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Abstract

The lengthy time of school closure was one defining factor in understanding child
well-being during the pandemic in a context where school as a relational space holds
great importance for children, particularly those from a low socioeconomic back-
ground. Considering this significant aspect of lengthy school closure during the pan-
demic in Turkey, this article explores children’s experiences concerning their day-
to-day access to education, digital inequalities, housing conditions, and changing
context of relations with peers and teachers. The article also explores the meaning
that children attribute to school as a relational space where they shape their inter-
generational and generational relations. The absence of the school in children’s lives
for almost 2 years has been a major source of longing for such significant childhood
space. Following our earlier work on the children’s negotiation of well-being within
the boundaries of the relational spaces of home and school, this article looks into
how children negotiate their well-being in a pandemic environment where school as
a relational space has changed its meaning and where children’s caretakers’ (teach-
ers, parents, and other) vulnerabilities have also increased. The analysis draws on
the qualitative fieldwork carried out with 50 children during the summer of 2020
in Turkey. We aim to reflect on the experiences from children’s perspectives within
the boundaries of the constraints that the pandemic has generated. This article also
discusses how COVID-19 has widened the gap and increased vulnerabilities among
the already disadvantaged groups and gender in terms of available resources and
their allocation as it is reflected in time use that portrays the meaning that children
attribute to their own experience during the pandemic.
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-What do you want to do first when the corona is over?

- I want to go to school and during the break, I want to cry out “I am freeeee”
Selim-m/mid/6™ G'

Introduction

It has been 2 years since the COVID-19 outbreak was declared a pandemic. The
mounting research and international reports have revealed that such a global health
crisis has increased the inequalities around the world and has paved the way for new
vulnerabilities among already unprivileged groups in society. Children are one of
the groups affected most by the pandemic as their contact with their schools, teach-
ers, peers, and other childhood spaces and social networks have been interrupted
severely. According to international organizations’ rapid assessments, child poverty
has increased drastically during the pandemic.? Educational vulnerability, tech-
nological and learning inequalities, and children’s mental health conditions have
emerged as significant issues that require the attention of scholars, politicians, pol-
icy-makers, and activists.

Concerning children’s well-being, one of the evident results of the pandemic was
the reaffirmation of the significance and indispensability of school as a relational
space in children’s lives. The longer the schools stayed closed, the pandemic gener-
ated more profound vulnerabilities for children concerning educational losses and
their interrupted access to generational and intergenerational solidarity networks
(Zierer, 2021). School closure had detrimental effects on children’s mental well-
being (Lehmann et al., 2022). The inadequate home conditions, difficulties access-
ing online education platforms, and prolonged isolation from peers accompanied by
mental issues have emerged as child well-being deterioration processes that children
from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds experienced at different levels (Cordini
and De Angelis, 2021; Herrenkohl, 2021; Remiers, 2021). Parents, other caretakers,
and teachers have also become more vulnerable due to the increased uncertainties,
financial insecurities, and amplified anxiety and distress among the caretakers (Hue-
bener et al., 2021; Patrick et al., 2020).

Turkey is one of the countries with the most extended periods of school closures,
as the schools were physically closed for almost 2 years. The lengthy time of school
closure was one defining factor in understanding child well-being during the pan-
demic in a context where school as a relational space holds great importance for
children, particularly those from a low socioeconomic background (Uyan Semerci
et al., 2012). Considering this significant aspect of lengthy school closure during the
pandemic, this article explores children’s experiences concerning their day-to-day

! All through the text, the names and the abbreviations after the quotes provide information about the
participant child. The first name is a pseudonym. F/m refers to gender f/female and m/male. High; mid
(middle) and low refers to socioeconomic status. The number (7th G) refers to the grade.

2 (https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/pdf/the_hidden_impact_of _covid-19_on_child_poverty.
pdf/.)
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access to education, digital inequalities, housing conditions, and changing context
of relations with peers and teachers. The article also explores the meaning that chil-
dren attribute to school as a relational space where they shape their intergenerational
and generational relations. The absence of the school in children’s lives for almost
2 years has been a primary source of longing for such significant childhood space.
Hence, understanding the experience of the pandemic from the children’s standpoint
provides new insights to childhood scholars in locating such spaces as safety eco-
systems that define children’s well-being. In a rapidly changing world where child
spaces are at constant risk due to climate change, war, global pandemics, and eco-
nomic shocks, one needs to revisit the meaning of child well-being in a world of
crisis and uncertainty. Accordingly, following our earlier work on the children’s
negotiation of well-being within the boundaries of the relational spaces of home and
school (Akkan et al. 2021), this article looks into how children negotiate their well-
being in a pandemic environment where school as a relational space has changed
its meaning and where children’s caretakers’ (teachers, parents, and other) vulner-
abilities have also increased. Building on the literature on child well-being and the
authors’ earlier extensive work on child well-being in Turkey, the article aims to
scrutinize increased vulnerabilities in education that define the features of child
well-being. We aim to reflect on the pandemic experiences from children’s perspec-
tives regarding the constraints generated by the pandemic.

Child Well-Being as a Framework for Understanding Children’s
Experiences of the Pandemic

The article draws upon our earlier work where we dealt with the school as a rela-
tional space that holds importance in children’s everyday negotiations of their well-
being (Akkan et al., 2021; Uyan Semerci et al., 2012). Regarding relational spaces
of children, we refer to places where generational and intergenerational experiences
occur. Home and school emerge as two central childhood spaces where children
negotiate their well-being within intergenerational relations. The pandemic has dem-
onstrated that shifts in the boundaries of the public life of children at school and the
private life of children at home have paved the way for new vulnerabilities being
explored in the article.

