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Children’s games and activities during remote education

Summary

The article presents the importance of games and play activities for children in the first years of pri-
mary school during and after distance learning caused by COVID-19. The shift of education to on-
line reality has been a challenging experience. Teachers had to find new ways to work with children,
whereas kids had to cope with the new school reality. The aim of the article is to present the ways in
which play-based activities were used by primary school teachers during remote education, based on
an exploratory and descriptive study. The main research question was whether and how games and
play-based activities were used during remote education in the first three grades of primary school
in the COVID-19 pandemic. The authors conducted semi-structured interviews with primary school
teachers and parents of students from grades 1-3. The main conclusion is that play, perceived as an
important factor in early childhood education, was used by teachers in remote education to introduce
a new topic, expand the scope of the material, involve children in the learning process, assess what
they had learned and help to relax during classes, even if there were limitations arising from remote
education and the specific needs of the youngest learners.

Keywords: game-based learning, remote education, early childhood education, teachers,
parents
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Introduction

At the beginning of 2020 many countries were affected by the SARS-CoV-2 virus. As the
pandemic started spreading, the functioning of many educational institutions in Poland
was restricted without prior notice. The school closures affected the education process for
an estimated 1,401,026 children in pre-school education and 4,891,056 students in prima-
ry, lower secondary and upper secondary schools and over 513.9 thousand teachers in all
types of schools and pre-schools (GUS 2020). Teachers had to start working in a different
form, for which neither they nor their learners were prepared. This situation caused anxi-
ety among teachers, pupils and their families. The main task which the teachers faced was
to organise remote education and to develop new ways of working with children. In most
cases, this process involved, over time, a transition from asynchronous to synchronous
teaching, exploring new and modification of known teaching methods.

This article aims to provide an overview of how games and play-based activities were
used by teachers of grades 1-3 during remote education as well as challenges and opinions
on the subject presented by teachers and pupils’ parents.

Theoretical and empirical foundations

The importance of play in children’s lives is highly recognised and reflected in internation-
al documents, understood as a human right. Article 31 of the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child says, “States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and
leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child
and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts” (1989). Play is widely recognised as
an essential part of many aspects of children’s well-being as well as their development:
physical, cognitive, social, emotional and linguistic (Dewey 1944; Piaget 1951; Vygotsky
1978; Brzezinska et al. 2011; Shafer 2018; Nieto et al. 2021). It is a way to keep children
healthy, and a process helping them to deal with everyday stresses and anxieties. It is also
a way to accept one’s own abilities and limitations and to foster social development by
strengthening the sense of acceptance and security (Kedzior-Niczyporuk 2008).

Play in school contexts is critical for the well-being of children (Stone 2017). It is con-
sidered an important aspect of teaching and learning approaches used in preschool and
primary education. As the cognitive processes taking part in play are comparable to those
involved in learning, i.e., repetition, self-regulation, abstract thinking, meaning, and mo-
tivation (Goldstein 2012), play-based learning is vital for children’s educational experi-
ences in the early years of primary school. “Play (...) allows kids to try out ideas and use
what they are learning in their academic subjects in a less pressured environment. Play is
a time when mistakes can be deeply explored” (Rogin 2020). In addition, play can strength-
en learning motivation and outcomes, enhance children’s mastery of academic concepts
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(UNICEF 2018), develop children’s knowledge of curriculum content as well as support
the development of social skills, abilities and aptitude to learn (Wood, Attfield 2013).

According to Brown (2009, 2018), lack of play experiences can result in depression,
isolation, reduced self-control, poor resilience, inability to cope with stressful situations in
a peaceful way, and a greater tendency to addiction. Lack of time for free play in childhood
has serious consequences not only for child development, but also for the quality of life in
adulthood (Frost, Jacobs 1995; Brown 2009, 2014; Chojak et al. 2017). Researchers (e.g.
Frost, Jacobs 1995; Brown 2009) have found that youth who were deprived of play expe-
riences in childhood can develop antisocial, violent and criminal activities in adolescence
and adulthood. A recent study of young people in COVID-19 shows that playing alone
(rather than together with peers) and being less active during breaks between classes can
have a large impact on reduced well-being in primary school children (James et al. 2021).

