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Abstract
This paper captures parental perceptions of the impact of a nationwide lockdown in England on their two-year old children during the Spring of 2020. An online questionnaire collected both qualitative and quantitative data from 827 parents of two-year old children that attended a formal childcare setting regularly prior to the lockdown. 7% of parents identified themselves as being in receipt of government funding for disadvantaged[footnoteRef:2] two-year olds. Findings revealed that most parents (39%) believed the overall impact of lockdown upon their child was positive. A further 34% felt the impact was neither positive nor negative with 27% reporting a negative impact. No statistically significant difference was found in the overall experience of families in receipt of funding, compared to their non-funded counterparts. Quantitative data revealed the perceived impact upon personal, social and emotional development (PSED) for two-year old children was nuanced and this was reflected within the qualitative themes. Positive qualitative themes focused upon the time gained for family relationships, time outdoors, achieving personal development milestones and communication. Negative themes focused on a lack of wider social interaction and the consequential impact on social development and wellbeing. Findings are considered in relation to current childcare policy for two-year olds in England.  [2: Disadvantaged is the term adopted by the Department for Education in England to describe families of two-year old children eligible for a specific free entitlement (FE) to childcare scheme. The set of criteria for this funding are outlined within the paper.  ] 
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Introduction 
The importance of the formative years as an indicator of short and long-term social and educational achievement, employment and life chances is largely undisputed (Sylva, Meluish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, Iram, & Taggart, 2004; Allen, 2011; HM Government, 2021; Melhuish & Gardiner, 2021; Unicef, 2023). However, in England, effects of attending a formal early childhood education and care (ECEC) setting on children’s outcomes varies by age, with the benefits of formal ECEC for two-year olds less certain than of children over the age of three years (Melhuish & Gardiner, 2021).  Despite this, social policy and funding in England over the last two decades, has focused upon increasing the number of two-year olds in formal ECEC rather than the quality of the provision (Gibb, Jelicic, & La Valle, 2011; Foundation, 2018; The Sutton Trust, 2024). As an extraordinary phenomenon, the nationwide lockdown in England in the Spring of 2020 provided a pause in formal ECEC for many two-year old children.  Parental perceptions of how two-year old children coped and learnt during this pause is worthy of exploration and is arguably relevant to policy makers and ECEC settings when considering how to raise outcomes for children aged two-years. 
The lockdown caused significant disruption to the early education of children in the UK when the Government issued a national instruction to remain at home for seven weeks (Johnson, 2020). This study used a phenomenological inquiry, mixed methods approach to investigate the impact of the nationwide lockdown in the spring of 2020 on child development and wellbeing. This study gave primacy to the voice of parents, acknowledging that it is the parents, with first-hand experience of the unique pause in their child’s ECEC, who hold unique insights into any impact. The perceptions, ideas and opinions of parents about the time spent in the family environment and the effect it had on their children forms the basis of discussions.
At the point of data collection, it was Government policy that to receive free entitlement (FE) funding to attend a formal ECEC setting, families of two-year old children were required to meet criteria for ‘disadvantage’, as set out by the English Government. Therefore, disadvantaged children, as referred to within this paper, are those defined as either; having a low household income, being a child looked after, or a child having a specific special educational need and/or disability (SEND) (Education Policy Institute, 2020). The paper adopts the term disadvantaged, to reflect the UK Government’s own terminology of their funded scheme. Since the point of data collection, funding for two-year old children has been extended to include working parents (Brown, Groom, Zhang, & Angell, 2023). 
Context
The Increasing Role of Early Education and Childcare (ECEC) in England 
During the 1980s and 1990s, child poverty more than doubled in Great Britain, rising from 1.8 to 3.4 million children (HM Government, 2011; Whitham, 2012). In 1999, to combat this growing problem, the Government made an ambitious social commitment to eradicate child poverty by 2020 (Blair, 1999). Employment was viewed as the route most likely to enable achievement (Simmonds and Bivand, 2008) with longitudinal studies showing that parental education, employment and aspirations correlate with successful life outcomes for their children (Field, 2010). Consequently, childcare provision expanded to support an introduction of universal free childcare places for 3–4-year-old children. The availability and affordability of these strategies encouraged parents to gain employment and become financially independent (Department for Education, 2009). The impact on mothers’ employment was greatest; 53% worked in 1971, in 2013 the number had risen to 67% and by 2019, 75% of mothers were working (Statistics, 2013; Office of National Statistics, 2019). Specifically, the percentage of mothers of three- and four-year olds in employment had risen, from 56% in 1997 to 65% in 2017 (ONS, 2017). Percentages of fathers with dependent children in employment has always been higher than mothers but figures continue to rise; from 89% in 2000 to 93% in 2019 (ONS, 2019).