In our earlier study on child well-being, on the one hand, home as a relational
space is identified as a site of intergenerational and generational relations, a place
of in/security and support, and a place where the child controls aspects of her eve-
ryday life, particularly as the freedom of action in everyday life, especially concern-
ing time use (Akkan et al., 2021). On the other hand, school as a relational space
holds a significant role in children’s subjective well-being. School is identified as a
relational site of generational and intergenerational relations and an important site
for children’s socialization with their peers and teachers (Akkan et al., 2021). Our
earlier work also reveals other relational sites of childhood, including neighbor-
hoods, sports facilities, and clubs (Akkan et al., 2019; Uyan Semerci et al., 2012).
Yet our contextualized child well-being research manifests that in Turkey, school
as a relational space is one significant site of freedom for children, particularly for
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girls who are bounded by the restricted, sometimes oppressive space of the home
(Akkan et al., 2021). The research conducted amid the pandemic provided further
information on the importance of school for the mediation of child well-being in
Turkey, where particularly children who come from disadvantaged families have
limited spaces for socialization outside of school. Hence, the pandemic has shifted
the meaning of these spaces for children.

The pandemic has created considerable vulnerabilities for children from all social
milieus. Yet, still, it could be argued that children have not been affected equally by
the pandemic. In understanding how child well-being relates to inequality experi-
enced in childhood, we refer to vulnerability as an explanatory concept. The vulner-
ability could be defined in relation to the structural and individual levels (Andresen,
2014). The lack of access to resources (health, education, other) and conditions of
poverty at the structural level are sources of vulnerability, and they adversely affect
child well-being. The vulnerability could be exacerbated at the individual level as
a result of maltreatment, violence, poor family relations, and lack of solidarity net-
works. Individual and environmental factors interact and pave the way to different
forms of child vulnerability (OECD, 2019).

Children who are already vulnerable due to certain factors (including their soci-
oeconomic status, gender, race, and migration history) are more severely affected
by the destructive consequences of the pandemic. Since the pandemic’s beginning,
mounting research has put effort into understanding the effects of the pandemic on
children, particularly concerning the lockdowns, school closures, mental well-being,
digital inequalities in access to education, and housing conditions of children (Nor-
man et al., 2022; Samji. et al., 2022; UNESCO 2020). Child well-being scholars
are particularly interested in understanding the effects of school closures on chil-
dren’s educational outcomes and subjective well-being (Stoecklin et al., 2021). Stud-
ies that aim to receive children’s views are significant in understanding the vulner-
abilities among children that the pandemic has created. Accordingly, such studies
demonstrated that during school closures and lockdowns, children are forced to stay
indoors as part of the containment measures, and this had adverse effects on chil-
dren’s physical well-being. The loss of physical contact with peers and teachers has
also had negative outcomes on the relational well-being of children (Stoecklin et al.,
2021).

The literature also demonstrates that COVID-19 had adverse effects on chil-
dren’s well-being concerning the aggravation of poverty and socioeconomic dis-
advantages (Fore et al., 2020; United Nations, 2020), deterioration of their mental
health (Almeida et al., 2022; Thakur et al., 2020), and intensification of digital and
educational inequalities (Whitley et al., 2021). Hence, the child well-being research
approach towards understanding the experiences and meaning-making processes
from children’s standpoint (Fattore et al., 2019) holds great importance in analyz-
ing the pandemic experiences. For instance, children’s perspective is vital in dem-
onstrating how the pandemic has led to child rights abuses and mistreatment world-
wide (Campbell et al., 2021). Furthermore, when we consider the prioritized topics
of childhood research in the course of the pandemic, we see that the deteriorating
mental health of the children and children’s psychological and emotional well-being
have been given priority in the last 2 years (Groarke, J. et al., 2020; Imran et al.,
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2020; Lee, 2020; Ravens-Sieberer et al., 2021). Numerous empirical work has dem-
onstrated that the impact of the pandemic on children’s mental health has been a
complex experience of anxiety, feelings of loneliness, stress, and sleeping disorders
(Mitra et al., 2021; Theberath et al., 2022). The pandemic had adverse effects not
just on the mental well-being of children but also on their parents (Patrick et al.,
2020).

The studies showed that the children’s socialization and interaction with friends
and school peers had been disrupted; in many ways, virtual communication has
failed to create the socialization environment that face-to-face interaction provides
(Whitley et al. 2021). The school has a crucial place in children’s socialization which
has lost its presence in children’s daily lives (Whitley et al. 2021). School’s impor-
tance as a safe place and support mechanism for children has also been revealed dur-
ing the pandemic (Cowie and Myers, 2021). In countries where school lockdowns
lasted longer, the containment measures’ adverse effects on children have increased.
The school closures’ adverse effects also showed differences concerning the chil-
dren’s socioeconomic status. According to a study carried out in Ireland (which was
one of the countries with a long duration of school closure), the children with bet-
ter home resources (parent help, technological equipment) had a better engagement
with education and learning compared to children with scarce resources (Chzhen,
2022). Hence, a wide range of studies has exposed the inequalities that children
faced concerning their home environment and the resources of the family when the
home became the learning environment (Andrew et al., 2020; Armitage and Nel-
lums, 2020; Bacher et al., 2021; Bayrakdar and Guveli 2020; Becker et al., 2020;
Bol, 2020; Del Bono et al. 2021;Dietrich et al. 2021; Richardson et al., 2020).