School closures and remote classes led to children missing out on essential academic
and socio-emotional learning, formative relationships with peers and adults, as well as
opportunities for play (Levinson et al. 2020). The absence of proposals for interaction in
the peer group and the lack of contact between its participants is also the lack of an oppor-
tunity to discover oneself, own values, strengths and talents (Kedzior-Niczyporuk 2008).
Traditional early childhood pedagogy is highly instructional and educator-led. However,
when children learn from and play with each other, they create their own culture with its
special traits and unwritten principles. This type of child culture is constituted by their
own knowledge and experience, unwritten rules, meanings understandable only to them.
Play is an essential part of everyday life in peer cultures, as they are usually based on the
experiences drawn from the rich act of play (Kongés et al. 2021).

While before the remote education experience young pupils used the internet and elec-
tronic devices mostly for fun activities and games after school (Taskiran 2021), the quick
transition to remote learning resulted in a complete change of function: the devices they
used mainly for play became the heart of their education. Together with the changes in
everyday life, children’s play also changed (Kourti et al. 2021). Moreover, because of
limited contacts with peers due to school closures and social distancing requirements there
were concerns about limited access to outdoor play opportunities (Proulx et al. 2021), per-
ceived as particularly important especially for younger children (Bento, Diaz 2017; Gill,
Monro-Miller 2020).

The report Access to Play for Children in Situations of Crisis says that “In situations
of crisis, stress, weakened physical and emotional development, feelings of lack of con-
trol and loss of trust steadily multiply if children lack everyday opportunities for play”
(King-Sheard, Manello 2017: 4). According to the International Play Association, “being
at home for long periods of time and being physically separated from friends, families,
routines and cherished places is a new situation for most of us. Playing is a natural and
active process that can help us” (Casey 2020). The above opinions point to the power of
the arguments for using play during the pandemic. There are severe consequences of its
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deprivation in a situation for children. On the other hand, it seems to be an effective meth-
od of coping with the difficulties that the pandemic has caused.

The study

The authors conducted an empirical qualitative study in February and March 2021, before
the third round of remote teaching of children in grades 1-3 in Polish public primary
schools. The research consisted of 20 interviews with primary school teachers and 20 in-
terviews with primary school pupils’ parents all from the Mazovian voivodeship. The
main question that inspired the authors to write this article was: “Whether and how were
games and play-based activities used during remote education in the first three grades of
primary school in the COVID-19 pandemic?”

The researchers conducted semi-structured interviews in order to gather information
from participants while creating an atmosphere that allowed addressing the issues raised
honestly and freely. The study was exploratory and descriptive. The selection of study par-
ticipants was based on the convenience standard. The interviewees were assured that the
information they provided would be confidential and that they would remain anonymous.

As preparation of a restrictive scheme for semi-structured interviews is impossible
(Dunn 2005), an interview guide with topics and open-ended questions was prepared
(Morgan, Guevara 2008; Adams 2015). All interviews began with the same general ques-
tion on both lockdowns. The following questions concerned other topics chosen to an-
swer the research question, e.g. the methods and techniques used. The data analysis was
conducted within three steps: identifying key ideas from the interview transcripts during
initial coding, in-vivo coding to create further categories and preparing higher-level cate-
gories of analysis.

The limitations of the study concerned mainly the data collection process. Due to
a pandemic situation, the researchers used a video conferencing tool (Zoom) to conduct
and record interviews. Another limitation was connected with one of the groups chosen
for interviews — parents were not always able to give answers to all the questions, as they
did not actively participate in the remote education process of their children, they were
mostly observers.

Findings

Children’s games and activities in remote social and personal education

Fun and games during remote education served different purposes. Apart from the strictly
educational value, their main tasks were to build a sense of belonging, integration of the
students or the acquisition of interpersonal competencies. They served the purpose of
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socio-personal education. That is why the school events organised by the teachers, which
were important for class life, were extremely important and edifying.