In 2013, the Government expanded their offer beyond three and four-year-old children to also include disadvantaged two-year old children (Teager and McBride, 2018). 15hours of weekly free entitlement (FE) to childcare was made available to families of two-year old children in receipt of government means-tested income benefits, children looked after and children with special educational needs and disabilities (Gibb, Jelicic, & La Valle, 2011). This positioned early education as a strategy not only to enable workforce development but to promote equality of opportunity for children by improving social and cognitive outcomes for disadvantaged children (Gibb, et al., 2011). However, evaluation of the FE funding scheme for two-year olds revealed a lack of impact. The long-standing attainment gap at age five years, between disadvantaged children and their peers has continued to widen since the funding was introduced (Teager & McBride, 2018; Education Policy Institute, 2024). 
Whilst the gap between advantaged and disadvantaged children’s outcomes remains, the positive benefits of attending ECEC for three- and four-year olds in England are well established (Melhuish & Gardiner, 2021). However, longitudinal studies evaluating the impact of early education on developmental outcomes found that the impact of early education in England is more nuanced for children aged two years (Melhuish, Gardiner, & Morris, 2017). Since data collection, the UK Government has reduced adult to child ratios for children aged two years old in response to a staffing crisis within the sector (House of Commons , 2024) and has continued to expand its childcare offer, with implications for children aged nine months to two years old (HM Government & Childcare Choices, 2024). The offer, being brought out in phases, is specifically designed to support working parents (HM Government & Childcare Choices, 2024). This further demonstrates the UK Government agenda to use childcare as a stimulant for the labour market. Whilst this agenda has faced many challenges, including a workforce and funding crisis, it shows no signs of slowing (Department for Education, 2022; Early Education and Childcare Coalition, 2023).
Whilst there are many benefits of time spent in ECEC, for all children the quality of the early home learning environment (EHLE) and demographic characteristics, predicts future outcomes more than hours spent within early education (Melhuish, 2004; Melhuish & Gardiner, 2021). Prosocial behaviour, behavioural self-regulation and higher verbal and non-verbal ability correlate positively in ‘richer’ EHLEs (Melhuish, Gardiner, & Morris, 2017).  Furthermore, where parenting is warm and responsive, playful interactions are common and expectations are communicated. These behaviours, overcome social status and income factors in terms of children’s achievements at school (HM Government and National Literacy Trust, 2018). Recognising the importance of home learning environments and responsive parenting, connections between ECEC settings and families have focused upon developing home learning environments through parental education, with some success (Sylva & Jelley, Engaging Parents Effectively: Evaluation of the PEN Home Learning Project, 2019).  Since the pandemic, the Government has proposed that ‘family hubs’ can offer further support to families (HM Government, 2021). However, the creation of family hubs is not as extensive as efforts by previous Governments prior to austerity in England, to support EHLEs. This took the form of the now de-commissioned sure start centres, with recent findings showing the positive impact of the centres on academic outcomes (Smith, Sylva, Sammons, Smith, & Omonigho, 2018; Institute of Fiscal Studies, 2024). 
Rationale for Study
Despite the unique developmental opportunities, needs and milestones of two-year olds, the specific experiences of two-year-old children are not well explored. Rarely are the experiences of two-year old children considered in isolation from their younger or older peers, with two-year old experiences included either as the upper age within ‘infant’ studies (Best Beginnings, Home-Start UK and the Parent-Infant Foundation, 2020) or as the lower age within ‘pre-school’ studies (Pascal, Bertram, Cullinane, & Holt-White, 2020).  As the impact of early education in England appears more nuanced for two-year old children in comparison to children aged three or four years (Melhuish & Gardiner, 2021) it could suggest that the impact of lockdown upon two-year old children is also. The first lockdown offered a unique opportunity to focus on two-year olds, and to the authors’ knowledge there were no other studies in England focusing specifically and solely on two-year old children at the time of research design and data collection. 
[bookmark: _Hlk172288182]The research design took place immediately after the Spring 2020 lockdown in England. As a result of the lockdown, key findings relating to social and emotional development of children aged two-four years were emerging. A bulletin was issued by The Sutton Trust (Pascal, Bertram, Cullinane, & Holt-White, 2020)  highlighting that 45% of parents of children aged two-four years-old, reported a negative impact on social and emotional development and wellbeing. In this bulletin, parents indicated no impact or positive impact upon language and physical development. 
The research design aimed to explore the nuances of the impact of lockdown on two-year old children. The emerging findings from The Sutton Trust study led to a specific focus on personal, social and emotional development through quantitative questions. Focusing on this area would provide the opportunity to not only investigate whether this finding continued to be present when the experiences of two-year olds were explored in isolation, but also to probe in further detail, the specific nature of the social and emotional concerns that parents were expressing. The unique insight of parents into their children’s experiences of lockdown has been acknowledged. Consequently, open, qualitative questions were included in the survey.  
