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Abstract: This study explored young children’s (2–8 years old) daily activities during the first lock-
down with the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (spring/2020, T1) and a year later (spring/2021,
T2) from a cross-cultural perspective. It describes parent–child literacy and digital activities in Bul-
garia, Israel, and Spain. Participating parents (747 in T1 and 432 in T2) answered online questionnaires
about the frequency of parent–child literacy activities (alphabetic, book reading, and play) and digital
activities (joint activities, selecting content, scaffolding) and the child’s screen time. The findings
indicated moderate parent–child literacy and digital activities during the time points. A series of AN-
COVAs revealed differences between time periods and cultures beyond the demographic measures
(child’s age, parent’s education and age, and family size). During the first lockdown, parent–child
joint digital activities and the child’s screen time were higher than a year later. A year later, parents
were more involved in book reading, literacy play activities, and scaffolding their children’s use of
digital devices. Interactions between the period and culture showed that Bulgarian and Spanish
parents were more involved in their children’s literacy and digital activities than Israeli parents.
Spanish children had more independent screen time than Bulgarian and Israeli children. Associations
between literacy and digital activities implied a consistent parenting style across the activities.

Keywords: COVID-19; literacy; digital literacy; cross-cultural

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered an unprecedented series of events that upended
and affected the lives of families around the globe. It constituted the worst public health cri-
sis in a century and disrupted everyday life. It shuttered daycares, preschools, and schools
and, during lockdowns, isolated families in their homes with little outside support [1].

The first lockdown created a unique situation in numerous countries. On top of
parents’ stress from the dangerous pandemic, they had to juggle at-home childcare, house-
hold chores, and work. Many parents worked from home without access to extended
family support (grandparents, aunts, etc.) or outsourced help (babysitters, etc.). Some
were challenged with financial insecurity, health issues, and confinement-related stresses,
influencing family life [2]. The continuous stress was related to young children’s learning
outcomes and mental health and impacted early literacy development [3,4]. The worldwide
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COVID-19 crisis created a situation that enabled studying parent–child home literacy and
digital activities from a cross-cultural perspective.

The current study documents parent–child activities from the perspective of the
“Developmental Niche” model [5,6]. According to this approach, parents play a central
mediating role between the culture and their children’s developmental experiences. While
parenthood’s complex and intensive nature is perceived as universal, some of its aspects
are mediated by cultural contexts. Parents make choices regarding the best ways to care for
their children. These choices follow cultural patterns, such as organizing a child’s daily life
and activities [7].

The study explored parents’ daily literacy activities with their young children. UN-
ESCO (2023) defines young children as children between two and eight years old [8]. We
studied literacy and digital activities of parents with their young children (aged 2–8 years)
during the first lockdown and a year later in three cultures: Bulgaria, Israel, and Spain.
These cultures were chosen to include Eastern and Western Europe and the Middle East.
They are geographically close, yet their family structure and values are somewhat different.

The data for this study were collected in two waves: during the March–May 2020
lockdowns and a year later. At the height of the closures in April 2020, in-school classes
were stopped for 94% of students worldwide, and distance learning was implemented
in many places [9,10]. Between March 2020 and May 2021, closures are estimated to
have lasted an average of 41 weeks (10.3 months). They have significantly negatively
affected children’s learning [11]. During this year, parents were frequently their children’s
primary teachers.

The literacy activities at the focus of this study were parent–child alphabetic activities
on paper (e.g., writing notes with the child, reading signs), shared book reading, and
literacy play activities (games that involve letters, reading, and writing). The digital
activities included parent–child joint digital activities, parental scaffolding, and support of
the child’s use of digital devices, parents’ involvement in selecting digital content for their
children, and the child’s screen time.

1.1. Home Learning Environment (HLE)

The first years are important for creating an infrastructure for effective later learn-
ing [12]. The HLE relates to parental involvement that encourages children’s development
of academic skills [13–15]. It includes materials available in the home (e.g., books, edu-
cational games, digital books, educational apps, and web-based games) and parenting
behaviors that aim to enhance children’s educational outcomes [16–18]. Young children
need exposure to activities that foster their interest in and development of language, literacy,
mathematics, science, and more [19–22].

