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Welcome everyone, and thank you for joining me. My name is Francesca Surman, and | am in my third year here at Oxford Brookes, studying
English Language and Linguistics. Today | will be presenting my undergraduate dissertation: “The influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on the
language learning environment, and the importance of taking age into account.” I’ll start by setting the scene and introducing my overarching
research question, before touching on the methodology, discussing the results, and concluding with the study’s limitations, and directions for

future research.
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Think back 2 years, to the beginning of the first lockdown, when you were probably stuck at home, trying to unmute yourself on zoom.

Now, imagine being in lockdown with a small child under 4. Nurseries and playgroups are closed. Your family and friends can’t babysit, or visit.

What do you do to keep your child occupied all day? And how do you manage it, while trying to work at the same time? Do you read with them
more? Or put the TV on more?
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M

(e.g.: Shonkoff and Phillips, 2003)

Kuhl, 2004)

. |
a (e.g.: Vernon-Feagans et al., 2013)

6 months

For parents whose children were at least 6 months old at that time, these were serious concerns. Because from this age, children might start
going to nursery, and will begin taking an interest in their peers; their language development begins in earnest; and it starts to become
important what caregivers do with them and what opportunities they get to meaningfully communicate.
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Existing Research

(8 months plus)
* Less childcare disruption Dj\]_‘;

“—> bigger vocab

(Davies et al., 2021)

* More shared reading [@

“—) bigger receptive vocab
(Kartushina et al., 2022)
* More TV D@

“~—> smaller expressive vocab
(ibid.; Bergmann et al., 2022)

And current research into the effect of the pandemic, on the language development of infants at least 8 months old at the time of the first

lockdown, indicates that:

- the less childcare was disrupted, the better for their vocab size;

- more shared reading with their caregivers was better for their receptive vocabulary size, that is, the number of words they understand;

- and more passive screen exposure, in other words, watching TV, was worse for their expressive vocabulary size, that is, the number of
words they can say.
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Younger than 6 or 8 months?

But existing studies don’t tell us about children who were younger than 8 months old in March 2020, and those who were born during the
pandemic. And back then, we weren’t expecting the disruption to go on for so long; but children’s learning environments, both outside and
inside the home, continue to be affected even now.

How would children who have barely known anything different been affected?
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Outside the home Inside the home

L

Here’s the approach | took to answering this question.

First, | divided the changes we might expect to see to children’s learning environments into two rough categories: changes outside the home,
referring to childcare, and opportunities for socialisation, and changes inside the home, referring to time spent on activities such as shared
reading and watching TV. All of these elements are cited by the literature as having an influence on language development.
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PARTICIPANTS o SURVEY «Q e INTERVIEW

o= =t L]

28 English-speaking caregivers, of: Questions: 20 interviewees
* 10 aged 12-24 months * type of childcare — 10 for each age group
* 18 aged 24-48 months * type and frequency of activities ‘
* born full-term (37+ weeks) * language ability assessment: Questions:
) ] — OXCDI short version (12-24mo.)
* raised monolingual > (Hamilton, Plunkett and Schafer, 2000) ¢ time spent on activities
— Early Language Scale (25-48mo.) = caregiver attitudes and opinions

Purposive and snowball sampling. _
— (Visser-Bochane et al., 2019)

| then distributed a short survey to caregivers of children aged 12-48 months, which collected information about their child’s language ability
and learning environments. And this was then followed by 20 semi-structured interviews of survey respondents, specifically, 10 caregivers of
children aged 12-24 months, and 10 caregivers of children aged 25-48months. These allowed me to collect more detail about survey responses,
and ask caregivers further questions, for example, about their attitudes and opinions regarding the impact of the pandemic on their child.

7



Francesca Surman

Outside the home

Slide 8
CHILDCARE
12-24 25-48
mo. mo.

Formal childcare:
9/10 13/18
Avg. start age:

10mo. 14mo.

Avg. attendance®:

38% 19%
Faced disruption:
4/9 7/9%*
Quantity disrupted:
0% 3.2%
Informal care:
9/10 5/18

Let’s move on to the results...
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SOCIALISATION

Experienced
opportunities to
socialise before
group care:

12-24mo. 22.2%

25-48mo. 88.8%

Socialising
normally:

12-24mo. 90%

25-48mo. 50%

19032408 @brookes.ac.uk

PERFORMANCE

12-24mo. averages:

Receptive vocab
— 83" percentile
Expressive vocab
— 76 percentile
Start talking

— 11 mo.