Turkey

In Turkey, the first COVID-19 case was confirmed on March 11, 2020. As of April
2020, a lockdown for individuals under the age of 20 was declared, followed by
universal lockdowns. Starting in June 2020, the lockdowns for 18 and under were
lifted. The second wave of lockdowns covering the elderly (65+) and children under
the age of 20 was introduced in November 2020 and continued until March 2021,
and the third wave of lockdowns took place between April and May 2021. One of
the most critical issues affecting children’s well-being is the disruptions caused by
the COVID-19 epidemic in their educational processes (ERG, 2021; OECD, 2021).
Face-to-face education only became possible in the 2021-2022 academic year. Fol-
lowing the shutdown of schools on March 13, 2020, the week of March 16-20 was
declared the winter break. Afterwards, March 23-27 was declared to be the date
when the distance education through EBA would commence in the first phase. Dis-
tance education was prolonged twice. During this period, education was provided
through EBA TV channels (TRT EBA TV Elementary School, TRT EBA TV Mid-
dle School, TRT EBA TV High School) and via the Internet. Distance education was
implemented first on a “volunteer” bases between March and June 2020 and then on
a “mandatory” bases between September 2020 and June 2021. The 2020-2021 aca-
demic year started with “mandatory” distance education for all levels on August 31,
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2020. On September 21, 2020, it was announced that face-to-face training would be
introduced. However, face-to-face training could not be fully implemented.

On March 1, 2021, the Ministry of National Education announced that the status
of schools would be decided according to the risk level of the provinces they are
located in. Schools in all regions and levels were closed for 44.4% of the academic
year, which is 87 days (all schools were closed between August 31 to September 18,
2020, November 23, 2020, to February 12, 2021, and April 29 to May 14, 2021).
Between March 2 and April 28, 2021, the status of schools was decided according
to the risk level of the provinces. Preschool level (109 days), 1st grades (99 days),
village schools (95 days), and special education schools (94 days) were the levels
and institutions that remained open the longest. The 6th, 7th, 10th, and 11th grades
were the stages that continued face-to-face education for the shortest time.? In the
2021-2022 academic year, face-to-face teaching started in Turkey after approxi-
mately 1.5 years. In distance education, the technological equipment of children in
their homes was also essential for children’s access to education. According to “The
Distance Education by Numbers” data shared by the Ministry of Education Gen-
eral Directorate of Innovation and Education Technologies (YEGITEK), 12,873,739
students became active in EBA between September 21, 2020, and June 18, 2021.
According to the EBA usage data in this study, 31% of the students had access to
distance education via computer and 9% via tablet, while 60% of the students used
mobile devices.*

Turkey is already one of the OECD countries with the highest child poverty rate
at 23%°. As one of the consequences of the epidemic, the rate of child poverty is
expected to rise even more. In 2020, the poverty rates of nuclear families (taking
into account 50% of the median income) increased by 0.7 compared to the previous
year. They increased from 13.8 to 14.5%, while material deprivation among house-
holds was 26.3% in 2019. It rose to 27.4% in 2020°. In the studies carried out during
the epidemic, it is emphasized that due to the economic and social effects of the
epidemic, families suffered job losses; they were unable to pay their rent and bills
and even had difficulty accessing food. It has been shown that families working in
precarious and temporary jobs are more affected by this process and experienced
economic losses. Undoubtedly, quarantine processes and curfews have increased
job losses in low-income families, job losses and income losses among families
have become more permanent as the curfews are prolonged, and food insecurity
has become one of the main concerns of families. In connection with the financial
deprivation of families, child poverty creates negative processes that determine the
well-being of children, such as job losses and deterioration of the economic situation

3 https://www.egitimreformugirisimi.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/EIR21_OgrencilerveEgitimeE
risim.pdf

4 https://www.egitimreformugirisimi.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/01/EIR21_OgrencilerveEgitimeE
risim.pdf

5 https://data.oecd.org/inequality/poverty-rate.htm

© https://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/Index ?2p=Gelir-ve-Yasam-Kosullari-Arastirmasi-2020-37404
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in the family, malnutrition, increased anxiety about the future, disconnection from
education, and deterioration of mental health (Habitat 2021).

According to the interview conducted by the Deep Poverty Network with 103
poor households in Istanbul, children in 58% of the households were not able to con-
tinue distance education. Not having technological devices (60%), not having inter-
net access (45%), not having information about accessing distance education (39%),
and having to work can be listed among the reasons for disconnecting from educa-
tion during the epidemic’. Again, the same study shows that 85% of the 100 families
interviewed do not have access to sufficient food. Forty-nine percent of households
stated that they did not have access to clean drinking water during the epidemic, and
39% of families are at risk of losing their homes. Vulnerable children had difficulties
in accessing distance education. Regional infrastructure differences, lack of internet
access, and lack of technological equipment created barriers to access to education.
It can be mentioned that there is serious food insecurity for children in Turkey at
present. It seems that the vulnerable groups of society are affected more deeply by
the pandemic.