It is also notable that during the data collection stage, findings from the ‘Baby Lockdown’ project were published (Best Beginnings, Home-Start UK and the Parent-Infant Foundation, 2020), painting a startling picture of isolation. This highlighted that parents of infants had very little access to professional services and parental anxiety was a commonly cited issue.  However, some parents highlighted the benefits of time spent together as a family. 
Methods  
The UK national lockdown presented a new phenomenon to explore; the impact on two-year olds at home for seven weeks, isolated from education and wider socialisation. A phenomenological inquiry method was adopted to make ‘efforts to understand social and psychological phenomena from the perspectives of people who have lived these experiences’ (Watts, 2022, p. 1542; Moustakas, 1994). The study adopted a mixed methods research design to gain an understanding from parents who had lived the experience fused with the “interpretative horizons of the researchers” (Bernd, 2017, p. 148).  
The purpose of this study was to explore the following research questions:
· What was the perceived impact, both positive and negative, of the pause in ECEC on their two-year old child’s development and wellbeing? 
· To what extent were specific aspects of PSED impacted? 
A reputable, licensed online service, developed for research and education, was used to create a web survey (JISC, 2020). Ethical issues specifically arising from online data gathering methods, namely confidentiality, psychological harm and informed consent, were carefully considered as part of the university ethical approval process (Fielding, 2017).  The web survey enabled instant access to a wide range of participants while their experiences of lockdown remained recent; connections were easily made via social media channels (Nayak and Narayan, 2019). Social media was deemed the most appropriate method of sourcing parents as the majority are known to regularly access such sites as Facebook and Instagram (Plantin and Daneback, 2009; Duggan & Lenhar, 2015). Furthermore, technological engagement reach has increased as access to SMART phones becomes more accessible across socio-economic groups (Swindle, Ward, Whiteside-Mantell, Bokoney, & Pettit, 2014). However, socio-economic differences between participants needed to be carefully considered due to differences in engagement (Myoungok & Vorderstrasse, 2019). Therefore, in addition to utilising social media channels for distribution, ECEC settings were approached to distribute the survey, in a legitimate attempt to reach disadvantaged families. 
During the survey design, presentation and content were carefully considered. For online marketing, the web survey needed to instantly appeal to the targeted audience; parents of two-year olds. Qualitative data was gained through two open questions that gave parents the opportunity to share detailed feedback on their thoughts, feelings and ideas related to both the positive and negative impacts of the lockdown period.  Likert scale questions (Likert, 1932) were also included. An initial question was used to ascertain the overall perception of the impact of lockdown. A series of further questions focused specifically upon personal, social and emotional development (PSED) as previous, recent research had identified this as an area warranting further exploration (Pascal et al, 2020). In depth consideration was given to the selection of appropriate PSED statements to maximise validity. Statements were taken from the Early Years Foundation Stage framework guidance for parents, as these are designed for this audience (4Children, 2015). Using these statements provides scope for comparison of findings in the future. 
Data Curation and Analysis 
As all participants completed the initial qualitative questions, the full dataset of 827 participants was used to analyse this information. Deductive exploration using NVivo data analysis software enabled key themes to be ascertained (Hilal & Alabri, 2013). The responses were then grouped according to whether the participants were in receipt of additional funding and further analysed to explore if this impacted on experiences.
Data cleaning was required before analysis of the quantitative responses as some participants had not completed the Likert questions and others had given more than one response on occasion. Mckinney (Python for data analysis , 2012) and Igual and Segui ( Introduction to Data Science: A Python Approach to Concepts, Techniques and Applications, 2017) identify two common approaches to addressing missing or invalid values. The first is to disregard the incomplete entries whilst the second is to use the information from other entries to infer the values, however this has limitations; it can mean the dataset has potential anomalies. Incomplete entries were disregarded to avoid any discrepancies within the data. This resulted in 761 complete entries for quantitative analysis. 
Statistical packages within python programming software were the primary tool for quantitative analysis. Initial descriptive analysis ascertained relationships and patterns within the dataset. Where sample sizes were appropriate, differences in the distribution of the data between the funded and non-funded participants were examined using Person’s Chi-Squared Tests. As this test is designed to consider the expected distributions across a whole sample (Hinton, 2014) it was appropriate for use despite the much lower proportion of disadvantaged families represented. 
 