A child’s ability to acquire basic literacy skills, such as letter knowledge and phono-
logical awareness, at an early age predicts reading and writing abilities later in school [23].
Hence, one of the essential assets for children is a home environment in which the par-
ents are actively involved in engaging their child in activities aimed at early literacy
promotion [13,18,24].

The use of screen devices has become a routine activity in modern parenting [25].
Screen devices can strategically improve children’s educational environments. Parents
can use digital devices to scaffold their preschool children’s literacy development (e.g.,
tablets) [26,27]. For example, they can encourage their children to listen to electronic
stories on digital devices (iPad, computer, or mobile phone) and express themselves in
writing [28–30]. Home use of screen devices can enhance a child’s literacy, especially if the
parents combine digital devices with scaffolding strategies involving physical, verbal, and
emotional support [26].

Indeed, young children pick up and make sense of literacy information from their
home environment, whether from print or screen [31]. Studies suggest that parents’ home
literacy activities with their preschool children, integrating traditional ones (e.g., books,
pencils, and paper) with digital ones, generate optimal home literacy environments [32].
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1.2. Parent–Child Literacy Activities

A parent who supports preschoolers’ early literacy teaches the child print knowledge,
phonological awareness, and oral language during reading and writing activities with
the child. Print knowledge refers to children’s knowledge of letters and letter-sound
correspondence and the conventions of print (e.g., the alphabet, print directionality, word
boundaries, punctuation, etc.). Phonological awareness refers to the ability to detect and
manipulate the sound components of words (e.g., rhymes, opening sound), and oral
language refers to the children’s ability to understand and convey information effectively,
and it includes children’s vocabulary, syntactic, and morphological knowledge, among
other skills [33].

During parent–child alphabet activities, the parents can write with the child (e.g., letters,
notes, names, and greeting cards) to promote learning about print concepts, letter sounds,
etc. [13,16,34–37]. Parents also point out letters of the alphabet when looking at street signs
and labels on products in the child’s environment [35].

Parent–child shared book reading (SBR) activities are important to young children’s
language development, listening and reading comprehension, and more [38,39]. Children’s
books provide broader, more grammatically correct vocabulary and a range of subject
matter than everyday conversation [40–42]. Many parents begin reading to their children
shortly after birth [43]. Reading books helps children build their foundation for later
academic skills [44] and increases their motivation to read for pleasure [45].

During SBR, parents read the text as written and converse with the child about its
content. Repeated SBR and post-reading conversation enrich parent–child discourse and
increase the children’s involvement with literacy [46]. During SBR, parents can read either
children’s print books [47] or electronic books [48,49]. In a joint reading activity, parents
can encourage their children to tell a story or perform an imaginary play based on a book
they read [50].

Literacy play activities are collaborative parent–child activities that encourage meaning-
ful discourse, enthusiasm, and sustained attention and provide opportunities for adults
to help and promote a child’s literacy [51]. In these activities (e.g., traditional board letter
games), children are exposed to new situations, and occasions arise for cognitive develop-
ment within their interests, which may use and expand on their knowledge of a familiar
topic, allowing for materials to be processed at a deep level [52]. During literacy play
activities, parents can play games with the child where the child learns letters (e.g., card
games) or plays digital games (e.g., letter tracing). Parents can also create the alphabet from
varied materials (e.g., cookie dough); this may promote a child’s early literacy in a relaxed
home environment where the focus and content of the activities are goal-directed.

1.3. Parent–Child Joint Digital Activities

General digital activities where parents and children act together, using technologies
and media (e.g., game-like applications and versions of classic board games), can promote
positive parent–child interactions [53]. Even before the onset of COVID-19, a survey showed
that 47% of parents of 4–13-year-old children played digital games together more often than
they played board games together [54]. Many parents feel that through media use, their
children develop, in accordance with their physical, cognitive, and emotional capacities,
a wide range of media skills, defined as the child’s knowledge and understanding of the
role of media and technology in society [55]. When using digital media with their children,
parents talk with their kids and discuss technology and digital games [56].