Method

It is crucial to listen to how children tell their experiences of interrupted access
to education and changing relations with peers and teachers during the pandemic.
The analysis draws on the qualitative fieldwork carried out with 50 children during
the summer of 2020 in Turkey®. Twenty-eight female and 22 male children aged
between 10 and 13 from different socioeconomic backgrounds (high (9), middle
(30), and low (11) ) participated a semi-structured in-depth interviews. Eight of the
interviewed children are students of private high schools, and 42 children are stu-
dents of public schools.

It is generally accepted that collecting data from children has several difficulties.
Hence, there is a common tendency to exclude the views of children, as they are
taken as “non-adults” or “adults in waiting” (James and Prout, 1997; Platt, 2016).
However, parallel to the recent developments in childhood studies, children had the
chance to voice their opinions about their lives. Thanks to enlarging a number of
empirical studies in the field of education, methodological pitfalls in traditional data
collection methods have been discovered. New and innovative data collection tech-
niques are developed, such as “draw-and-use” techniques, using vignettes or differ-
ent methods (Irwin & Johnson, 2005).

Following a series of online meetings during the early years of the pandemic,
an international team of academics created the instrument. Each team member

7 https://derinyoksullukagi.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/21443_DYA_Cocuk Yoksullugu_BilgiNotu_
Web-1.pdf

8 As the authors of this article, we would like to thank students of the course PSY48M Qualitative Anal-
ysis 2019 cohort of Bogazici University for their voluntary participation to the research after their gradu-
ation. We also like to thank Lara Yilmaz for her help for the search of recent literature on pandemic and
child well-being.
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contributed to the development of the guide for in-depth interviews. The instru-
ment’s final version was translated into Turkish. Our team then performed pilot
interviews with twenty children. On the basis of our prior knowledge, we attempted
to comprehend how youngsters process questions and develop responses. In addi-
tion, we incorporated relevant prompts to improve the interview’s flow. Training for
the interviewers, who are fourth-year psychology students, focuses on the instru-
ment’s flow, potential problems to be encountered during the interview, and inter-
viewing approaches to engage youngsters in conversation. We utilized role-playing
activities to prepare interviewers for anticipated interview-related challenges.

Due to the epidemic, our interviewers performed the vast majority of in-depth
interviews using online platforms such as Zoom, WhatsApp, or Teams; we only had
one in-person interview. There are various drawbacks to online interviewing, includ-
ing difficulty in interpreting the participant’s body language, the short time of focus,
the presence of third parties during the interview, and, most crucially, the quality of
the technical communication. This type of interview could be extremely taxing for
participants. In addition, considering the low cognitive capacity of youngsters may
cause children to lose concentration throughout longer interviews. Under pandemic
conditions, online interviewing was and is the most popular method of data collec-
tion (Borgers et al., 2000; James and Busher, 2006; Janghorban et al., 2014; Saari-
jarvi and Bratt, 2021).

During our interviews, we attempted to ask concise questions and opted to use
further prompts to address these issues. When we transcribed our interviews, how-
ever, we actually noticed how the children’s concentration changed and how they
grew tired during the interviews.

After completing the transcription of interviews, we utilized MAXQDA for cod-
ing and identifying similar themes. The interviews included a range of subjects,
including material well-being, household situations, family and friend relationships,
and perspectives on the pandemic. The focus of this article was on their perceptions
of school and education.

Research Findings: Changes in the Experiences of Learning

Schools are indispensable for children’s lives; they are relational spaces where they
interact with their peers and teachers, socialize, and have fun alongside education.
Children were affected by the pandemic as their contact with their schools, teachers,
and peers was interrupted severely. The experiences of learning changed as face-
to-face learning suddenly changed to distance learning. Educational vulnerabilities,
technological inequalities, and learning and motivational and resilience differences
affected the way children adapted themselves. By elaborating on this new educa-
tional space, in the first part, we will first reflect on the difficulties of distance learn-
ing-how children felt in this new experience of learning and how already existing
inequalities affected access. Secondly, we will focus on how children see their teach-
ers behind the screens and how their relations change through online teaching tools.
In the second part, we will discuss the theme of “miss”ing school with two different
focuses: first as “longing” and second as “not having the chance to be at school.”
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And in the last part, how this new experience affects children’s relations with their
friends will be elaborated on as this is one of the most underlined topics during the
interviews.

The New Educational Space

The children attributed several meanings to the new educational space while they
compared the new digital space with the physical environment of the school. They
refer to the advantages and disadvantages of the new space.

How it felt? It actually felt bad. It was more fruitful in fact when we went to
school. At least I was able to go near to the teachers and ask questions. But it’s
not really efficient right now. Because online education is a bit difficult and
boring.

Ayse-f/mid/7th G

“A bit difficult and boring” is a moderate formulation of the common feeling
that was repeatedly told by the participant children. The decision for school closure
was first not regarded as a negative development; actually as stated, they were “first
happy” with the decision for online education; it was regarded as a kind of holiday:

... at first I was very happy to attend the online classes via zoom...
Fatma-f/low/6™ G

Actually, at first, I was a little bit happy because as the schools were on holi-
day, now I could rest a little. I was happy... but then this holiday has been too
long, I want the school to open now Melis-f/low/6" G

However, the continuity of education no longer felt like a holiday; quite contrary,
no interaction with teachers and friends, online lessons, and breaks without friends
to play turned out to be a burden.