Findings 
The data was analysed according to the two main themes of this paper; the perceived effects of lockdown on two-year old children and the impact on PSED specifically. Key themes that emerged from deductive analysis are presented.
Participant analysis 
The online survey was completed by 827 participants. 52 (6%) participants identified themselves as in receipt of additional funding, 767 (93%) stated they did not receive additional funding and the remaining participants either chose not to answer or did not know. This distribution remained the same within the 761 valid responses for quantitative analysis. When considering bivariate analysis in relation to this factor, only participants whose funding status was known were considered.  
Overall impact of lockdown
	Overall experience 
	Distinct Overall 
	Percentage 
	Summary Overall 
	Percentage 

	Very Positive 
	41 
	5% 
	297 
	39% 

	Positive 
	256 
	34% 
	
	

	Neither Positive or Negative 
	255 
	34% 
	255 
	34% 

	Negative 
	183 
	24% 
	209 
	27% 

	Very Negative 
	26 
	3% 
	
	


Table 1: Perception of whether lockdown had an overall positive or negative impact
Table 1 shows the counts and corresponding percentages, from all 761 quantitative respondents relating to the perceived overall experience of lockdown Combining the counts for ‘Very Positive’ and ‘Positive’ categories shows 39% of these participants perceived the overall experience to be positive. Similarly, combining the counts for ‘Very Negative’ and ‘Negative’ shows that 27% perceived the overall experience to be negative. 34% felt the impact was neither positive or negative. 
The overall experience was then considered in relation to the 751 participants whose funding status was known. Table 2 shows the value counts when considering the perceived overall experience within the two distinct groups. 
	Overall experience 
	Distinct Overall 
	Percentage 
	Summary Overall 
	Percentage 

	
	Funded 
	Not funded 
	Funded 
	Not funded 
	Funded 
	Not funded 
	Funded 
	Not funded 

	Very Positive 
	3 
	38 
	7% 
	5% 
	20 
	273 
	45% 
	38% 

	Positive 
	17 
	235 
	38% 
	33% 
	
	
	
	

	Neither Positive or Negative 
	11 
	241 
	24% 
	34% 
	11 
	241 
	24% 
	34% 

	Negative 
	11 
	170 
	24% 
	24% 
	14 
	192 
	31% 
	27% 

	Very Negative 
	3 
	22 
	7% 
	3% 
	
	
	
	


Table 2: Perception of overall experience in relation to funding status

There is a slight discrepancy in the overall percentages of perceived experience between the two groups, suggesting that participants in receipt of funding felt lockdown had more of an impact; either positive or negative. A Chi-Squared test was performed to ascertain whether the differences show a statistically significant relationship. A null hypothesis, that there is no relationship between ‘funding’ and perceived experience in lockdown, was tested against an alternative hypothesis that there is a relationship between ‘funding’ and experience. At a significance level of 0.05, the test statistic in the Chi-Squared test (1.782) was not greater than the critical value (5.991), so the null hypothesis is not rejected, and it is accepted that there is no relationship between ‘funding’ and perceived experience of lockdown.   
Within the qualitative data, a number of parents described their overall experience as a balance: 
“the positives and negatives balance each other out”
 “Overall the negative of missing out on usual activities has been balanced out by the closer bond and expanded vocabulary she has developed”

Personal Social & Emotional Development 
In order to ensure viable comparisons, only the Likert question responses of those participants whose funding status was known were analysed. Table 3 shows the distribution of responses and corresponding percentages. The percentages are also presented for the two distinct groups. 
	
	Harder
	No effect
	Easier
	N/A

	I will go to grown ups I know when I want a cuddle, when I am upset and /or when I am excited.
	 
