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Objectives: The coronavirus disease pandemic affected people’s lives in different ways, including child education and parent-child in-
teractions. The present study aimed to identify the educational opportunities of children and challenges of parents during this pandemic.
Methods: This study was conducted using a qualitative and phenomenological method. The participants were 23 parents of children
aged 7-12 years, selected by purposive sampling method. Data were collected by semi-structured interviews, which continued until
data saturation was reached, and then classified and processed following Strauss and Glasser’s approach.

Results: The findings were classified as parenting transformation, attachment challenges, and parenting challenges due to macro-sys-
temic changes. Online education and changes caused by social distancing were the most significant parenting challenges. Moreover,
children did not have the necessary space to be independent and self-sufficient.

Conclusion: For many children, adapting to virtual education has been challenging; therefore, parents should change their parenting

control and support. The emergence of such challenges has led to the creation of more opportunities in the field of child education.
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INTRODUCTION

Since 2020, the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) outbreak
has greatly affected all aspects of people’s lives, and forced
governments to impose measures such as social distancing,
lockdown, school closure, and teleworking. Cheng et al. [1]
believe that COVID-19 has deeply influenced the health and
well-being of children, adolescents, and families in different
aspects. The resulting disruptions like unemployment and a
lack of economic security have led to mental distress for the
caregivers, and thus, influenced the quality of marital, par-
ent-child, and sibling relationships [2].

Regarding the transformations occurring in parent-child
interactions, many studies have focused on the relationship
between parents and children, and considered the family in
relation to social macro-system. One of the existing theoreti-
cal frameworks is Bronfenbrenner’s theory [3]. Accordingly,
four factors (person, context, time, and proximal processes)
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influence parental behavior and child’s development, and
compose a complete ecosystem where these factors impact
each other internally. Meanwhile a person’s development across
his/her life is strongly impacted by his/her past incidents and
environments [3].

The changes occurring in the interactions within the fam-
ily micro-system can lead to changes in parenting styles and
parent-child attachment. Firstly, due to social distancing dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic, families were locked down in
their houses for extended periods of time, which can increase
stress and weaken the quality of relationships among the fam-
ily members [2]. Due to school closure, distance learning has
too created challenges for both parents and children. Distance
learning, by itself, is inadequate for learning and developing
skills in children. Moreover, it is necessary for parents with
any type of parenting style to participate in their children’s
education, because their involvement (and not that of teach-
ers) is the key factor to educational success in children [4].
However, the way parents deal with COVID-19-related stress
can affect how they support their children, facilitate a positive
parent-child relationship, and foster the child’s social-emo-
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tional competence [5].

Secondly, illness can activate attachment behavior [6]. In-
secure attachment is associated with higher levels of anxiety,
which itself is a significant predictor of maladaptive behav-
iors in the pandemic period [7]. The conversion of secure to
insecure attachment can occur due to major life events like
parental divorce or familial conflicts [8]. The learning attach-
ment theory explains that everyday troubles might reduce the
sensitivity of parents; hence, exposure to such events can also
negatively affect care-giving. Nevertheless, insecure attach-
ments can change into secure attachments through positive
life events such as resolving family conflicts. Furthermore,
improvements in daily living conditions in a family can lead
to positive experiences of receiving care. Being in close proxim-
ity to parents when distressed can have stress-regulating effects
on children with insecure attachment [8]. Thus, the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic on child attachment is not clear.

As discussed, the resulting transformations in people’s life-
styles after the COVID-19 pandemic might have positive or
negative effects on parent-child interactions. Thus, the cur-
rent study, through adopting a phenomenological approach
and taking into account the probable changes in attachment
and parenting styles, attempts to answer the following ques-
tions: “What challenges have parents encountered in the pres-
ent situation,” “What limitations have they been facing,” and
“What opportunities have they created?”