The Difficulties of Online Learning

In our qualitative research, children have extensively reflected on their experiences
with access to education which demonstrated disparities according to children’s
socioeconomic status, housing conditions, and technological means in hand. The
research compellingly demonstrates that the socioeconomic resources of children
determined their experience of education in a digital space, which indicates inequal-
ities exacerbated by the pandemic. Children, particularly those coming from low
socioeconomic groups, indicated difficulties concerning having proper technologi-
cal equipment in accessing education, working internet access (the internet interrup-
tions), and a proper home environment to follow the online courses.

A girl from a low socioeconomic family expressed her difficulties in accessing
online education where her internet access is being interrupted continuously:

Sometimes, I have difficulties in access. For example, my computer is very
slow, so I enter EBA from my phone. For example, you drop out of the course
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as the connection is broken. Sometimes the electricity goes off, the internet
starts over, and then the lesson is almost over. In fact, there was a problem with
our modem for a while so I couldn’t attend most of the classes. If my mother
did not have internet, I could not attend any classes. Melis-f/low/6™ G

She also stated that when there were “visitors and guests,” she could not partici-
pate in online education as there was no extra space in their home where she could
access and follow the courses. Going to school and being in the same classroom, in
a way, provide an equal opportunity for the most vulnerable groups, at least during
school hours. Another participant from a low socioeconomic background underlined
her difficulties as the following:

Frankly I cannot follow zooms properly as there is the baby, and my siblings
also have courses to follow, I gave them a priority, then my courses are over
Aysel-f/llow/6" G

Her quote summarized two important problems. Although she was only 11, she
was responsible for taking care of a baby, and also, as she had other siblings, she
had to find ways to share their access to zoom classes. Although the outcome of our
research shows that all children had difficulties adapting themselves to the changes
during the pandemic, the gender and socioeconomic background of children indi-
cated diverse experiences. There are socioeconomic differences with respect to chil-
dren’s resources at home and to what extent they are engaged in household duties.
The difference between children concerning their household duties is a gendered
issue; usually, girls are engaged in household duties that define their access to online
education. When parents have to work, or they have health problems and/or there is
a single parent in the household, housework and caring for family members, particu-
larly their younger siblings, become a responsibility for girls. This has often been
observed particularly in low-income families as this unpaid work is the only avail-
able source, and during the pandemic, this deepened the gendered vulnerabilities.

The inadequate home conditions (small house, no extra space, limited or no inter-
net access, etc.), difficulties in accessing education through technological means, and
also lack of support from parents and care responsibilities multiplied the inequalities
in education. Limited home space is also a problem for middle-class families. A girl
from a middle-class family is provided opportunities for home space reserved for her
to follow her online classes.

My mother warns my sister, "Don’t come in, let that kid do his lesson, then get
in. Cemre-f/mid/6™ G

13

Furthermore, understanding and focusing on online courses were “not

easy”’/”difficult”/’not productive” even without these limitations:

... I felt like I couldn’t understand my courses better. For example, I some-
times say to myself, ‘I did not understand this course, for example, I will
not pass.” When I was at school, I was at minimum listening, but when I
was on Zoom, for example, some noises were heard at home. There was no
similar sound at school. I could do better. I was able to focus. But when I'm
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at home, for example, I can’t focus because of some sounds...But during
school days, I usually focus, I mean, I concentrate on listening to my lec-
tures. (background voices increased.) Melike-f/mid/6" G

-Why is it not efficient?

-It’s not very efficient because I can’t focus very much, that’s it.

- What prevents you from focusing?

- Not one thing, I can’t understand what the teachers are saying, that’s all
because we are not face to face....

-Well, can you follow the lectures? Do you feel you have learned?

- 1 don’t feel like I'm learning Merve-f/low/6™ G

In the absence of school, the home space has become a major relational
space where children negotiate their well-being. Children were behind the scene
between the house walls: They refer to different and usually conflicting feelings
about their home space.

At first, I was able to spare more time for myself and sleep more, because,
at that time, online education was not fully certain. Well, I was sleeping
and sleeping all day, but then I didn’t have that desire anymore. I tried to do
other activities, then the online training had already passed. Now I'm get-
ting bored. At home, the walls come down on me, one feels stuck like that.
You can’t go out after all. So overall, I'm a little bored. I have nothing else
to do at home. Although at school, I go to class and sit for a while, but then
I can go out and run with my friends and play games. But now it’s not like
that, at most I can walk, I can walk around the house. The kitchen, the living
room, my room. Lara-f/high/6" G

“Boredom” at home is conveyed by the children who find themselves locked
down for long periods. They try to develop several resilience mechanisms, try-
ing to motivate themselves behind the walls of the home environment. Boredom
is a typical symptom experienced by children and adults during the pandemic, as
shown in the meta-analysis of Panda et al. (2021). It is among the three most fre-
quently observed psychological problems, along with fear and sleep disturbance.
Boredom has several consequences affecting the well-being of children, such as
academic failure, in addition to depression and anxiety, loneliness, anger, aggres-
sion, overeating, and binge eating (Eastwood et al., 2012).

When my motivation is lost, for example, I listen to a song, but I am
unhappy. Well, I’'m unhappy to make myself miserable, it’s not like that,
I don’t know, I listen to a song, my motivation gets better or, uh, well, my
toy’s name is Maymus, for example, I'm talking to Maymus, he’s good for
me, or that’s how I close the door to my room, I hold him in my lap. This is
how I move forward - so I motivate myself by walking. Sometimes I moti-
vate myself by walking quickly around the house and thinking. It’s going
well, and there are times when I’m motivated, but there are times when it
drops. But this period really makes it a bit more difficult for me to motivate,
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uh, provide, that is, balance. But I'm balancing it, so I'm succeeding. It’s
going well, I mean, it’s going well; I'm dreaming. It’s going well. Zeynep-f/
mid/7" G

Last but not least, the physical effects of being in front of the screen for learning
also were stated:

. it is very difficult for seven hours on the phone screen, sir. (hmmm) Our
eyes, (hmm hmm) our heads, our backs. ... a lesson like this, so I wouldn’t
want anything to change.