25-48mo. averages:

Performance
— 59t percentile
Start talking

— 12-13 mo.

linkedin.com/in/francesca-surman

Inside the home

s, 4
m\‘ : g g
READING TV

Reading to TV ratio:
12-2dmo. 1.7 25-48mo. 0.4

Association between
Reading/TV ratio and percentiles***:

12-24 (Receptive) 25-48
mo. R?=0.22+ mo.

R?=0.11+

How many read more How many watched
in lockdown? more TV in lockdown?

12-24mo. 10% ‘ 12-24mo. 30%

25-48mo. 60% 25-48mo. 80%

*averaged from 12 months / **interviewees only / ***unadjusted R2
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Essentially, the younger group have a higher average performance and started talking earlier.
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Outside the home

CHILDCARE

12-24 25-48
mo. mo.

Formal childcare:
9/10 13/18
Avg. start age:

10mo. 14mo.

Avg. attendance®:

38% 19%
Faced disruption:
4/9 7/9%*
Quantity disrupted:
0% 3.2%
Informal care:
9/10 5/18
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Socialising
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12-24mo. averages:

Receptive vocab
— 83" percentile
Expressive vocab
— 76 percentile
Start talking

— 11 mo.

25-48mo. averages:

Performance

— 59t percentile
Start talking

— 12-13 mo.
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‘o0,
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READING TV

Reading to TV ratio:

12-24mo. 1.7 25-48mo. JuE4

Association between
Reading/TV ratio and percentiles™***:

12-24 (Receptive) 25-48
mo. R2=0.22+ mo.

R2=0.11+

How many read more How many watched
in lockdown? more TV in lockdown?

12-24mo. 10% 12-24mo. 30%

PR 60%

25-48mo. R

*averaged from 12 months / **interviewees only / ***unadjusted R2
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Outside the home . Inside the home
.0,
§\\ : 17+
= (NS R
CHILDCARE SOCIALISATION
550 B PERFORMANCE READING v
o — Experienced Reading to TV ratio:
' : o iti 12-24mo. averages:
pportunities to
Formal childcare: socialise before 12-24mo. 1.7
8/10 13/18 grovp care: e e Association between

— 83" percentile
Reading/TV ratio and percentiles***:

Avg. start age: .
10mo Lamo 12-24mo. 22.2% Expresswe vocab
. . th ;
y — — 76 p.ercentlle B (Recoptive) T —

Avg. attendance™: 25-48mo. LR Start talking Mo R2- 022+ o, R-=0.11+
38% 19% — 11 mo.

Faced disruption: Socialising ; How many read more How many watched
4/9 7/9%* normally: 25-48mo. averages: in lockdown? more TV in lockdown?

Quantity disrupted: 12:24amo. | 90% Performance 12-24mo.  10% 12-24mo. 30%
0% 3.00% — 59t percentile
i pLE 1 60% 25-48mo. E{%E
Informal care: 25-48mo. B4 Start talking -: .
— 12-13 mo.
9/10 5/18 *averaged from 12 months / **interviewees only / ***unadjusted R?

Regarding formal childcare, they have had more, they started at an earlier age, they have faced less disruption, and more of them have had informal care,

which is unpaid care from a family member or friend.
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Outside the home

CHILDCARE

12-24
mo.

Formal childcare:

9/10 13/18

Avg. start age:

10mo. 14mo.

Avg. attendance*:

38% 19%
Faced disruption:
4/9 7/9%*
Quantity disrupted:
0% 3.2%
Informal care:
9/10 5/18
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SOCIALISATION

Experienced
opportunities to
socialise before
group care:

12-24mo. 22.2%

25-48mo. 88.8%

Socialising
normally:

12-24mo. 90%

25-48mo. 50%

19032408 @brookes.ac.uk

PERFORMANCE

12-24mo. averages:

Receptive vocab
— 83" percentile
Expressive vocab
— 76 percentile
Start talking

— 11 mo.