METHODS

Using a qualitative approach, the current research aimed
to identify the educational opportunities and challenges
faced by parents during the COVID-19 pandemic. Qualita-
tive research is multi-method and guarantees an interpreta-
tive and naturalistic approach. This implies that qualitative
researchers study phenomena in their natural situations, and
attempt to interpret them based on the meanings people as-
sign to them [9].

Among the different qualitative approaches, the phenom-
enological approach was chosen for this research. Phenome-
nology is primarily rooted in a philosophical movement start-
ed by Husserl. He believed that the starting point of knowledge
is an individual’s internal experience of the phenomena con-
sisting of affections, perceptions, and images that emerge when
one’s attention is focused on an object in a conscious state [9].
In this method, before any kind of evaluation, the lived expe-
riences of the individuals are collected and investigated [10].
Hence, in the present study, description, specification, and
classification of data were made through communication with
the parents.
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Data collection method and instruments

A semi-structured interview was conducted to collect data
in the form of profound information. Though the questions
were predesigned, they were flexible according to the respon-
dent’s answers [11]. In this study, according to Patton’s pat-
tern [12] of a semi-structured interview, the researcher defined
the guidelines of the interview so that the overall interview
structure for all participants remains the same; however, if
necessary, the interviewer can ask other questions in order
to profoundly track the respondent’s affections and emotions.
Permission was obtained for recording the interviews and
later analyzing them.

Participants

The participants of this study included mothers of 7-12-year-
old children, who were selected by purposive and snowball
sampling. The selection criteria were as follows: 1) having at
least one child in the 7-12 years range; 2) not having been
separated from the child’s other parent; and 3) participating
in the interview willingly.

Among the participants, eight people had a master’s or
higher degree, 11 had a bachelor’s degree, and four had a post-
graduate or lower degree. Moreover, 10 people were employed
and 13 were housewives. The age range of the participating
mothers was 30-44 years; 12 families had one child, eight
families had two children, and three families had three chil-
dren. All participants lived in districts 1-13 in Tehran City.

The interviews continued till they achieved data satura-
tion, and the number of parent participants reached 23 based
on saturation principle and repetitious answers. The inter-
views were performed by one researcher, and the time of in-
terview varied between 25-60 minutes based on the partici-
pants’ situation.

Data analysis

For data analysis, all interviews were recorded and then
transcribed verbatim. Data analysis was done based on Strauss
and Glasser’s theory using an interpretational analysis [9].
For this, firstly, the concepts being researched on were ex-
tracted from each response. Based on the conceptions, the
primary codes were derived and compared with the spoken
transcripts. Next, according to the frequency of responses and
by putting together the main concepts, the main categories
were elicited. In the next step, other responses were examined,
and the data related to each category were subcategorized.
In case a new subject was come across, a new concept and cat-
egory was defined for it. Finally, all the categories were com-
pared and re-examined (Table 1).

To guarantee the validity and accuracy of the findings
achieved by the interviews in a phenomenological approach,



the Guba and Lincoln’s [13] model was followed (Table 2). We
attempted to apply this principle by allowing enough time
to collect the required data, combining the methods, and re-
examining the participants. This was done by giving each
participant his/her own transcript files so that, if necessary,
they can add an explanation, or if any phrase contradicted
what they were actually trying to express, it could be omitted
or rephrased. In order to uphold the Data Verification Prin-
ciple, the researchers strived to avoid any kind of bias during
the process of interviewing and extracting results. For increas-
ing the reliability, the opinions of all members of the research
group were considered. Moreover, all ethical considerations

Table 1. Strauss and Glasser approach
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such as maintaining the dignity of individuals and express-
ing the clear intent of the research were followed. This study
was approved by the Ethics Committee of Azad University
of Science and Research, Tehran/Iran (Ethical code: IR.IAU.
SRB.REC.1399.177).

RESULTS

Based on the statements of the participants and through
coding, analysis, classification, and interpretation of the an-
swers, the findings were classified and the main concepts of
each subtopic were obtained (Tables 3-5).

Strauss and Glasser analysis approach

Strauss and Glasser procedure

The data analysis process is done in the
form of coding, in which the data are
broken down and conceptualized and
then re-connected to each otherin a

new way.