Sometimes teachers do block lessons. We have a chance to rest for two hours
then, but ..., for example, we had seven lessons today. I had quite a headache
or something in the last lesson. Eyes, like this, can’t see the writings any-
more... Mert-m/mid/6™ G

A combination of lack of motivation, boredom, and sometimes physical pain was
summarized by one of the participant children as the following:

Lessons used to be lively; used to have a spirit.... Nobody has a soul, every-
body is dead inside Emir-m/high/6"™ G

Boredom is more than an individualistic experience; it is influenced by socio-
logical conditions such as cultural and organizational norms, individuals’ position in
society, and interaction processes (Ohlmeier et al., 2020). Apart from intercultural
differences, the interactional dimension of boredom has a very important meaning
in the context of the pandemic; boredom is defined as the “disengagement from an
interaction” or a “‘semiotic” breakdown in communication, and “role distancing,”
giving away roles we are performing in our everyday lives (Ohlmeier et al., 2020).
Consequently, isolation and homeschooling created a foreign environment for the
children, disengaged from interactions with teachers and friends, the breakdown of
communication with their peers and children, and, most importantly, the missing
of studentship as a social identity. Moreover, not only boredom but coping strate-
gies are based on gender, social class, and other factors. Resources owned by chil-
dren and parental monitoring are also negatively correlated with the frequency of
experiencing boredom (Spruyt et., 2018). Although lessons are “no longer lively”
and “everybody is dead inside” is a common complaint that crosscuts all socioeco-
nomic differences, housing conditions still play an important role in finding ways
of motivation, and economic difficulties limit finding academic support such as pri-
vate tutoring. Students of low-income families experience digital inequalities and
the effects of housing conditions more, and they are more vulnerable to changing
contexts of relations with peers and teachers.

Teachers Behind the Screen: Loss of Control or to Become a Controller?
It is not just students but teachers faced difficulties in both usage of technologi-

cal means and access to the internet and also in teaching in a digital environ-
ment. This sudden shift from classroom space to internet space was also a major
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challenge for teachers who do not have much experience with technological
means. Teachers had to adapt themselves, and most of them also had to learn var-
ious new methods to teach more effectively in the distance learning in an increas-
ingly uncertain environment. This variation was reflected in children’s experi-
ences. Some of the participant children stated that teachers lost control of the
class or were not able to follow every reaction, and interestingly some underlined
how some teachers became “controllers,” having the power of “muting everyone.”

Since many teachers are not very good with technology , ..., if someone
makes a noise, they can’t turn it off. Uh, so every-, there’s always that, uh,
rustle. Well, since teachers don’t understand much about technology, as I
said, well, they can’t intervene. Since it is distance education, we cannot
understand much from the lessons. We are currently dealing with the sub-
ject of history, especially in social science courses. It was very confusing.
The teacher was able to read from the book. In this distance education, they
can’t teach well via the computer, so the subject of history still hasn’t fully
settled in my mind at the moment. Demir-m/mid/6" G

The digital divide between the students is also being reflected among the
teachers. Depending on the teachers’ ability to use technological means, control
over the class varied. The teachers had the risk of losing control of the class:

We have a social science teacher. My teacher is 66 years old, and he doesn’t
know all about Zoom like turning off Chat. There are times when he does
not look at Chat; there are times when he cannot see it. For example, it hap-
pened a couple of weeks ago, and my friends from Chat had a fight. They
wrote some swear words. Of course, the teacher could not completely pre-
vent this because my teacher did not know. 10 minutes of our lesson was
spent there... Mert-m/mid/6" G

There was more seriousness in the class (huh -confirmation-). And when
the teachers said something, they immediately shut up. Now, even if the
teachers get angry on the screen, I mean, it’s loudest. We are not nearby my
friends talk comfortably (hmm hmm), they don’t listen to the teachers like
that. . My teacher cannot provide discipline. Mert-m/mid/6" G

Contrary to the above examples, the following quote demonstrates how a
teacher became a total controller:

Usually, you know, it’s usual, (laughs) how can I say, we could usually talk
to our friends in whispers like this, now don’t take it like slacking off from
class, but I mean. Now the teacher cancels the ‘chat’ when he sees we are
messaging. After that, when he hears that we are talking, he mutes every-
one. That’s how teachers became ‘controllers’ (laughs). It’s totally like this,
especially if we move to a ‘real’ school, then I think most teachers will want
online education to come again (laughs) (M: Hm...) They can silence us all
with a single button. Emir-m/High/6" G
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“Silencing all with a single button” is a striking expression of how some of the
tools of online education have a strong disciplinary power. “Muting” all students
with one click may be a scene from a dystopia.