These joint activities emphasize communicating, bonding, and spending time with one
another rather than focusing on the media form itself [57]. Parents’ involvement in their
children’s digital activities also manifests in selecting content and downloading apps, such
as games [58]. Parents can scaffold the child’s understanding by giving explanations, in-
structions, or translating digital text written in a foreign language to the language spoken at
home (or with digital text that the child cannot read) according to the child’s understanding
and abilities [59].
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As to independent children’s screen time, researchers, educators, and parents have been
interested in the benefits and dangers of young children’s exposure to screens [58,60].
Acknowledging the high prevalence of digital tools at home, the World Health Organization
(2019) has recommended limited screen time for children older than two years old [61]. The
social distance during the pandemic and the isolation dramatically increased children’s
time with screens without their parents’ presence ( [62–64]. Because of this, monitoring
young children’s digital activities became a challenge for parents [65].

To conclude, during the lockdowns and the first year of the pandemic, children did
not regularly attend their customary educational settings. Similar to many countries, the
education system was closed during the lockdown in Bulgaria, Israel, and Spain, and
parents had to respond to their children’s educational needs. Parents were concerned that
they would be unable to provide adequate educational support to their young children
and that children’s early literacy skills would be delayed [66]. Parents’ long days with their
children at home raised the need for literacy activities to release stress through enjoyable
interactions, providing them with a sense of safety [67]. We aimed to explore the nature of
these activities from a cross-cultural perspective.

1.4. A Cross-Cultural View of Parenting

While parenthood’s complex and intensive nature is perceived as universal, vari-
ous aspects are mediated by social and cultural contexts. The “Developmental Niche”
model [5,6] stresses the importance of culture in parenting unique definitions, activities,
and the way parents care for their offspring [7]. Parents choose the best ways to care for
their children, mostly implicitly. These choices follow culturally recognizable patterns,
such as the organization of a child’s daily life and aspects considered necessary for a child’s
healthy development [68]. We explored parent–child joint activities with young children
aged 2–8 years in three cultural contexts within a relatively close geographic region (alpha-
betically): Bulgaria (East Europe), Israel (Jews) (Middle East), and Spain (West Europe).

Bulgarian Parenting. Bulgarian parenting strongly emphasizes family values, disci-
pline, and a nurturing approach to child-rearing [69]. Bulgarian families are generally more
conservative than Western European families [70]. Bulgarian parents are highly involved in
their children’s lives, providing guidance and support across various domains, including
education, personal development, and moral values [69]. While embracing their cultural
heritage in navigating the demands of modern society, women actively participate in the
labor market, combining paid work with caring for the family and being involved in the
domestic economy [71].

Israeli-Jewish Parenting. Traditional Jewish norms focus on the centrality of the
family and children within the family [72,73]. Extended family relationships are based on
interdependence and mutual care [74]. Despite international influences, the Israeli family is
more stable than in other industrialized countries [75]. At the same time, most Israeli Jews
hold Western, individualistic family values, such as egalitarianism among family members
and children’s autonomy [76]. Parents tend to give freedom to their children, show low
levels of authority, and provide few rules and boundaries [77].

Spanish Parenting. The Spanish culture has been characterized as being horizontal
collectivist, where parents understand the individual self as part of the family self and em-
phasize the use of affection and involvement in children’s socialization [78–80]. However,
parenting is particularly concerned about children’s safety and physical and emotional
well-being, and multiple forms of control appear to be justified and considered necessary
for children’s security [81]. Education is crucial for Spanish families to optimize children’s
future possibilities [81]. Parents’ concerns about the possibility of their children failing
in school and, as a consequence, falling victim to economic precariousness is an essential
motive for exercising intensive parenting [82].
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1.5. The First Year of the Pandemic in the Three Countries

With the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and during the first days of lockdown
in March 2020, a state of emergency was declared in Bulgaria, Israel, and Spain. Daycare
centers and schools were closed, including special education, youth movements, and after-
school programs. The Bulgarian Ministry of the Interior set up barriers limiting movement
in and out of Sofia neighborhoods [83]; Israelis were not allowed to leave their homes
unless it was necessary [84], and in Spain, children and teenagers under the age of 14 were
forced to stay at home, the majority without even going out on the street at all [85].