25-48mo. averages:

Performance
— 59t percentile
Start talking

— 12-13 mo.
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READING TV
Reading to TV ratio:
25-48mo. IR

12-24mo. 1.7

Association between
Reading/TV ratio and percentiles***:

12-24 (Receptive) 25-48
mo.  R2=0.22+ mo.

R?2=0.11+

How many read more How many watched
in lockdown? more TV in lockdown?

12-24mo. 10% 12-24mo. 30%

25-48mo. JEO

25-48mo A

*averaged from 12 months / **interviewees only / ***unadjusted R?

They also experienced fewer opportunities to interact with peers before group care, but were more likely to be considered as socialising normally by their

parents, in that they are not shy or aggressive.
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CHILDCARE
12-24 25-48
mo. mo.

Formal childcare:

9/10

13/18

Avg. start age:

10mo.

Avg. attendance®:

38%

14mo.

19%

Faced disruption:

4/9

Quantity disrupted:

0%

7/9**

3.2%

Informal care:

9/10

5/18
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SOCIALISATION

Experienced
opportunities to
socialise before
group care:

12-24mo. | 22.2%

;

pEr Il 88.8%

Socialising
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12-24mo. 90%

25-48mo. [Ele
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PERFORMANCE READING v
Reading to TV ratio:
12-24mo. averages:
12-24mo. 1.7 25-48mo. 0.4

Receptive vocab
Association between
Reading/TV ratio and percentiles***:

— 83" percentile
Expressive vocab
— 76 percentile

12-24  (Receptive) 25-48
. 2-
Start talking mo. R’=0.22+ mo. R°=0.11+
— 11 mo.
_ How many read more How many watched
itk AL in lockdown? more TV in lockdown?
Performance 12-24mo. 10% 12-24mo. 30%

— 59 percentile
Start talking
— 12-13 mo.

25-48mo. 60% 25-48mo. 80%

*averaged from 12 months / **interviewees only / ***unadjusted R?

They read twice as much as they watched TV, whilst the opposite is true for the older group; and a higher reading to TV ratio was found to associate with
higher percentile scores for all ages. And caregivers of older children were more likely to report their child spending more time reading and watching TV
during lockdowns, and more likely to express guilt regarding the amount of TV they allow, and were also more likely to describe relying on the TV to distract
or occupy their child so that they could fulfil other responsibilities, or just have some time-out.
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Outside the home . Inside the home
+, ; M
+M 1! /+
™ LA -
CHILDCARE SOCIALISATION PERFORMANCE READING TV
12-24-month-olds: 12-24-month-olds: 12-24-month-olds: 12-24-month-olds:
* More childcare * Fewer chances to ¢ Higher average » Almost 2x as much reading as TV
+ Earlier start at socialise pre-childcare performance
25-48-month-olds:
childcare * More reliant on ¢ Started talking earlier
+ Less disruption childcare to socialise? * Half as much reading as TV
« Moreinformal care * Less issues socialising * More likely to increase TV-time and
reading-time in lockdown
(e.g.: Davies et al., 2021; Green et al., 2021; Tran and Weinraub, (e.g.: Bergmann et al., 2022; Kartushina et al., 2022)
2006; Melhuish and Gardiner, 2020; Hansen and Hawkes, 2009) (Martin-Biggers et al., 2015)

The question is, could these differences between language learning environments be related to differences in language ability?

Outside the home, arguably yes: it would be consistent with the literature to suggest that the advantages of childcare are connected with the younger
group’s better performance. But on the other hand, starting childcare too early, and attending for too much time each week, has been found to be
detrimental to socioemotional development as a child ages. Yet, whether this would be true during the pandemic is another question, because as we have
seen, for many of the younger children, group care has been their only opportunity to interact with their peers. So clearly, future investigations are needed
to answer this.

