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these resources become even more important for children’s socio-emotional and cognitive development, when school and outside resources are not available. ST FILE PHOTO

Covid-19 can widen gaps
in children's development

Insights from alongitudinal study in
Singapore suggest Covid-19 and
home-based learning can exacerbate
socio-economic inequalities, leading to

wider learning gaps.

Wei-Jun Jean Yeung

For The Straits Times

How are Singaporean children
experiencing the circuit breaker
period, when workplaces and
schools are closed to stop
transmission of the coronavirus?
With anxieties riding high over
the health risk from the Covid-19
pandemic and the economic
impact of the shutdown on
families, many children and their
caregivers’ daily lives are being

As this crisis exacerbates
inequality in key resources for
children, we are likely tosee a
widened gapin children’s health,
and socio-emotional and cognitive
development in the aftermath of
the virus outbreak.

Findings from the Singapore
Longitudinal Early Development

Centre for Family and Population

of Singapore, shed some lighton
how Covid-19 can affect children’s
development.

This Ministry of Education-
funded study (of whichIam
principal investigator) collected
data lastyear from a nationally
representative sample of 5,021

years and their primary caregivers

wholive across the nation. Children

from all socio-economic statuses
and racial groups are properly
represented in this study.

FAMILY TIME
For some children, the circuit
breaker maybe agolden

more of them, share meals, read,
play, cookand work together more.
Children may be sleeping and
eating more, and have more
relaxed schedules since there isno
commuting, and the tutorial and
enrichment classes have mostly
been cancelled,

Parents who have astable job,
more flexible work hours, proper

¢ living quarters thatallow them to
. work from home during this period, :
: andhave help at home, may

: welcome the chance to stay home
i and enjoy more family time. For

: childrenand parents who have

i fewerresources, the experience

: maybe quite different.

SG Leads data shows that, before

i Covid-19,58 per cent of

: Singaporean childrenagedup to

i sixyearsate with their parents at

: leastoncea day,and 35 per cent of
i parentsread to their children every
¢ day.

Children’s time diaries show that

: ayoung Singaporean child spends,
upsetinanunprecedented manner. :
: 1hr4iminonaweekday engaging
: directly with his/her mother and
: father, respectively.

onaverage, 3hr 49minand

And onaweekend day, a child

¢ spends7hr 29min and 5hr57min
{ engaging directly with his/her

i mother and father respectively.

i Duringthe circuit breaker, these
: frequencies can be expected to
Study (SG Leads), conducted by the
¢ particularly, children’s time with
Research at the National University :

have increased significantly,

their fathers on weekdays.
Before Covid-19, childrenunder

i three spentabout three hoursona

: weekday in daycare, while three- to
: six-year-olds spent about 6'/2 :
: hoursin daycare centres or schools. :
i Withdaycare centresandschools :
: closed now, it falls to parents to
i teach, monitorand provide
Singaporean children agedup tosix : :
i families have varying capabilitiesto :

: MATERIAL RESOURCES AND
: PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

i higher socio-economic status (SES) :
i provideamoreenrichinglearning :
: environment for their children.

learning opportunities. However,

handle these responsibilities.
Research shows that parents of

They tend to be better informed

: about their children’s

i developmental needs, have more
opportunity for them tostrengthen :
the bond with their parents - tosee :
: safer, healthierand more

: stimulating for children. Theyare

: also shown to be more involved in

i children’slearning inand outside

: of'school, set more limits for

i children’s activities, and are more

: likely tosetaregular timeandplace
¢ fortheir children to do schoolwork.

resources, and are better equipped
tocreate an environment that is

Better-educated parents have

¢ better skill sets to help with their

children’s schoolwork, particularly
: forolder children. SG Leads data
: supports these patterns,

¢ LIVING SPACE

: InSingapore, families’ SES can

i roughly be identified with the

: public housing types they live in,

: with the most advantagedliving in
: private condos and landed

i properties or Housing Board

five-room or executive units, and

: themost vulnerable families living
: inHDB rental units (hereafter

: referredto as “rental flats/units”),
: mostof themin one- or two-room
: flats. Parents in rental units have

: thelowest earnings and

: educational attainmentand a

: higher proportion of them are

: single parents.

Among the SG Leads families

: livingin rental units (about 400

: families), the household size ranges
i from two to13 persons. Among

: rentalunits, 30 per cent have fiveto :
i sixpersons, and 10 per cent have

: seven or more persons. Of these

i households, 7.4 per cent have four

: children (under the age of18) and 9
¢ per cent have five or more children.