During the first year of the pandemic, the three countries were under additional
lockdowns in overlapping periods due to the rise in cases of infection. In Bulgaria, this
occurred from November 2020 to January 2021 and from 22 until 31 March 2021 [86,87]; in
Israel, from November 2020 to March 2021; and in Spain, for a more extended period, from
October 2020 until May 2021. In Bulgaria and Israel, in April 2021, schools reopened fully,
with in-person classes and no particular limitations on class size [87,88]. A month later, the
state of emergency ended in Spain [89].

1.6. The Present Study

This study explored young children’s day-to-day HLE from a cross-cultural perspec-
tive. Data were collected within three cultural contexts: Bulgaria (Eastern Europe), Israel
(Middle East), and Spain (Western Europe). Data collections were conducted during the
first lockdown (T1: March–May 2020) and a year later (T2: April–July 2021). Because the
literature points to the possible impact of the children’s age [90], parents’ education [91],
and family size [92] on the HLE, we statistically controlled for these measures.

Our research questions were: (1) How are the time points (T1 and T2), the cultures,
and the family background measures (i.e., child’s age, parent’s age and education, and
the number of children in the family) related to parent–child literacy and digital activities?
(2) Within each time point, did parents have a parenting style? Did parents who reported
more literacy activities also report more joint digital activities with their children? Due to
the lack of previous studies that examined the consequences of an ongoing and complex
global health crisis on young children’s HLE, no hypotheses were proposed.

2. Materials and Method
2.1. Participants

Participants in the three cultures were parents with at least one child between the
ages of two and eight. During the first wave of data collection (T1: March–May 2020),
747 parents completed online questionnaires: 153 Bulgarian, 290 Israelis (Jewish), and
304 Spanish. During the second wave of data collection (T2: April–July 2021), 432 parents
completed online questionnaires: 140 Bulgarian, 172 Israelis (Jewish), and 120 Spanish.
The majority of the parents were mothers (T1: 92.0% and T2: 87.7%) from a middle socio-
economic background (T1: n = 687 mothers and T2: n = 379 mothers). Most parents were
married (T1: 92.6% and T2: 91.1%). Their mean age was 37.6 years (T1: SD = 4.94 and
T2: SD = 4.99), and their education level ranged from a primary/high school diploma (T1:
10.9% and T2: 3.7%) to a Ph.D. (T1: 6.2% and T2: 7.2%). Most of the parents (T1: 80.1% and
T2: 86.1%) had at least a bachelor’s degree (T1: 90.2%, 88.3%, 67.1%, and T2: 92.9%, 89.0%,
74.2% in Bulgaria, Israel, and Spain, respectively).

Half the participating children were girls (T1: 51.3% and T2: 51.0%). Their mean
age ranged from 24 to 96 months and was 59.9 months (SD = 19.32 and SD = 19.60 for
T1 and T2, respectively). The mean number of children per family was 1.65 (SD = 1.06)
for Bulgaria, 2.51 (SD = 1.08) for Israel, and 1.75 (SD = 0.74) for Spain, and they lived in
suburban-to-urban middle-class settings.

In T2, most of the parents in the three cultures reported that they worked before the
COVID-19 outbreak (92.4%) and one year later (T2) (86.1%). About half of them switched
to a hybrid format, combining work from home and the workplace (48.1%). Some reported
working only from home (22.2%) or only from the workplace (20.8%). A similar picture
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was found among the spouses of the responding parents. Most of them worked before the
COVID-19 outbreak (96.4%) and one year later (93.3%). About half of them switched to a
hybrid format and combined work from home and the workplace (50.8%); some worked
only from home (27.2%) or only from the workplace (16.9%).

The homes in the three cultures were relatively rich in technology. All parents reported
having at least one mobile phone. Most families had at least one computer (100%, 96%,
and 92% in Bulgaria, Israel, and Spain, respectively) and a tablet (99%, 56%, and 82% in
Bulgaria, Israel, and Spain, respectively). For the demographic elaborations in each country,
see Table 1.