12%
	 
55%
	 
32%
	 
(<1%)

	Funded
	9%
	51%
	38%
	7%

	Not funded
	13%
	56%
	32%
	(<1%)

	I can show you what I want to play with, eat and/or wear.

	 
4%
	 
41%
	 
55%
	 
(<1%)

	Funded
	2%
	31%
	64%
	2%

	Not funded
	4%
	42%
	54%
	(<1%)

	I will do or say something when someone I know looks sad, cross, scared or worried.

	 
11%
	 
44%
	 
42%
	 
2%

	Funded
	11%
	33%
	49%
	7%

	Not funded
	11%
	45%
	42%
	2%

	I can sometimes stop myself from doing something that I know I shouldn’t do.

	 
39%
	 
44%
	 
16%
	 
0%

	Funded
	44%
	29%
	24%
	2%

	Not funded
	38%
	45%
	16%
	1%

	I can follow simple routines to help me do things by myself.

	 
16%
	 
30%
	 
54%
	 
1%

	Funded
	24%
	22%
	51%
	2%

	Not funded
	15%
	30%
	54%
	1%

	If you tell me what to do, rather than “no” I am able to do it.

	 
12%
	 
48%
	 
38%
	 
1%

	Funded
	7%
	44%
	47%
	2%

	Not funded
	12%
	49%
	38%
	1%

	I know that if I take my friend’s toy or shout at them they might get upset or cross. 

	 
63%
	 
24%
	 
11%
	 
2%

	Funded
	51%
	31%
	13%
	4%

	Not funded
	64%
	23%
	11%
	2%


Table 3: Responses to Likert questions relating to personal, social and emotional development
As Table 3 shows (see bold values), there are three instances where over half the participants agree on either a ‘positive effect’ or ‘negative effect’ response. Two of these instances relate to positive outcomes of lockdown, which are both in relation to the development of independence; ‘I can show you what I want to play with, eat and/or wear’ (55%) and ‘I can follow simple routines to help me do things by myself’ (54%). The third instance relates to a perceived negative impact of lockdown on the two-year-olds’ social development and awareness in relation to the statement, ‘I know that if I take my friend’s toy or shout at them they might get upset’ (63%).
When analysed in relation to the two distinct groups, the same pattern is seen, although there is a difference in the percentages between the funded and non-funded groups. To ascertain whether these differences were significant, bivariate analysis using Chi-Squared testing was performed. The differences within the relevant outcomes for each statement were explored through a null hypothesis that there is no relationship between ‘funding’ and perceived effect on the aspect of PSED in lockdown, tested against an alternative hypothesis that there is a relationship between ‘funding’ and PSED. For each of the three statements, the Chi-Squared testing at a 0.05 significance level showed there is no statically significant difference between the responses of the funded and non-funded groups.
PSED: Independence
Whilst the quantitative analysis shows perceived positive developments in the two-year-old children’s independence and routines, triangulation with qualitative analysis presents a more detailed picture. 51% of the comments about routines were in relation to negative perceptions of lockdown, which rose to 70% within the funded group.  Both funded and non-funded participants commented that the change in routine unsettled their children and had negative effects on both eating and sleeping habits. Contrastingly, participants from both funding groups who responded positively in relation to this theme specified that they had established a good routine at home and reported seeing improvement in both these areas. 95% of the positive comments came from the non-funded group and other responses centred around a more varied diet, eating as a family and a more relaxed routine giving additional time which enabled independence in aspects such as dressing. 
Qualitative analysis also highlighted that toilet training was another positive development in this area. There were a total of 117 positive mentions in relation to this aspect of physical development, and only 20 negative mentions, all of which were from non-funded participants. The positive comments from both the funded and non-funded groups highlighted the time available to successfully toilet train and the benefits of ‘staying in’ in relation to this. Many participants expressed surprise over how quick and easy they perceived the process to be in these circumstances, often comparing to experiences with other siblings. Of the negative comments, 18 out of the 20 mentioned regression in potty training where the child had previously been successful; two of these comments suggested this was due to not having smaller toilets at home like the ones at the child’s nursery. The other two comments explained potty training had been delayed either because of the parent’s lack of capacity or the child being too emotional as a result of all the recent changes.
PSED: Relationships
Peers
Quantitative analysis of the Likert responses relating to PSED, showed the most negative effect to be children’s awareness of the emotions/reactions of their friends. The theme of friendship only received five positive mentions in the qualitative responses, however none of these commend lockdown for developing friendships: two were in relation to friendships developed with siblings as peers were not available; two discussed how speech had developed as the two-year-olds were talking more with adults rather than peers; and one highlighted how pleased they were to see friends post lockdown. All these responses came from participants who did not receive additional funding; there were no positive comments related to friendships from participants in receipt of additional funding.  
There was a total of 198 negative comments in relation to friendship. Both funded and non-funded participants highlighted their two-year-olds missing social interactions with friends and confusion relating to why they were unable to see friends:  
“She missed socialising a lot. Once she sat at the window watching people walk past and said ‘can I hug them after lockdown?’” (funded) 
“She would ask me if children in the distance that she'd never met could be her best friend” (non-funded) 