Furthermore, the close interaction with the teachers is interrupted during
online education. As the previous research shows, the student’s close interaction
with their teachers holds great importance. The students convey that the interrup-
tion of the interaction with the teachers is a negative aspect of online education.
Being able to interact with the teachers is particularly important for students who
come from low socioeconomic families:

It was better at school, of course. We show our test results, and the teacher
checks them, signs them, etc., but we do not have such an opportunity here.
For example, showing our notebook? We can’t do it as the cameras don’t do
much, they can be blurry. He (teacher) can’t control it as he doesn’t see it.
Feride-f/Low/5" G

The close interaction with the teachers at school is a manifestation of how
school functions as a relational space for children. The interruption of such inter-
action is not just related to the learning processes but the loss of an intergen-
erational relationship where students interact with the teachers on several other
levels. For instance, being able to talk to teachers about their personal issues is
important for the students, which is also interrupted during school closures. The
children also express their longing to interact with their peers.

I felt the absence of my friends. Later on, I felt the absence of my teachers.
It was better in face-to-face training. We were able to talk to our friends. We
had breaks. We talked to our teachers. It was better. Eda-f/mid/6™ G

When we compare education versus online education, I, uh, would be torn
between the two, but of course, I would choose the school. School is a very
good place for me. Here’s what happens online, uh, there’s a button, you
raise your finger from there. I mean, I use it a lot, but sometimes it happens,
I don’t know, it freezes, and sometimes I don’t understand some part of the
lesson. I ask, the voices get mixed up, uh, Zoom can throw me out of class.
Then we reconnect... Zeynep-f/mid/7" G

There, sometimes I could, at least, ask the teacher. During the break, I could
go near the teacher and ask something. It’s not like that online, you can’t ask
the teacher directly, so the teacher leaves, but the image is there- he turns off
the computer. Sevil-f/mid/7"™ G

I was in more interaction with my teacher at school, but I could see my
teacher more at school, for example, before going to the teacher’s room, the
teacher stayed with us when there was a break, we asked questions, it was
better.. Ela-f/mid/7" G

Not to be seen on the screen is also stated as a limitation of class participation:
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I raise my hand, if the teacher does not see me, obviously, he cannot give me
the right to speak. But when someone, who dives right in, answers ‘well done,
right answer.” Because he didn’t see me... Lara-f/High/6™ G

Lastly, children also underline that they also had the chance to see their teacher’s
home and teacher’s family members, even pets which were “different but not in a
bad way”:

For example, our Turkish teacher is usually a serious teacher, but she has a
one-and-a-half-year-old son at home and she attends online classes from her
home. He was coming to the lessons, he was saying something to his mother.
(She laughs) For example, the teacher takes attendance and asks if we have
done our homework. If a girl says ‘I didn’t do it’, he says something like “Why
didn’t I do it?’ (both laughing), the lessons were so sweet....

... our math teacher has a bird in her house, we saw it in online classes. He
kept whistling in the lessons, and at the end of the day we said, * we hear such
a sound in every lesson of yours, what is it?”. The teacher said, ‘It’s my bird,
I put it in the opposite room, but still we hear the sounds from there.” Melis-f/
Low/6™ G

Missing school

The absence of school in children’s lives for almost 2 years has been a major source
of longing for a childhood space. Children missed school, not only longing but also
not being there meant missing what school had provided or what school had ful-
filled, particularly for children who had no other means of socialization.

Longing for School-School as a Relational Space

The students express their longing for school. As we already demonstrated with dif-
ferent quotes above, the school is being missed as a relational space where students
interact with their peers and teachers. The school also provides a place of freedom
for children from their families, which is also being missed during the pandemic.

It feels really bad because I can’t hug my friends. We used to joke, but it’s not
like that right now, if we make jokes in class, the teacher gets angry and we
can’t see each other during the breaks anyway. that’s why it doesn’t work. My
favorite place is my school. I really love it. It’s very nice. I missed going there.
E: Yes, what do you think makes you love school so much?

D: The reason I love school is I love my teachers, first of all, I love my friends
and school is better for me, and sometimes being away from my family that’s
how I like it.

Ayse-f/mid/7th G

Children were longing for their daily routine and what school had provided to
them. Although limited, the school still may be the only space for most children
where they experience their agency, socialize, and play.
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Lack of School: What Is Missing in Children’s Lives?

Stoecklin et al. demonstrated that during the school closures, being forced to stay
indoors had adverse effects on children’s physical and relational well-being (2021).
The impact of missing school risks not only current well-being but also future well-
being. In terms of education, children underlined the fact that they did not learn
properly missed the “essence”/*half of the topics™:

How can I say it, sir, it seems like I'm missing things... Mert-m/mid/6™ G

I started to have difficulties in my courses, I started not to understand, most of
my courses Selim-m/mid/6™ G

But the worst part is, what can I say? I finished the fifth grade with half a
knowledge! I started sixth grade, and never went to school! On top of that, I
couldn’t learn in the sixth grade the way I learned in one, two, three, or four. I
did not learn properly, the brain did not digest properly. What are you going to
do? Open the book, what is it, memorize! This much! (speaks furiously). Only
the brain can do that right now. No understanding! Only in math, I can under-
stand why, here is the tutor coming every Monday. Emir-m/High/6™ G

School is also a space where students have fun and socialize. Particularly miss-
ing “breaks” were repeatedly stated—"being at home during breaks” was a common
point of complaint:

So in my school day, well, the courses weren’t much different, but mostly,
breaks were different. Right now, um, we can’t do much when there is a break,
but for example, we could go outside during breaks, sometimes there could be
a basketball there, we could play basketball even if it were 10 minutes. At least
we were able to exercise, but right now, we’re bored (M: huh). In between, uh,
it’s boring to sit here and wait. Demir-m/mid/6™ G

Going to school routinely also meant being active for children, particularly girls
from low socioeconomic groups. In the absence of school, they lose their chance to
go out of home routinely, and they lose their place of freedom where they socialize
with their friends independent of their home duties. The school trips are also impor-
tant, particularly for students from low socioeconomic groups, which the children
stated they are also missing.