Table 1. Participants’ demographics (N = 1179).

During The Lockdown (n = 747)

Bulgaria (n = 153) Israel (n = 290) Spain (n = 304)

Range Mean (SD)/% Range Mean (SD)/% Range Mean (SD)/%

Child’s age in months 24–95 61.77 (19.49) 24–96 56.65 (18.16) 24–96 61.38 (20.30)
Child’s gender (girls) 54.2% 49.3% 50.3%

Parent’s age 24–49 35.91 (5.14) 23–54 37.58 (4.95) 21–50 38.66 (4.57)
Parent’s gender (female) 94.8% 93.8% 87.5%

Parent’s education 0–5 3.56 (0.84) 1–5 3.44 (0.83) 0–5 2.67 (1.30)
Children in the family 1–4 1.64 (0.61) 1–8 2.70 (1.21) 1–9 1.85 (0.80)

Marital status (married) 96.1% 95.9% 85.8%

A Year Later (n = 432)

Bulgaria (n =140) Israel (n = 172) Spain (n = 120)

Range Mean (SD)/% Range Mean (SD)/% Range Mean (SD)%

Child’s age in months 25–96 63.87 (18.60) 24–96 57.08 (19.91) 24–96 58.88 (20.28)
Childs’ gender (girls) 50.7% 45.3% 56.0%

Parent’s age 23–52 36.49 (5.45) 26–50 37.54 (4.46) 29–52 39.21 (4.81)
Parent’s gender (female) 90.0% 83.1% 90.0%

Parent’s education 1–5 3.69
(0.71) 1–5 3.49

(0.92) 1–5 2.98
(0.91)

Children in the family 1–3 1.66
(0.54) 1–5 2.33

(0.96) 1–4 1.66
(0.69)

Marital status (married) 93.6% 94.8 85.0%

2.2. Measures

The parents answered questionnaires about the frequency of parent–child engagement
in literacy and digital activities. In the first data collection (T1), parents were asked to refer
to the period since the outbreak of the COVID-19 crisis. A year later (T2), the guidance for
parents was to refer to the period of the last month.

2.2.1. Literacy Activities Questionnaire

A 15-item questionnaire adapted from Aram and Levin, 2014 [93] about literacy
activities at home was used. The questionnaire referred to three parent–child literacy
activities: alphabetic, shared book reading, and literacy play. The parents reported how
often they engaged with their children in these activities on a 5-point scale ranging from
(1) = “Rarely” to (5) = “Very frequently”.

In the questionnaire, five items referred to the alphabetic activities (e.g., “Write notes
with the child”, “Read signs or labels”), five items referred to shared book reading (e.g.,
“Read children’s storybooks with the child”, “Read information books”), and five items
related to literacy play activities (e.g., “Play rhyming games”, “Create the alphabet from
varied materials”). The mean score across the items served as the score of the specific
literacy activity.
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The reliabilities for the alphabetic activities in the two-time points (T1 and T2, respec-
tively) were Cronbach’s α = 0.736 and 0.745 for Bulgaria; α = 0.846 and 0.839 for Israel; and
α = 0.782 and 0.864 for Spain during T1 and T2, respectively. The reliabilities for shared
book reading were Cronbach’s α = 0.596 and 0.728 for Bulgaria; α = 0.620 and 0.656. for
Israel; and α = 0.656 and 0.660 for Spain during T1 and T2, respectively. The reliabilities
for literacy play activities were Cronbach’s α = 0.759 and 0.807 for Bulgaria; α = 0.815 and
0.812 for Israel; and α = 0.654 and 0.727 for Spain.