Open coding/Axial coding
These two types of coding are, generally, done at the beginning of the research
and for selective coding; however, it is sometimes done in the near-end stages
for better coordination. During the open coding, the theorists break down the
data, and then analyze and compare them. Next they label and categorize

the data through asking questions about the data and comparing them to find

similarities and differences. Axial coding deals with the process of relating

sub-categories to a single category in line with a paradigm.

Selective coding

This type of coding includes choosing the central category and relating other

categories to it; the process continues until no further information is added in

the main category (saturation).

The content has been summarized from Mohammadpour. Social Sciences 2010;17:73-107 [32].

Table 2. Goba and Lincoln approach

Goba and Lincoln
criteria

Goba and Lincoln make use of reliability or trustworthiness

Reliability criterion

criterion to evaluate the quality of qualitative data.

Reliability is simply the extent to which the findings of a

qualitative research can be relied upon or frusted.

They believe that the reliability criterion includes four

Credibility

Reliability

Confirmability

Transferability

separate but inter-related criteria as follows:

In a credible research, the data are consistent and
correlated, and not scattered and contradictory.

The ability to identify the origin of the data of a particular

study, the way of their collection and the way they are used.

The researcher must show that the findings are both actually
and really based on data.

Transferability deals with the applicability of research findings.

Transferability is the degree in which the findings of a
qualitative study can be fransferred to a different
environment and applied for a different population.

Using the triangulation techniques like
confirmatory sources

Using the structured processes of
convergent interviewing for data
recording and interpretation / Using a
steering committee to evaluate and
implement the interview plan

Long-time contact with the research
setting, continuous observation and
exchange of opinions with peers

Using special procedures of data coding
and analysis of symbols/Development
and full description of the desired
research dataset during the data
collection stages

The content has been summarized from Abbaszadeh. J Appl Sociol 2012;23:19-34 [33].
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Table 3. Parenting challenges of parents

Main concept Subtopics

Example responses

Changes in parental support  Filling up children’s free time

Changes in parental support  Taking teachers’ role
Changes in parental support
well-being

Attachment challenges

Attachment challenges
approval and decrease of
accountability

Maintaining children’s emotional

Increase of dependency in children

The child’s asking for the mother’s

“They get tired frequently... When I run out of idea, | get
fired. | have to constantly tell them let’s make a craft
or cook food.”

"I decided to teach him myself at home.”

“I have to make him happy, change his mood, he feels
depressed.”

“Dependencies have also increased a lot. My son was
very dependent, | tried very, very hard, but Corona
brought me back to my previous state.”

“Always asks for my approval, is this fine? Shall I send
this? Is this correct?” “She wants the responsibility to
be with me so that is if something happens, | would be
held accountable for the problem.”

Table 4. Educational challenges of parents

Main concept Subtopics

Example responses

Attachment challenges
Changes in school-related  Increase in the use of electronic

parental controls devices and the Internet

Changes in school-related  The possibility not attending and
parental confrols
by the child

Parents' challenges due to
macro systemic changes for parents
Parents' challenges due to  Lack of fime for personal tasks

macro systemic changes

Increase in educational dependency

paying due attention in the class

Doing homework is time-consuming

"My daughter has become very dependent. She thinks
that if I'm not there, she can't study.”

"At first, she was at home doing nothing but playing with
the tablet; however, later she used it for her school
works. Whenever you tell her to put it aside, she says:
‘Now, | should send my homework'."”

“I have to ask: ‘Are you in class now?' They can easily
ditch the online classes.”

“Because | have to prepare the things that the teacher
has asked to prepare... | can't do other chores.”

“I don't have any free time for myself. | used to do sport
but now | can't do anything.”

Table 5. Upbringing opportunities of parents

Subtopics

Example responses

Getting to know the teaching method and
the materials taught

Adapting the education to the individual
needs of the child

Increase in the child's self-confidence

" In some lessons, | couldn’t help my son because his teacher taught differently.
But now we have the files and we can play them multiple times.”