The lessons before Christmas, about Santa Claus, and St. Nicholas’ Day were really cool.
You know, a bit of fun, some nice moments like that for them, they enjoyed it a lot and
couldn’t wait [T4].

Such events, enriched with elements of fun and fiction, were mentioned by many re-
spondents, so one might assume them to be really important. Their role seems to be crucial
due to the fact that in remote education there was almost no room for free play, given
that online classes lasted only thirty minutes instead of the usual 45-min. lessons. What
children missed a lot was playtime during school breaks, which appears to be particularly
important for the development of social skills:

I think that what my son missed most was being able to play. Because he is generally oriented
(...) mainly in a playful way, in terms of contact with peers [P18].

Although parents tried to maintain their children’s peer contacts at this time, which was
difficult for any relationship, they themselves judged the effects of these efforts to be medi-
ocre. Internet connections provided a gateway for children to connect with other children.
Internet play took place both during and after lessons. The parents mentioned that online
play did not only involve playing games together on the computer, but it was often simply
accompanying each other in real life play.

Her playing with other children was meeting up perhaps once or twice a week. She would
join these friends for a while and they would play online. (...) Not that they were gaming.
They played with their toys normally. But it wasn’t the same [P2].

The social deprivation experienced by children to a large extent depended on their
family situation. It was particularly hard for those children who had no siblings and there-
fore had no one to play with at home and spent their time entirely with adults. One parent
recalled:

He is an only child. It was difficult for him: only being locked up with his parents. Now since
November we have been organising meetings in small groups. But for the whole lockdown

time this spring he has sat alone [P6].

On the other hand, for children who have siblings, the forced isolation and lack of
contact with peers was not necessarily so socially disempowering.

No, she hasn’t felt it very much. We have a big family so they socialise with each other [P9].
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The lack of classical play or real interaction experienced by some learners, in the opin-
ion of the respondents, significantly affected social skills and thus, paradoxically, the abil-
ity to play.

Human reactions just disappeared. This is all fading away little by little. And you can also
see that they [the children] cope poorly with play interaction in general. Somehow it is hard
for them to find their way in this [play] situation [P16].

The respondents pointed to children’s tiredness of using the computer. In the parents’
opinions, the overuse of this form of contact resulted in a lack of desire to use this medium
as a tool for interaction, contact with peers and fun. As a consequence, the free contact
opportunities organised by the teachers, lost their attractiveness for some pupils to such an
extent that they did not want to use them.

If there were any extra activities, it was in the after-school room. Kids could join in via
Teams. He didn’t do it, I think he got a bit fed up with the computer, because even when they
had breaks they were sitting in front of the computer talking to each other, playing games. So
I think he didn’t really want to anymore [P1].

Therefore, despite the popular opinion that what children lacked the most was contact
with their peers, it seems that the fact that the contacts could be kept online only was
sometimes of crucial importance and did not allow children’s social needs to be met.

Children’s games and activities in remote teaching

It can be seen that school and remote education did not focus solely on socio-personal
education and interpersonal relationships. Teachers were preoccupied with the necessity
to organise teaching activities in the new conditions during remote education. For this they
used various game-based tools — ones previously known or those discovered in the pro-
cess of implementing remote education. Teachers indicated that during the pandemic they
mainly had to resort to modern, advanced technologies to organise educational games.
However, they also used tried-and-tested methods such as art and movement games:

There were also some movement activities, for example, go and fetch something, some ob-
ject, called in English, and bring it and show that you’ve found it. (...) A lot of things that
were either fun or movement-based [P20].

At the beginning of remote teaching, some teachers used games and activities well-
known to them, which they usually replaced over time with newly discovered possibili-
ties, i.e. Kahoot, Genially or WordWall. Some of the tools were probably known and used
by some of the teachers before remote education was introduced. Justifying the need to use
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games as a teaching method during online classes, as well as presenting a certain nostalgia
for traditional play tools, one teacher said:

In my school there is a lot of emphasis on children not working in a group, not mixing with
each other, not getting up from their desks. For me it is a substitute for playing in a group,
when I can divide the children into groups and they do the task without touching the props,
dice or pawns [ET1].