With four in 10 having five or

¢ more household members

- squeezedinto flats of 36 sgmto
i 45sqm,thespace constraintmakes :
¢ itdifficult for family members to

: have personal space. Thisis

: particularly difficult during the

i circuit breaker when everyone

: needs tostay home all the time,

i working fromhome or doing online
: home-based learning, and doing

: choresand cooking.

Juggling work and familylife ina
crowded, confined space can
create friction and increase stress

i among family members. The tight
: spacewillmake it hard for children
: toconcentrate on their learning.

Singaporean young children have

: varying levels of access to books,

: toysand technology at home,

: which creates varying home

: experiences for them during the
circuit breaker. At this time, these

: resources become even more

¢ important for children’s

: socio-emotional and cognitive

: development, whenschool and

: outside resourcesarenotavailable.

Among children living in private
condos or landed properties, 56 per

: cent have 50 books or more,
: compared with 10 per cent of those
: livingin rental flats.

Halfof the children (53 per cent)

: livingin rental flats have fewer than

¢ 10 books. In addition, half of the

: parentslivingin private condos and
¢ landed properties read to their

: children every day. Inrental flats,

i 14per cent of the parents read to

- their children daily, but 31 per cent

i ofthemnever read to their children.

Similarly, those in smaller

¢ housingunits have much fewer
* toys, musical instruments and
¢ other cognitivelystimulating

¢ materials athome.

SG Leads data also shows that

i children of parents with higher SES
¢ spendless time on electronic

¢ devices, and more time on

: achievement-oriented activities,

: sportsand otheractive play.

: DIGITALGAP

: Overaweek, children wholive in

: one- to two-room flats spend about

: 8hr4minwatching TV, compared

: with4hr15min for those living in

i private condos orlanded properties.

Inaddition, children inrental

i flats spend 4hr 28min aweekon
: other electronic devices suchas
i computers, tablets, or

: smartphones, compared with

¢ 1hr12min for children in private
: condosand landed properties.

These are staggering differences

¢ when accumulated over time.

Childrenliving in rentalflats also

. spend less time in active activities.

: Unfortunately, the screen time can

. beexpected to have increased

: furtherand theactive time

- decreased during the circuit breaker,
i particularly for those withlow SES

: parents and those insmallhousing.

While the Wi-Fi penetrationrate

i isnear-universal in Singapore, 8 per
: centof the SG Leads families living

¢ inrentalunits donothavea

: connection, and thus have difficulty
i accessingonline resources.

Among them, 44 per cent do not

¢ havea computeroralaptopat

: home (compared with 4 per cent

: for those living in private condos or
: landed properties).

Among the children living in the

- rentalunits, 54 per cent do nothave
i atablet,compared with 11 per cent

: amongthoselivinginacondoora

: landed property.

Almost all households have a

¢ smartphone. A high proportion

i (47per cent) of the children living

¢ inrental units have access toone

: anduse them more frequently and
¢ withless parental supervision than
: children in other housing types.

During the circuit breaker,

¢ children have to share these

i deviceswith siblings and parents

: and those with less access mayhave
¢ reduced efficiencyin learning.
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Inaddition to the hardware,
higher SES parents are expected to
beable to help children’s learning
more, sourcing additional online
esources and supervising their
homework and technology use
more, hence these digital gaps can
be expected to have widened.

INANCIAL STRAIN

The pandemic exerts uneven

mpact on families’ economic
esources. While all families have
uffered, it is particularly
debilitating for those who were
Iready struggling to stay afloat
before Covid-19.

Evenwith the Government’s
arious assistance packages, some
arents may suffer significant
ncome or job loss. The
elf-employed and workers with
ixed-term or no contracts, and
daily-remuneratedlabourersare
mong the hardest hit. According
oarecent Business Times report,
ayoffs in Singapore may hit

ikelyin the retail, aviation and
ourism sectors.

Among the SG Leads families
who live inone- to two-room HDB
nits, about half of them have only
one parent working; and 54 per
entof the mothers are
housewives. One-third of the
athers work as machine operators,
nd plant and assembly line
workers; and 15 per centare
leaners, labourers and related
workers. Among the working
mothers, 10 per cent of them are
leaners, labourers and related
workers,and 15 per cent are in
ervicesand sales. These jobs are
highly susceptible to cuts.

Before Covid-19, a higher
roportionof the SG Leads families
iving in rental units experienced
conomic strain than other
amilies. A third of these families
compared with 6 per cent of the
ntire sample) reported that they
did not have enough money to
make ends meet at the end of the
month, 36.5 per cent said they had

ust enough, and 30.7 per centhad
ome leftover.