"I feel that her education is a bit more in my control; that is, | have adapted it to
her individual needs.”

"“His academic self-confidence has increased considerably because as soon as

the teacher asks a question, he quickly searches the Internet for the possible

answer.”

DISCUSSION

The present research was conducted with the aim of iden-
tifying the challenges, opportunities and educational trans-
formations of parents during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
findings indicated that the pandemic had a significant effect
on interactions amongst almost all family members, including
parenting, attachment, and communication with the school.
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Opportunities

New opportunities have been created for some parents in
their relation to their children that were not possible before the
pandemic. For example, some parents mentioned that due to
their children not attending schools and classes being record-
ed, they have found the opportunity of comprehending the
teacher’s teaching method so that they can facilitate the chil-
dren’s education, and help them in case they need further ex-



planation or revision. On the other hand, according to some
participants whose children had special education needs, af-
ter the virtualization of education, the role of parents has be-
come more bold, enabling them to align education with the
needs of their children, which has improved their children’s
educational status.

Our findings revealed that children’s mental health had also
an impact on the research results. Moreover, special needs and
mental disorders were considered a risk factor before the pan-
demic; however, parent-child interaction has reportedly been
a supportive factor against anxiety and depression [14]. In con-
trast, some parents stated that the COVID-19 pandemic has
created more effective conditions for children with learning
disorders and attention deficits, enabling them to receive suit-
able education at home according to their individual needs
and conditions through greater interaction with their parents.

Children with learning disabilities and attention deficits need
more attention and consideration from their teachers, which
is difficult during in-person classes because of the large num-
ber of students and lack of time. Meanwhile, children expe-
riencing better academic conditions in the pandemic era, as
compared to the past, gain more confidence in their academic
abilities, and participate more in Q&A sessions. On the other
hand, some parents stated that now they are more aware of
their children’s communication issues, and thus, are better
equipped to help them in communicating with their peers.

Transformation of parenting

Based on the statements of the participants, the pandemic
has transformed parenting over time. When the pandemic
began, changes in people’s lifestyles led to many parents fac-
ing new challenges; solving which required making changes
in the way they interacted with their children. After the pan-
demic, new issues and challenges have been raised in families
with no known ways to monitor and control them. On the other
hand, challenges faced by children require different kind of
parental support.

Changes in school-related parental controls

According to the participants’ views, the pandemic created
significant challenges for the parents regarding school educa-
tion. In the past, many children did not have access to the In-
ternet, or had limited access. With the virtualization of schools
and children staying at home, parents are obliged to provide
more internet access for their children to attend online class-
rooms, and submit their homework online; however, this caused
many concerns for the parents. Some parents are worried cit-
ing that their children do not attend the classes, or pay enough
attention to the lessons; since it is not possible for teachers to
monitor the students as in the past, it is up to them to take
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proper action to resolve this problem. In addition, some chil-
dren spend a considerable amount of time after school hours,
watching shows over the Internet and playing electronic games;
this worries some parents about their access to some content,
inappropriate to their age. All these cause parents to consider
exerting new controlling measures. Corroborating this find-
ing, Vejmelka and Matkovi¢ [15] reported that compared to
the pre-pandemic period, children devote more time to using
the Internet, and their digital well-being depends on ensuring
their security against all kinds of dangers: online games, on-
line gambling, online shopping, addictive behaviors, pornog-
raphy, and so on (problematic use of the Internet). According
to a study conducted in Switzerland, during the pandemic,
more than 30% of children met the criteria of problematic use
of the Internet [16]. On the other hand, creating rules and strict
monitoring are not easy. Research shows that implementing
strict parental controls for the Internet usage such as creating
rules about contact or permission to access the Internet, and
setting up a global positioning system to track children’s ac-
tivities has negatively impacted parent-child relationships [17].
The above studies highlight the importance of developing new
monitoring and controlling methods for parents.