Games and play-based activities proved to be a meaningful teaching tool, present in
transfer of knowledge in many fields, such as language, mathematics, science, religion,
art, PE as well as music education. Its uses in teaching were varied. One of them was the
introduction of the topic.

We tried to find such interesting films, some fun games, so first there was a picture, then
there were some activities, and then we moved to the textbook, to exercises — as a kind of
consolidation [T7].

Other uses of games were to encourage pupils to go beyond the basic required material,
to supplement their knowledge or to catch up on existing gaps:

I uploaded some educational games so that they could do something extra on their own [T4].
Some saw the main value of didactic games in their energising function, in stimulation.

And just when the children were falling asleep during the classes, to activate them it was nice
to turn on such a game and they woke up straight away [T3].

The introduction of games by teachers was often intended to encourage participation
and keep pupils focused.

I think these interactive aids were also really useful and helped me keep the students’ at-
tention, so that they would stay focused, and helped the students to be linguistically active
[ET1].

On the other hand, some teachers mentioned using games and play just to help children
relax a bit during classes. As remote work was physically and mentally demanding, es-
pecially for early primary pupils, elements of activities that would allow them to unwind
seemed important as well:

And it worked because the kids were busy with something. They could just even relax for
a while, right? From all that writing, reading [T7].
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The topic of play in the context of assessing pupils’ knowledge emerged in many re-
sponses. It appears that this is probably one of the most effective forms of assessment, at
least in the case of the youngest children. One teacher, during an interview, completed the
sentence “I assessed my students’ knowledge...” with the following statement:

In fact, with quizzes and by playing [T12].

Teachers shared a common view of the most effective teaching methods. One of them
stated:

The methods that proved most successful in remote classes were the active methods. All sorts
of sites with games, quizzes, crosswords to complete [T8].

The opinions of some were supported by an element of competition that indicated the
effectiveness of the methods. What emerged from the teachers’ statements was the wide-
spread use of games and play in the remote teaching of young learners.

It is worth noting that games and play-based activities appeared in the respondents’
accounts on remote instruction not only in the context of synchronous teaching. This tool
was also used by teachers in instructions given to parents of children participating in asyn-
chronous education. Teachers mentioned that they provided parents with suggestions and
instructions for recommended games and activities to be implemented at home. This was
confirmed by the parents in the interviews. One of them recalled:

We got a kind of a package for each day. You could check what kind of work... and there was
also some fun stuff, some quizzes... [P19].

Although many teachers seem to be aware of the value of play in the process of so-
cio-personal education and teaching, not all of them used this tool during their remote
teaching. It was confirmed by the parents:

The teacher was giving an academic lecture. I caught my child playing on her mobile or read-
ing a book more than once. It was just the teacher [talking] somewhere [in the background]
or even the sound was muted [P6].

For those who recognise the variety of opportunities arising during remote education,
the lack of their implementation seemed particularly striking. One such opinion was viv-
idly presented by a parent, a teacher by profession, who said:

My daughter wants to burn the computers, so additionally she sees me participating in online
activities and she sees how these activities look, that we laugh with the kids, play different
games, that | show them various pictures. She hasn’t had this and it adds to her dislike of
remote classes [P4].
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Parents, although most of them are not professional teachers, probably intuitively also
saw the value of playwork. What is more, they seem to know that remote forms of work
are demanding and might be difficult for teachers to implement and develop. For some,
as the following example shows, it is hard to even imagine the possibilities available to
teachers in remote work.

I’'m sure if it were supported by maybe some games and educational activities... all you can
do in the classroom, it would definitely not be so dry — dry knowledge given to children.
But I think it’s an issue of remote learning. I don’t know what possibilities there are to do it
online, via the Internet [P12].