During the past year, 28 per cent
of them had borrowed money from
riends or relatives, 31 per centhad
pplied for government assistance,
38per centhad fallen behind in
paying bills, and 9.5 per cent had
heir utility services cut off. These
ates can be expected to have risen
during the circuit breaker.

When families experience
ncome or jobloss, one common

i copingstrategy is to cut food costs

byreducing vegetables, fruits and
: proteins,andincreasing
: high-calorie and high-fat food.

Before Covid-19, one in three of

i the SG Leads families in the rental

¢ unitsreported that theyworried

i about the current food level at

: home. Oneinseven (14.5 per cent)
i said the child did not have enough
: food because they could not afford
: it. Among them, three in10 said

i theyhad to cut the child’s food one
i ortwomonthsayear, sixin 10 said
: theyhad to dosoinsome months,

i andone in 10 said they had todo so
: almostevery month.

The food insecurity rates for the

disadvantaged families can be
: expected to have risen during the
: circuitbreaker.

Economic strain and hunger

i negativelyaffect young children’s
i physical,brain and

i socio-emotional growth. They also
i create emotional stress in parents
: thatcanlead to depression and

i punitive parenting behaviour,

: Conflictsandabuse canriseasa

i consequence.

Among the SG Leads families,

i 12 per cent of thoseliving inrental

: flatsreported that there was noone
: they could call or borrow money

: frominanemergency. Urgent

: assistance for these disadvantaged
: familiesisneeded.

: ACHIEVEMENTGAP

i The factors mentioned aboveall

: contribute toa child’s learning -

: living space, material resources,

: parental involvement, caregivers’

: educationandpsychological stress,
: nutrition, and children’s time spent
i invariousactivities.

SG Leads children aged three to

{ sixin different housing types show
: awide gap in their cognitive
i achievement.

For the word recognition tests,

¢ whilehalfof the children wholive
: inprivate condosor landed

Young children have varying levels of access to books, toys and technology at home, which creates varying home experiences for them during the circuit breaker, says the writer. She adds that at this time,
: orhigher, halfof the children living
¢ inrental housing ranked lower than
: the 35thpercentile.

properties ranked 78th percentile

For the maths applied-problem

i tests, half of the children living in

i condosorlandedproperties ranked
: 74thpercentile or higher whereas

i halfofthose living in rental units

¢ rankedlower than the 15th

i percentile.

These achievement gaps in early

childhood are staggering and
: researchshows that they are likely
i towidenas children getolder.

During the circuit breaker, we

: expecttoseea“summer learning

i gapeffect”,whichshows the

i learning gap becoming larger during
i summer vacations when high-SES

i parentsuse their resourcesand

: networks to secure stimulating

i learning opportunities and

: experiences for their children, while
i childrenin more disadvantaged

: families cannotafford these

: opportunities and lag further

: behind when school resumes.

The Government has been quick

i toreact by providing fast cash

: relief, electronic devices and food

i athome, online learning resources,
: and daycare or school for some

i children with special needs.

i Assistance from communities and

: other private sources have also

i beenforthcoming.

More and sustained assistance is

: urgently needed as schoolsand

i offices gradually reopen, and as we
: crawlout of the shadow of Covid-19
i anditsaftermath.

More free food, books and

i educational resources, high-quality
i programmes and games on

: televisionoron tablet devices and

: online, could be provided to
00,000 this year with the worst hit :
: tonarrow the gaps in parental
i resourcesand capability.

childrenin disadvantaged families

More parent-based measures can

i alsobeimplemented toreduce

i stressat home, by offeringjob search
! and training, counselling service and
i support for parents to maintain

i healthy psychological well-being,

i providing more guidance onhow to

i organise the home, provide

¢ nutritious meals, supervise and work
i with children, seek out creative

: activities for children,andspend

¢ quality family time together.

Companies and community

i groups can be encouraged to
: engage more in public-private
: partnership to helpneedy families.

Onlywhen concerted

i interventionsare implemented can
: we contain and mitigate theimpact
: of Covid-19 on widening the

: already large developmental gaps

i among Singaporean children.
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i Wei-Jun JeanYeungis provost

i chair professorinthe department of
i sociology, National University of

i Singapore (NUS),and the founding

i director of the Centre for Family and
: PopulationResearchinthe Faculty of
i Artsand Social Sciences at NUS.

ProfessorYeung is speaking ata

i Facebook Live panel discussion at

: 515pm today, May 21,on Covid-19: Too
i Close For Comfort, Will The Pandemic
: Make Or Break The Family? The event
i can beviewed from the Facebook

: pageoftheorganiser, the Lee Kuan

: YewSchool of Public Policy.