Changes in parental supports

The statements of the participants show that due to the
changes during the pandemic, children need more support
from their parents, especially in distance learning. During this
period, parents played many roles in the field of education. For
example, they took the teacher’s place and taught the lesson
content, assisted the children with their homework, or moni-
tored the children’s performance during the evaluation. All
these activities are very time-consuming, and sometimes, con-
fusing for parents. These statements are in agreement with the
findings of Masry-Herzallah and Stavissky [18], who stated that
online learning relies on more parental participation at a young
age, as well as the ability to learn independently at an older age.
Online education for elementary school children requires the
help and full supervision of parents. The success of virtual ed-
ucation depends to a significant extent on the motivation of
students and the participation of parents [19]. Parents face dif-
ficulties in participating in their children’s education for be-
ing busy with their work [20]. Moreover, during this period,
children are given a huge burden of various tasks, which may
be difficult for the parents to understand and solve easily and
quickly. As a result, parents feel depressed and disappointed
about the demands of the school.

Additionally, the parents stated that during this period, chil-
dren experienced many negative feelings due to the school
closure, being away from their peers, and having limited con-
tact with close relatives like grandparents. Based on another
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study, children who had stronger relationships with their peers
before the pandemic were more vulnerable to the changes,
which occurred in their friendships [21].

The parents added that in this pandemic era, there was more
need for empathy and conversation. They spent more time
talking to and understanding their children’s feelings. Con-
sistent with this finding, McArthur et al. [22] believe that al-
though communication with peers plays an important role in
middle childhood development, closeness to peers is not con-
sidered a significant predictor of children’s well-being and
mental health; rather, factors that are closer and more acces-
sible to children such as close communication with parents
and caregivers are considered more important predictors. Sim-
ilarly, another study reported that conversation time between
parents and children has increased during the pandemic, and
children who converse more with their parents have higher
levels of mental well-being [21].

Our study further findings showed that physical contact
between parents and children such as kissing and hugging
has increased, and this need has been felt more by children.
In explaining this finding, we can refer to Morrison [23], who
reported that social touch can eliminate stress responses. Social
touch for children involves exploring objects, extending the
range of social touch to friends, school, and strangers, and phys-
ical play like tickling and huddling. But after the emergence
of the pandemic and social distancing, social touch has become
very limited or lost. This can justify the increase in the chil-
dren’s desire to have physical contact with their parents [24].

Based on the participants’ responses, filling children’s free
time is also important. In this era, due to the closure of many
public places or the existence of social distancing rules, chil-
dren were unable to spend their free time as they would do in
the past; many others discontinued their sports, music and art
classes. Therefore, the supportive role of parents was promi-
nent in response to this need, and many parents tried to start
new joint activities with their children during this period.
In accordance with the above results, Zartler et al. [25] found
that there was a disturbance in the normal flow of extracur-
ricular activities such as sports and music, which can be used
as a coping mechanism in stressful situations.

Attachment challenges

Increase in dependency

The participating parents believed that some children have
become more dependent on them since the beginning of the
pandemic such that they are unwilling to stay at home alone,
and show behaviors like clinging to their parents and diffi-
culty in sleeping alone. According to the National Child Trau-
matic Stress Network [26], children’s psychological response
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to the pandemic between the ages 6-12 years can include
high levels of irritability, nightmares, sleep problems, loss of
interest in peers, and excessive dependence on parents. An-
other research shows that during the pandemic, internalized
and externalized behavioral problems in children were asso-
ciated with their security of attachment to parents [27]. The
above findings imply that the presence of an external threat
and behavioral disorders such as irritability and clinging to
parents can be seen in children with insecure attachment, in-
dicating the activation of the attachment system [28].

Increase in academic dependence (decrease in taking
responsibility)

The statements of the participants made it clear that many
children do not take the expected responsibility for educa-
tional matters; rather, they share them with their parents.
Previously, during in-person education, children more re-
sponsible towards the teachers and were obliged to take ac-
countability for assignments, evaluation and learning, in
general. Now they rely more on their parents, look for their
parents’ approval in doing homework, and sending answers;
thus, they are less self-sufficient.