Some teachers probably found it difficult to introduce active learning methods. As it
seems, relying on fun and games during lessons may present some complications, such
as maintaining discipline or adapting the level or pace of lessons to suit all pupils. One of
the parents said:

I had the impression that it was a waste of her time to have the kids entertained. That a couple
of kids can have too much fun and calming them down would probably take too long [P14].

Although games and activities accompany teachers of the youngest pupils in their work
in the classroom, introducing them during remote education proved to be a challenge and
required effort on the part of the teachers. Undoubtedly, however, teachers realise the great
importance of learning and educating through play. Consequently, games and play have
become one of the main forms of work during remote education. Many of the skills related
to the use of games and play acquired by teachers during the forced technological transition
have stayed with teachers and have been transferred to in-class work especially as they
proved to be an extremely interesting form of work and were well perceived by the pupils.

Now we sometimes go back to that time of remote teaching and the pupils say that they re-
member that I showed this or that activity or we played this or that game during the remote
lessons and they want us to play it in the classroom. They remember and they want to repeat
it, they enjoyed it [ET1].

Discussion and conclusions

Teaching and learning during a pandemic are certainly important. However, health, safety
and well-being should always be a priority. Schools and teachers must act by taking into
account the whole experience of the pupil: home life, mental, emotional and physical
stresses faced by both students and those around them (Doucet et al. 2020).
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There have been many challenges in the process of transition to remote education.
The fact that the shift happened very quickly, with no guidelines and schemes for imple-
mentation, caused a lot of confusion and anxiety. Principals and teachers had to develop
their own strategies to enable remote learning for their students, and sought knowledge
about methods and tools to work with children and parents remotely (Marchlik et al. 2021;
Wichrowska, Marchlik 2021). Providing children with the right environment for devel-
opment in terms of social and personal education as well as learning proved to be a huge
challenge. UNESCO experts, considering the issue of children’s well-being during the
pandemic, concluded that the most important thing is the children’s mental state, not di-
dactics or curriculum delivery. Their recommendation is to focus first on the psychological
needs of children, along the slogan “Maslow before Bloom™ (Doucet et al. 2020), as one
of the most effective methods used when working with the youngest pupils is play (Hirsh-
Pasek, Golinkoff 2008; Van Oers, Duijkers 2013).

As this study demonstrates, play can successfully be transferred to the world of dis-
tance education, in both synchronous and asynchronous forms. This was also observed in
the authors’ previous study on the use of information and communication technologies by
language teachers working with young learners during the early COVID-19 pandemic in
Poland, which showed that in remote classes teachers of English to young learners used
many synchronous and asynchronous teaching tools (Marchlik et al. 2021). Most of them
are by their nature play-based. Unfortunately, as other research shows (Plebanska et al.
2020), during remote classes 8—9% of pupils had the opportunity to carry out projects or
at least interactive, ready-made tasks on various educational websites and only 2.6% of
pupils participated online in educational games and activities. Although teachers used more
interactive quizzes, games and experiments than before the transition to remote education,
the use of presentations and videos prevailed (Plebanska et al. 2020). This is confirmed
by the experience of some of the respondents, who observed the traditional form of work,
irrespective of the fact that the education concerned the youngest children and regardless of
various recommendations. Online education was found to lack the learning atmosphere and
social interaction to involve young children, thus leading to poor academic performance
(Dong et al. 2020). It is worth mentioning that the vast majority of students in the first three
grades of primary school (in contrast to older pupils) had no problem with working with
their cameras on. Children had a great need for social contacts and wanted to see other
pupils and the teacher (Sliz 2021). Lack of face-to-face contact with peers and teachers was
considered one of the biggest risks of online education (Plebanska et al. 2021).

Our study indicates that some respondents think of the difficulty in maintaining disci-
pline as a reason for teachers not to prepare classes that would use active methods. How-
ever, another study showed that teachers had no difficulty in controlling a class gathered
in front of a screen at home during a live online class — this was the opinion of 60% of stu-
dents, with 15% of the respondents believing that the teacher had such difficulties only oc-
casionally (Ptaszek et al. 2020). Another reason might be connected with teachers’ initially
low level of digital competences (Buchner, Wierzbicka 2020). Nevertheless, it should be
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stressed that some teachers had been familiar with these modern game-based tools even
before the emergency online teaching started (Marchlik et al. 2021).

