school Munich to develop a home learning programme based on
the EEC methodology, with the view to encourage children in developing a love for learning, which is the
core business of kindergarten (Alexiou, 2020). Teachers and parents developed synergies to engage
children in learning experiences that expanded the opportunities for new learning and secured their
social and emotional well-being.
The data in this paper comes from my active participation in the development of the distance learning
strategy as director. This anecdotal experience presents a valuable roadmap for preschool teachers who
actively participate in the design of activities and engagements that target the minds and the hearts of
the children. It would be worth investigating the teachers’ perspective as well as the perceptions and
opinions of parents in order to draw solid conclusions about the practices that benefitted the children
and reflect on what can be done to make the most of the situation in the future.
One thing is for sure, even when the time in front of the screen is quality time, it is hard to imagine
preschool education from a distance. However, if need be, we can establish play- and inquiry-based
learning from a distance, with the child at the heart of learning. Indeed no one can deny that there were
positive results from this first home learning experience and some goals were accomplished. The
children remained active learners, they bonded with their families, the parents became partners and
supporters in extending learning at home, the relationships with teachers and peers were sustained. As
one teacher put it,
“It was loads of work but it went very well. The children gained knowledge and motivation. Sometimes it
was the children who sent ideas about what to do. It was an open approach, there was enthusiasm,
creativity, tiredness but we made it and it went well, it was a different situation from what we knew … I
very much appreciated the online meetings, they were good for the soul of the children”.
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