As for differences inside the home, yes: the results are consistent with studies demonstrating the positive link between reading and language ability, and
the negative link between TV and language. But more importantly, the older group’s lower reading to TV ratio shows that differences between
environments are related to both age, and the pandemic: age, because caregivers of older children are more likely to have gone back to work, so might
have more demands on their time, and the pandemic, because it exacerbated conditions which we know make it harder for caregivers to limit TV time.
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fi. Caregiver attitudes f
Disadvantages of pandemic Advantages of pandemic
* child unable to socialise (35%) * more time with older siblings (50%)
* caregiver’s mental health under strain (50%) * more time with fathers (35%)
* reduced opportunities for social learning (20%) * privileged childcare access due to key worker
* no/delayed access to health visits (5%) status (25%)
|
Comparison with peers (made by 80% of sample) Overall impact of pandemic on child
Unaffected: 12-24mo. 90% 25-48mo. 80%
Ahead: 12-24mo. 62.5% 25-48mo. 25%
Positive: 12-24mo. 10% 25-48mo. 0%
Unableto =) amo. 0% 25-48mo.  50% ,
compare: Negative:  12-24mo. 0% 25-48mo. 20%

But what about caregiver attitudes? You can see here some of the pandemic’s disadvantages and advantages according to interviewees.
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f:-n_- Caregiver attitudes lﬁ’

Disadvantages of pandemic Advantages of pandemic
* child unable to socialise (35%) * more time with older siblings (50%)
* caregiver’'s mental health under strain (50%) * more time with fathers (35%)
* reduced opportunities for social learning (20%)  privileged childcare access due to key worker
* no/delayed access to health visits (5%) status (25%)
Comparison with peers (made by 80% of sample) Overall impact of pandemic on child

Unaffected: 12-24dmo. 90% 25-48mo. [E{LA

Ahead: 12-24mo. 62.5% 25-48mo. 25%

Positive: 12-24mo. 10% 25-48mo. W

Unable t
nabieto 12.2ame. 0% 25-48mo. 50% b ,
compare: Negative: | 12-24meo. 0% 25-48mo. [PI

But | want to draw your attention to this finding: that half of the older group’s caregivers were unable to say how their child’s language compares to their
peers. This is interesting because among their children were some of the lowest performers, but only one caregiver was aware of this. This says something
about how the dearth of health visiting during the pandemic, and the limited socialisation opportunities, potentially increased the risk of speech delay going
undetected, especially for older children whose language was starting to develop in earnest during the first lockdown.
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ﬁ_- Caregiver attitudes 'ﬁ'

Disadvantages of pandemic Advantages of pandemic
* child unable to socialise (35%) * more time with older siblings (50%)
» caregiver’s mental health under strain (50%) * more time with fathers (35%)
* reduced opportunities for social learning (20%) * privileged childcare access due to key worker
* no/delayed access to health visits (5%) status (25%)
Comparison with peers (made by 80% of sample) Overall impact of pandemic on child
Unaffected: 12-2dmo. 90% 25-48mo. 80%
Ahead: 12-24mo. 62.5% 25-48mo. 25%
Positive: 12-24mo. 10% 25-48mo. 0%
Unableto 5 2amo. 0% 25-48mo.  50% :
compare: Negative:  12-24mo. 0% 25-48mo. 20%

(e.g.: Pascal et al., 2020)  (Bowyer-Crane et al., 2021)

Lastly, it’s interesting to see how most caregivers felt that their child’s language was unaffected by the pandemic, because this is similar to what other
surveys have found, and it’s the opposite of how many reception class teachers have reported feeling: in one survey, 96% were concerned about the
language ability of their pupils who started in October 2020, but only 3% of the pupils’ caregivers shared this concern. So we can’t take for granted that the
pandemic cohort have been as unaffected by the pandemic as their caregivers might hope- taken with my previous point, perhaps we should pay closer
attention to their development so as not to overlook any children at risk of delay.
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Conclusion: An advantage for younger children?
Limitations Directions for future research
* Small sample size * Investigate differences on a larger/quantitative scale?
* Couldn’t consider socioeconomic status * Consider socioeconomic status?
* Low generalisability * Assess language at multiple stages?

* Language assessments differed for each

age group .
Questions for future research

* Are the pandemic cohort at greater risk of

developmental language delay?

So do the overall results suggest an advantage for younger children? Possibly- certainly, this might be worth investigating on a larger scale. One of the
limitations of this study has been the small sample size and therefore the low generalisability and reliability of the results. However, | hope that it has raised

some interesting questions for exploration in future studies, and for you to think about- such as whether the pandemic generation are at increased risk of
language delay.
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Thank youl!

email: 19032408@brookes.ac.uk

LinkedIn: /francesca-surman
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For now, however, | shall say thank you for listening, and | look forward to your questions.
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