As this study shows, learning assessment is an area in which games have been used ex-
tensively when working with children of grades 1-3. However, it is worth noting that the
number of teachers who give grades on the basis of results obtained from participation in
quizzes and interactive exercises has decreased — in 2020, 21% of teachers declared such
a form, and in 2021 — 16.7% (Plebanska et al. 2021). Unfortunately, we do not have data
on teachers working with the youngest pupils, whose possibilities of assessing students’
knowledge are limited by children’s skills and abilities.

Apart from checking the knowledge, there is more to play in education. As our study
shows, play-based activities and games are used widely to introduce the new topic, sup-
plement the students’ knowledge, expand the scope of the material, make children in-
volved, focus their attention as well as help them relax during remote classes. This is
a significant fact, given the prevailing opinion that “distance education, particularly online
learning, may not be appropriate for young students, especially those who have minimal
or irregular adult supervision while at home. They may be distracted/worried, lose track
of their schedules if not followed well, or may be negatively impacted by limited social
interactions or delayed feedback from teachers. Their days may be better spent in nature,
cooking, doing chores and in meaningful play” (Doucet et al. 2020: 13). As being away
from school as well as teachers and peers affects children’s mental and physical health
(Fontenelle-Tereshchuk 2020; Misirli, Ergulec 2021), during long periods of emergency
remote education children may need more attention and support. Therefore, it is recom-
mended that the family play games together (not online), i.e. board games, and engage in
sports activities at home (Singh et al. 2020).

Before the return of students to regular school classes in May 2021, the Polish Ministry
of Education and Science prepared a set of recommendations for teachers to follow. It in-
cluded advice and tips to help organise a friendly school environment for students and par-
ents. One of the recommendations was: Developing interpersonal relationships at teacher—
student and student—student level, which should be reflected in the use of play and games
during designated lesson hours as well as during breaks (MEiN 2021). Poland was not the
only country that suggested educational guidelines to support children’s well-being after
the obligatory remote teaching. In May 2020 the British government received a letter with
recommendations from the academic society, which highlighted that during this difficult
time of transition, it is play that should be teachers’ and parents’ priority rather than the
learning progress (Cartwright-Hatton et al. 2020). The importance of play was identified
long before the spread of coronavirus. For instance, a non-profit organisation Right to
Play, which was funded in the year 2000, enables disadvantaged children to overcome the
effects of war, poverty and disease around the world through play. Right to Play operates
under the slogan: “play can save lives”. Other international organisations have also made
it clear how important children’s well-being is when returning to school and that play can
have a positive impact on it. A research report: “The health and wellbeing of children in the
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early years” prepared by Children s Alliance (2021) emphasises the importance of playing
at home with parents, at the playgrounds, at educational institutions, as well as shows the
positive effects of play therapy. UNICEF (2021) also highlights the significance of play.
One of its recommendations in “8 ways teachers can support students’ mental health dur-
ing COVID-19 school returns: Transitioning back to in-person classroom learning” states
that after students return to school it is vital to ensure the opportunity to connect, play and
interact with the peers they have missed for so long.

Taking into consideration the results of multiple studies and various guidelines, it
seems clear that the extensive use of games and play in early childhood education is a step
in the right direction. Should there be another need for online teaching we recommend that
teachers focus more on play-based activities, as it can be beneficial for students’ learning
as well as their well-being. As play is a natural activity for children, it may be very helpful
in overcoming the stress and boredom associated with isolation from peers. Play-based
teaching can easily be recognised as one of the best practices of remote education. It seems
useful to support teachers in further developing their digital skills to encourage them to
implement games and play-based activities, so that the experiences gained during the pan-
demic can be used in different situations that may involve remote learning.
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