Well, in regular school days, I was going out every day we were taking a
breath, Well, at school, I was walking with my mother at a distance of fifteen
minutes. We would be doing more sports, we would be walking more, we were
going out more... At school, breaks were very fun, we were having a study
party or something in the last days of the study....

Melis-f/Low/6" G

During the pandemic, the school closure made students from low socioeconomic
groups more vulnerable as schools are their only opportunity to get extra academic
support from teachers and to enjoy any extra curriculum activity.
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Friends from a Distance: Losing Contact with School Friends

Understanding how peer relations in this transformed space of children is crucial
for understanding the subjective well-being of children. Not being able to spend
time with friends and teachers, talking to them in person, or even hugging them
drops the motivation of children in their relation to education.

My motivation dropped; I couldn’t see my friends. Normally, we used to
play games during breaks. But now, when you go to the toilet and drink
water in between lessons, the break is already over. So there isn’t much. We
were able to play games together before, right now, for example, there is
nothing we can do in between. We are so bored... Selen-f/mid/6"™ G

For example, we are at home during these breaks. We were alone, don’t
have a friend with us, and we were able to play during breaks, that’s how it
was in face-to-face training. We were able to play various games with a lot
of friends. In other words, it is not as nice as seeing face-to-face, after all,
you see face-to-face. Because sometimes it gets stuck in online education.
You can’t even understand what he’s saying or doing. That’s why it’s not as
nice as face-to-face training Maya-f/high/7"

My favorite thing at school is to go out to the garden and talk to my friends.
Sometimes we mail each other to see how we are doing, but, it is not like at
school. Even though we are very close, he is a classmate of mine, and even
if he is in my opposite building, we could not be close like in those days.
Beste-f/mid/6" G

I can’t see my friends, of course, I'm sad because I was having fun with
them. Now I only can see them on the internet, so I can’t have fun like
that. Besides, we can’t meet and joke on the internet like before... Defne-f/
mid/6™ G

Close interaction with their peers at school meant solidarity, “supporting each
other through their school work, playing games, and making jokes” which were
also being missed during the pandemic.

In other words, it is better when we sit side by side with our friends; for
example, we were sharing something in class that we could not do. Now we
cannot do such a thing. We try to do it with our own efforts when we are at
home. Well, if we were at school, we could do something better by sharing
with each other with our friends. Eda-f/mid/6™ G

We are not as close as we used to be. Just like that, we can talk from com-
puter to computer, from phone to phone, we only study, but when we are
at school, we can play games when a lesson is over, or we joke or tell each
other what we went through, we were laughing. Defne-f/mid/6™ G

It feels really bad because I can’t hug them,... we used to joke, but it doesn’t
work like that right now, if we joke during class, the teacher gets angry and
we can’t meet at break anyway Ayse-f/mid/7th G
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As the narratives of children reveal, school as a physical space of education plays
an important role in children’s interaction with their peers, having a joyful time dur-
ing the day and being able to create emotional ties with their friends.

Conclusion

As we explore in this article, children’s narratives of the pandemic disclose a pecu-
liar experience of interrupted interaction with the school as a relational space. We
first tackled the inequalities in accessing this new educational space. In Turkey, the
long duration of school closures due to strict containment measures has exposed
childhood vulnerabilities concerning technological inequalities (lack of technologi-
cal devices, internet access) and inadequate home conditions. Our research demon-
strates that existing socioeconomic inequalities are exacerbated during the pandemic
as children’s vulnerabilities have increased with a lack of access to technological
means and educational material. The conditions of the home environment as deter-
minants of children’s well-being defined the boundaries of children’s access to edu-
cation. As narratives of children demonstrated, the care responsibilities of girls had
affected their access to online education within the restricted space of a home.

While children extensively conveyed the adverse effects of the pandemic, one of
the striking findings of our research is the reaffirmation of the significance of school
as a relational space for children. Although many children expressed their happi-
ness about school closures, in the beginning, the long duration of school closures
had been expressed as a negative experience and boredom for children. The inter-
rupted interaction with the school demonstrated that the school, with its relational
character, provided children with the free space for interactive learning, socializa-
tion with their peers, and solidaristic relations with their teachers. The meaning that
children attributed to school as a relational space are being manifested even more
strongly during the pandemic when such space is inaccessible. Such findings incite
childhood scholars to rethink that school is an indispensable part of an ecosystem
where children negotiate and construct their well-being within its relational bounda-
ries. Yet, one needs to see how school interacts with other childhood spaces like
home, neighborhood, and others. Children’s vulnerabilities emerge as a result of the
available resources and solidaristic networks in such spaces. As our research demon-
strates, the pandemic also increased the vulnerabilities of children’s caretakers (par-
ents, teachers, and others). Any policy towards child well-being should consider the
increased vulnerabilities of children’s intergenerational relations. As this research
has put effort into understanding the scale of vulnerabilities at the structural and
individual levels, it would contribute to building the links between child well-being
and childhood inequalities.
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