Other comments identified children becoming shy ,even when previously outgoing, and a reluctance to begin to see peers again due to the focus on social distancing:
“He is wary of other children, so used to standing to one side on our daily walk to let others pass. He came face to face with another 2-year-old in the park recently and said ‘shoo, shoo’”  (non-funded)  

Participants also shared concerns over the lack of opportunities for development of social skills, especially where the two-year-old was an only child.  
Family 
In contrast, qualitative responses suggested relationships with immediate family within the household developed significantly as a direct positive impact of lockdown. There was a high number (1,188) of mentions of family relationships in the qualitative responses. Increased attachment to parents was highlighted by a minority as a concern, with 100 negative responses, but 76% of responses (907) felt the relationships were positive. For funded families the positive responses accounted for 71% of mentions of family relationships whilst the percentage was slightly higher for non-funded families at 77%,The themes of the responses were again very similar across the two groups. Both highlighted how time provided the opportunity to develop bonds and play with family members, especially those who might usually be at work or school: 
“Lots more time with our family all together. Her relationships with her older brother and father have definitely got stronger through more time spent with them when they would normally be at school/work” (non-funded) 
Increased bond with mum, almost the same amount of time as maternity leave but can communicate. Very loving and caring - lots of hugs and kisses and saying “I love you” (non-funded) 
Many comments also drew attention to the fact that whilst immediate family relationships developed, wider family members e.g. grandparents were missed:  
“He would talk about not being allowed to see grandparents ‘because of that bug’ a lot" (non-funded)   
“Emotional, feeling abandoned by grandparents” (non-funded) 

A small number (9) of responses cited sibling tensions, e.g. increased confrontational behaviours or needing space from each other. Other negative responses centred around children’s frustrations at parents having to work or home school siblings, and the increase in screen time this led to in some cases. 
Other Notable Themes 
Language and Communication 
Deductive analysis revealed a perception among participants that lockdown generally had a positive impact on speech development. 83% of the 310 comments in relation to this were positive, which rose to 88% in the funded group. Positive comments from both groups identified developing confidence to ask for things, benefits of one-to-one time for developing language and vocabulary, benefits of conversations with adults and older siblings and confidence to express feelings and emotions. Although only accounting for 17% of the related responses, negative comments highlighted perceived speech regression or delay, especially when speech and language difficulties had already been identified. The negative impact was attributed to the lack of conversations between peers and wider social circles such as extended family. The difference in conversations via telephone or social media methods was also identified as challenging for children.
Being Outdoors 
Deductive analysis revealed a key theme in relation to the outdoors. 68% of the 192 related comments about this theme were positive. This rose to 78% in the funded group. Positive comments from both groups included the benefits of exploring and learning about nature through daily walks, activities such as gardening, playing outside in the garden and exploring the local areas and new spaces: 
“We spent more time together which we would never normally because of work. We went on a lot of walks so she learnt a lot about the outdoors” (funded) 
“We made sure we went it for an hour of exercise every day. We didn't go for walks as a family daily before lockdown” (non-funded) 
Negative comments focused on children’s emotions outside, for instance when they walked past their usual nursery and were unable to enter.  apprehensive when meeting other people during their walks, expressing the desire to avoid them and not engage in any way:  
 
“Anxiety about people he doesn’t know, even people walking past on walks ‘oh no, peoples!’” (non-funded) 
“Scared of people, we tried not to say too much about COVID-19 to him, but on our daily walk he’d shout out ‘oh no people’ before moving behind us” (non-funded) 

Limitations
The number of detailed responses demonstrated a desire of participant parents to share their experiences following the pandemic lockdown of 2020; 253 participants provided additional, detailed comments about their experiences voluntarily.  As previously cited, survey responses were similar across funded and non-funded families, any difference was negligible and the null hypothesis previously presented is accepted. It is acknowledged that funded families, who made up 7% of participants in this study, were under-represented when compared to 27% of children in the UK currently living in low-income households (Francis-Devine, 2022). Recruiting participants from low socio-economic groups to complete an online survey can be challenging; barriers include motivation, internet access and technological skills (Lloyds Bank, 2020). However, the voices of the 7% of funded families from this study still matter; they provided similar valuable perspectives to other families, a reminder that assumptions should not be made about types of families. 