Parents’ challenges due to macro-systemic changes

According to the participants, other environmental struc-
tures and micro-systems have also undergone changes as a
result of macro-systemic changes such as quarantine laws,
teleworking of jobs, and others. Within the family micro-sys-
tem, mothers need to spend more time on household chores.
On the other hand, despite some jobs being teleworked and
having shortened working hours, the participants stated that
there has not been much change in the roles or working hours
of fathers compared to the past. In contrast, according to a
research conducted in Italy, in cases where the mothers con-
tributed to the family income by 50%, little or no amount, her
household duties have decreased. This may be due to the fact
that fathers, who were traditionally responsible for perform-
ing duties outside the home, were forced to stop working out-
side and spend more time in doing household chores during
the quarantine [29]. Hence, based on some participants’ state-
ments, mothers are responsible for the majority of the child-
rearing roles. This causes them to serve several, and some-
times, conflicting roles at home.

A mother, for example, stated: “Sometimes I think I have
distanced from my maternal responsibilities. It means that I
am a teacher rather than a mother.”

Mothers are forced to perform some of the teacher’s duties
during the day. Previously, the teacher was responsible for su-
pervising the student during in-person classes; now with the
house turning into a classroom during school hours, moth-



ers are forced to play a supervisory as well as an educational
role, which negatively affects the intimacy between her and
the child. According to a mixed study conducted in Germany,
parents experience difficulties when undertaking the role of
a teacher. Arguments at home can cause stress and provoke
a negative atmosphere during home education [30]. In addi-
tion, some of the participating mothers stated that they do
not have enough time to do their personal tasks due to the
multiple responsibilities assigned to them. Consistent with
this finding, Garbe et al. [31] reported that it has been diffi-
cult for some parents to balance multiple roles in relation to
their children, and allocate time to their personal work.

Finally, it can be concluded that among the prominent fea-
tures of the COVID-19 and the virtualization of schools are
the compulsion to stay at home and the subsequent reduc-
tion in the use of sports and recreational facilities in the city.
Similar conditions may also be observed in other urban and
social crises scenarios. For example, in industrial and pollut-
ed cities like Tehran, in the first quarter of the current aca-
demic year, children went to school for only 38 days, and the
rest of the days they attended virtual schools. Similar to epi-
demic conditions, air pollution, in addition to causing non-
attendance of schools, can also cause closure of sports, enter-
tainment, art venues, and even banks.

Furthermore, other social crises that happened this year
throughout the country led to the closure of schools and uni-
versities. Presence of security forces enforced movement re-
strictions on citizens in some areas, and reduced cultural and
recreational programs, including theaters and concerts. All
these factors forced the children to stay at home and created
COVID-19 epidemic-like conditions for them. This implies
that the results achieved from the epidemic era can be applied
to other comparable social conditions as well.

CONCLUSION

During the COVID-19 pandemic, social distancing and
school closures have made major changes in people’s lifestyles.
Mothers have been forced to take on heavier responsibilities
in relation to housework, making it necessary to create an en-
vironment to maintain mental security, emotional growth, and
educational progress in children. For many children, adapting
to virtual education has been challenging. As a result, parents
need to make changes in their way of parenting control and
support. Along with the emergence of these challenges, op-
portunities have also been created in the field of children’s
education. In this study, only the mothers’ perception of the
COVID-19-related conditions has been studied. The partic-
ipants were residents of the municipal areas 1-13 of Tehran
city; they had good access to the Internet and electronic de-
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vices, while the residents of other areas of Tehran or other cities
may face different challenges in accessing the Internet, pro-
viding electronic devices, and thus, enjoying online learning.
Considering the limitations of this research, the perception
of children and fathers on COVID-19-related educational
challenges should be evaluated. Since the main burden of ed-
ucation has been on the parents, school authorities need to ex-
amine the accuracy of learning in children during this period.
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