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Background 
In the spring of 2020, many countries implemented public health measures to control the spread of 
COVID-19. These measures included the widespread closures of schools and daycares resulting in 
radical changes to children’s daily lives. This lockdown reduced in-person communication partners 
for children and increased the time spent at home communicating with their families. More 
specifically, children spent more time at home and less time with peers and other adults outside of 
their immediate caregivers. For children with communication disorders, the change also resulted in 
changes in support for their communication needs and changes in opportunities to communicate 
with family and peers. In addition, many parents took on a larger role in teaching their children.  
 
Within this context, we launched a survey early in May 2020 to understand how COVID-19 was 
impacting children’s communication. Reflecting the multilingual mission of our research lab, we 
developed three parallel versions of the survey, one in English, one in French, and one in Spanish. 
This brief online study investigated two research questions: (1) How have changes due to COVID-
19 impacted how children communicate? and (2) What successes and challenges are being 
experienced by caregivers who have a child with a communication disorder and typically developing 
children? With the results, our goal was to help parents, educators, and clinicians to provide the 
support that better meet children’s needs. We developed infographics for families to help them 
support their children’s communication during the pandemic. 
 
Methods 
Participants 
A total of 201 parents who were caregivers of a child under the age of 17 years old responded to the 
survey, and a total of 187 responses had complete data. Most parents were mothers (90%) and a 
majority of parents responded to the French version of the survey (77%). Within the children of those 
parents, 157 children were typically-developing and 30 children had communication disorders. A 
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total of 40% of children were aged 0 to 5 years old, 47% of children aged 5 to 10 years old, and 13% 
of children aged from 10 to 17 years old. 
 
Survey 
The survey consisted of two parallel sets of questions. The first set focused on caregivers with 
typically developing children. The second set focused on caregivers of a child who had a 
communication disorder and had seven additional questions, which focused on the continuation of 
additional supports the child may receive (e.g., work with clinicians, educational aids, etc). The 
survey began with questions about who was at home, and whether there had been changes to 
COVID-19, parents’ comfort using technology, and the use of different language(s) at home. The 
next part asked questions about the support children were receiving, changes to who they were 
communicating with, their child’s daily routine, and how their child’s routine was going. We also 
asked open-ended questions about parenting experiences during COVID-19, what advice they 
would give to clinicians and educators, and what resources they have found helpful. In addition, we 
included a 12-question questionnaire on resilience, which we will report on at a later point. The 
survey took approximately 10 minutes to complete. 
 
Results  
Most parents reported having experienced a change in their work, they were either working from 
home or working less. Parents were more comfortable using their phones compared to computers 
and tablets.   
 
Challenging Experiences 
The main challenge observed by the parents in their child’s communication in the context of COVID-
19 was the interaction with the family and the other children. Parents noted that their child was not 
used to speaking so often with adults. Other parents noted that children needed to adapt their attitude 
and language to speak with adults at home. Parents noted that their child felt anxious and sad as 
well as that some children had difficulty expressing their emotions leading to irritability and difficult 
behaviours. Parents also found it difficult to manage school learning, homework, and the overuse of 
digital tools. Finally, understanding the “new normal” was challenging for some children: social 
distancing and health rules.   
 
For parents of children with communication disorders, they observed challenges in their child’s 
communication in the context of COVID-19 with less participation in communication with others. 
Parents observed that their children had difficulty managing their emotions. They also reported that 
their child had increased language difficulties and excessive exposure to screens. 
 
Positives Experiences 
In addition to these challenges, parents also highlighted the positive impact on their children’s 
communication. Specifically, they observed growth in their child’s language. Parents also 
appreciated the additional time spent with their children and children with siblings. Some parents 
suggested that their child was being more creative, and also gaining skills in conflict resolution. They 
also observed their children gain skills in their use of technology.   
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For children with communication disorders, although some parents reported difficulties with regards 
to communication, other parents saw a positive impact of the lockdown on their child’s 
communication, more specifically in improving their language and communication skills in-person as 
well as online. Some parents also reported that it was a positive outcome to have more time to share 
with the family.  
 
Support 
Parents highlighted a need for greater support to allow children to have meetings with other children. 
Parents also highlighted a greater need for training and coaching by specialists or teachers. Parents 
also sought more remote meetings with specialists or teachers and advice on toys or games that are 
adapted to their child’s needs.  
 
For children with communication disorders, parents requested more training and coaching, support 
to allow for children to meet with other children, and more remote meetings with educators and 
clinicians. Parents also sought advice on toys and games that were adapted to the needs of their 
children.   
 
Parent Suggestions for Clinicians and Educators 
Parents wrote about the importance of staying in contact with educators and clinicians, for these 
adults to remain present and stay in interaction with the children they work with. They also noted 
that educators and clinicians could play a role in bringing children together. They asked for educators 
and clinicians to support children by talking about the isolation and crisis caused by the pandemic. 
They also asked teachers and clinicians to provide a model of activities that could be integrated into 
the day-to-day life of their child. Finally, parents noted the importance of providing homework 
activities that were reasonable in time and difficulty as well as providing support to complete this 
work.  
 
Parents of children with communication difficulties reported that the homework provided to their child 
was unreasonable, unrealistic, and often not adapted to their child’s interests. They advised 
educators and clinicians to provide support through meetings rather than send activities. Parents 
also suggested that educators and clinicians needed to better support their child’s mental health and 
the transitions to middle school or post-secondary school.  
 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, parents expressed that more information to help their children communicate during 
the pandemic would be helpful. Our Multilingual Families Lab targeted this during our June and July 
2020 lab meetings. We brainstormed and developed four infographics (see Appendix). As a lab, we 
developed the infographics on the key findings of the survey, and on the topics of communication, 
play, and well-being. We aimed to make the infographics accessible, available in English, French, 
and Spanish, and adapted to different age groups.  
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Understanding and naming feelings and body language

Practice naming feelings

Responding to feelings

Expressing feelings

Encouragement

Getting feedback and their opinion

Children experience many emotions and may not 
know how to talk about them. That is why they act their emotions out. As a parent,

you can help them learn to express their feelings:

Give your feelings space, listen in and respond to them

Model calm behaviour

Don’t take it personally

Show empathy and create a safe environment to express feelings

Children copy behaviours they see. So set a good example:
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Comprendre et nommer les émotions et le language corporel 

Pratiquer à nommer les émotions 

Réagir aux émotions 

Exprimer les émotions 

Encouragement 

Obtenir de la rétroaction de leur opinion 

Les enfants peuvent ressentir beaucoup d'émotions et ne pas savoir comment en parler.
C'est pourquoi ils expriment leur émotions par leurs comportements. Comme parent, vous

pouvez les aider à apprendre comment exprimer leurs émotions : 

Donner de l'espace à vos émotion, les écouter et réagir à ceux-ci 

Modeler un comportement calme 

Ne pas le prendre personnel 

Montrer de l'empathie et créer un environnement sécuritaire pour exprimer les émotions 

Les enfants imitent les comportements qu'ils voient. 
Donnez-leur un bon exemple :     
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Comprender y nombrar los sentimientos y el lenguaje corporal:

Practiquen nombrar los sentimientos:

Respondiendo a los sentimientos:

Expresar sentimientos: 

Aliento

Cómo obtener retroalimentación y la opinión infantil

Dé espacio a sus sentimientos, escúchelos y responda a ellos:

Modele un comportamiento tranquilo:

No lo tomes como algo personal:

Muestre empatía y cree un ambiente seguro para expresar sentimientos: 
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