Discussion
This study explored the perceived impact, both positive and negative, of the pause in ECEC on two-year old children’s development in England, including a specific focus on parental perceptions of the impact on aspects of personal, social and emotional development. Synthesising the themes arising from the triangulation of quantitative and qualitative analysis reveals a more nuanced picture of the impact of the April 2020 lockdown on PSED. It also reveals an overarching theme of time, reflecting what was important to families during the lockdown.   

Time: A positive impact
Arising themes had one common over-riding factor; time. Responses showed that time constraints on family life identified by Working Families and Bright Horizons (2017) were removed for the vast majority of families during the lockdown along with perceived stress and guilt created by insufficient time for busy families (Drevon, Gerber, & Kaufmann, 2020; Best Beginnings, Home-Start UK and the Parent-Infant Foundation, 2020). Perhaps then it is unsurprising that 39% of parents felt the overall impact of lockdown was positive. 

It was found that the impact of lockdown on PSED for two-year old children was nuanced, with some elements of PSED negatively affected, e.g. the ability to form peer relationships and to communicate their emotions with peers. In line with this, qualitative responses indicated a rise in anxiety and apprehension. However, some aspects of PSED thrived during the time spent at home away from early education, e.g. an ability to follow simple routines and gain independence. This nuanced picture provides additional detail behind the many negative findings and headlines related to PSED that have emerged since the pandemic (Pascal, Bertram, Cullinane, & Holt-White, 2020).

Time for relationships was key to the positive perceptions of lockdown. The vast majority of families felt they benefitted from spending more time together where relationships were fostered and developed. Lockdown created a pause from the intensive requirements and pace of modern family life identified by Working Families and Bright Horizons (2017). Similar findings from (Best Beginnings, Home-Start UK and the Parent-Infant Foundation, 2020), indicate that the pause in ECEC and time gained was also felt acutely by many parents of children under the age of two years. Early attachments are the foundations for children’s academic and social outcomes (HM Government, 2021) and the impact of high-quality, responsive interactions upon child development is long-established (Fisher, 2016). Time for parents to invest in these should not be underestimated. The importance of early bonds is somewhat recognised by the UK Government through policy relating to paternity and maternity leave (HM Government, 2024). The findings in this study suggests increased time for adult and child interactions is extremely valuable for two-year-olds. 

The enforced unusual time spent together had unexpected benefits. The restrictions during the Spring lockdown of 2020 in England, allowed for one hour of daily exercise in local spaces (Cabinet Office, 2020). Deliberate use of this time appeared to refresh or enable an appreciation and value of nature and being outside for the majority of families. Outdoor experiences enabled families to explore the locality including new outdoor spaces. Families also perceived the additional time spent together to have a positive impact upon language and communication. Although, these findings contrast with widely reported language deficits as a result of the pandemic (Speech and Language UK, 2023), dialogic interactions are necessary for the development of language and findings from the present study suggest that time facilitated these. Fisher (Interacting or Interfering? Improving interactions in the early years, 2016) suggests that children within ECEC are often asked questions, whereas when they engage in dialogue within the EHLE, they have the time and space to ask the questions of the adults. 

It is important to re-state and acknowledge that for some families, lockdown was extremely challenging and the finding that 27% of participants felt the lockdown was more negative overall should not be underestimated. The 7% of participants from low income families is disproportionate and future studies should seek to widen participation. However, this study did highlight that impact of lockdown was not linked to advantage; there were variants across economic groups, concurring with the finding that “What parents do is more important than who parents are” (Sylva, Meluish, Sammons, Siraj-Blatchford, Iram, & Taggart, 2004, p. 1). 

Implications for Practice
The findings highlight the value in creating time for families and considering the availability of time within ECEC settings. The form of ECEC is worthy of consideration in relation to time available to promote child development. Childminders as a source of ECEC in England often provide a ‘distinctive home-based pedagogical approach’ (Aaronricks, 2023, p. 1). They are well-placed to provide ’home-from home’  early education and care that incorporates family values alongside  experiences that parents within the present study valued, such as time outside (Aaronricks, 2023, p. 9). Informal early education and care provided by wider family members, such as grandparents, also has potential benefits for children aged two-years old. Findings by Melhuish and Gardiner (2021) suggest that informal family care could have a specific positive effect on the language development of children aged two years, findings supported by the present study where parents perceived time for dialogic interactions to have positive effects upon language.The form of ECEC is worthy of consideration in relation to time available to promote child development. Childminders as a source of ECEC in England often provide a ‘distinctive home-based pedagogical approach’ (Aaronricks, 2023, p. 1). They are well-placed to provide a ’home-from home’ early education and care that incorporates family values alongside experiences that parents within the present study valued, such as time outside (Aaronricks, 2023, p. 9). Informal early education and care provided by wider family members, such as grandparents, also has potential benefits for children aged two-years old. Findings by Melhuish and Gardiner (2021) suggest that informal family care could have a specific positive effect on the language development of children aged two years, findings supported by the present study where parents perceived time for dialogic interactions to have positive effects upon language.

For all early childhood education and care (ECEC) to have a positive impact upon children, it needs to be of high-quality. This is particularly important for two-year olds within formal, group care settings (The Sutton Trust, 2024). However, reductions to the statutory ratios for adults to children aged two years in England (House of Commons, 2024), a lack of professional development opportunities for early educators (Nursery World, 2024) and the school-readiness agenda (Bingham & Whitebread, 2012) demonstrate that, in recent years, the quality of early education for children aged two years, has been compromised. 

Conclusion
This study highlights the potential benefit of time upon the development of children aged two years old. The findings show that for many, despite the anxieties and restrictions of a lockdown during a pandemic, time enabled relationships between parents, children and siblings to deepen and promoted child development in many areas. These findings are unsurprising when it is considered that the impact of high-quality, responsive interactions upon child development is long-established. The positive impact of time upon children aged two years should not be under-estimated.

UK Government policy has attempted to encourage parents to re-enter employment by increasing the availability and affordability of childcare for children aged two years and under. In the last decade, childcare strategy in England has centred childcare as a tool to promote growth within the labour market, offer parental choice and close the attainment gap. However, the focus in recent years on quantity of childcare and early education over and above the quality of early education and care, may come at a significant cost. This cost is already evident within the widening attainment gap between disadvantaged children aged five years and their more privileged counterparts (Education Policy Institute, 2024). Findings from this study suggest time for children and adults to interact and achieve key milestones needs to be a consideration when defining and evaluating, ‘high-quality’ within ECEC.

The reduction in time available for both early educators and parents to interact with children aged two years, could be eroding the quality of adult-child interactions, explaining why outcomes for young children in England are declining rather than improving (Education Policy Institute, 2024). Families within this study spoke of the lack of time they usually have with their two-year old children. The paper raises questions around the growing expectation on parents to return to the workforce as soon as possible (Working Families and Bright Horizons, 2017) and suggests that parental choice should be encouraged, including for those parents that wish to invest in intensive parenting (Del Bono, Francesconi, Kelly, & Sacker, 2016) rather than or alongside returning to employment. 

Although formal group care is a popular focus for policy makers, it is essential for the UK Government to promote a sustainable, wide, flexible and varied early education and care offer for children aged two years. Childminders, informal childcare by wider family members and intensive parenting should be considered. This study indicates that time for warm, responsive and attuned pedagogy (WRAP) for two-year old children should be prioritised within all forms of early education and care, whether formal or informal and should wrap around the child to encompass the early home learning environment. 
More extensive research into the impact of the lockdown in Spring 2020 in England on child development and family experiences is required. A follow up study, currently in the design phase, will seek the perceptions from the same parents of their now six- and seven-year-old' continued development. However, the findings from the present study, make a case for UK Government policy related to childcare and early education to be reviewed. Whilst this paper does not under-estimate the challenges facing policy makers, with childcare and early education remaining unaffordable for many families, and quality of provision declining (Coleman, Shorto, & Ben-Galim, 2022) a focus upon the nature and quality of early education and care is needed now. This could be an opportunity arising from the crisis of the pandemic within early education.
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