2.2.2. Digital Home Environment Questionnaire

A four-item questionnaire, adapted from Meoded Karabanov et al. 2021 [94] about the
digital home environment (DHE), was used. Parents were asked to refer to three aspects of
their joint digital activities with their child using digital devices (mobile phone, tablet, and
computer): (1) joint activities (e.g., “To what extent do you and your child work on digital
devices at home together?”). The parents rated on a 5-point scale ranging from (1) = “Never”
to (5) = “Frequently”. (2) Parental scaffolding and explaining instructions (e.g., “To what extent
do you explain instructions that appear on a device for your child?”). The parents rated
on a 5-point scale ranging from (1) = “Never” to (5) = “Frequently”. (3) Selecting digital
content (e.g., “What is your level of involvement in selecting digital content that your child
uses?”). The parents rated on a 5-point scale ranging from (1) = “Very low” to (5) = “Very
high”. They also reported on their children’s independent screen time (e.g., “How much
time, on average, does your child spend using digital devices per day?”). The parents rated
on a 7-point scale ranging from (1) = “Not at all” through to (4) = “Up to three hours” to
(7) = “More than five hours”.

2.2.3. Socio-Demographic Questionnaire

The participants completed a socio-demographic questionnaire requesting background
information on the participating child (e.g., gender and age), the parents (e.g., gender, age,
education, and marital status), and the family (e.g., number of children). The parents also
reported on the prevalence of digital tools at home and their employment status before and
since the pandemic outbreak.

2.3. Procedure

The study received the approval of the Ethics Committee of Tel-Aviv University. The
Hebrew questionnaires were translated back and forth to the other languages (Bulgarian
and Spanish) by native speakers of both languages (e.g., Bulgarian, Hebrew, and Spanish).
The researchers distributed the anonymous self-report questionnaires through social media
in each participating country during March–May 2020 and about a year later during April–
July 2021. The parents first read the information about the study and then indicated their
consent to participate by continuing with the survey.

2.4. Data Analysis

First, we tabulated the descriptive data for each activity within each culture and time
point. Second, we ran a series of ANCOVAs to learn the effect of the family background
measures (child’s age, parent’s age and education, and number of children in the family),
periods (T1 and T2), and culture (Bulgaria, Israel, and Spain), as well as the interaction
between the period and culture on parent–child literacy activities (alphabetic, book reading
and play), parent–child digital activities (joint activities, parental scaffolding, selecting
content), and screen time. Last, we calculated the correlations between literacy and digital
activities, controlling for the child’s age due to the age range (2–8 years).

3. Results
3.1. Parent–Child Literacy and Digital Activities at Home

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics of the HLE in the three cultures and the two
periods (T1: during the first lockdown, and T2: a year later) for literacy and digital activities.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics (N = 1179).

During The Lockdown One Year Later
(N = 747) (N = 432)

Bulgaria Israel Spain Bulgaria Israel Spain
Possible Range (n = 153) (n =290) (n =304) (n = 140) (n = 172) (n = 120)

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Literacy activities
Alphabetic 1–5 3.38 (0.87) 2.65 (1.05) 3.50 (0.92) 3.49 (0.86) 2.74 (0.99) 3.49 (1.06)

Book reading 1–5 3.24 (0.66) 2.79 (0.71) 3.12 (0.75) 3.30 (0.81) 2.90 (0.73) 3.33 (0.70)
Play 1–5 3.39 (0.82) 2.57 (0.94) 2.99 (0.77) 3.58 (0.94) 2.70 (0.89) 3.31 (0.83)

Digital activities
Joint activities 1–5 3.03 (1.17) 3.10 (0.95) 3.23 (1.20) 2.88 (1.18) 2.80 (0.99) 3.08 (1.04)

Scaffolding 1–5 2.68 (1.18) 2.68 (1.05) 2.58 (1.17) 2.76 (1.16) 2.48 (0.93) 3.27 (1.40)
Selecting content 1–5 4.08 (0.95) 4.04 (0.87) 4.08 (0.90) 4.11 (1.01) 4.15 (0.89) 4.23 (1.20)

Child’s screen time 1–7 3.54 (1.33) 3.43 (1.16) 4.67 (1.58) 2.99 (1.24) 2.78 (0.99) 2.67 (1.13)

In general, parents reported that they occasionally (about 2–3 times per week) shared
literacy activities (alphabetic, shared book reading, and play) with their children during
the first lockdown and a year later in the three cultures. As for the digital activities, parents
reported a high level of involvement in selecting digital content for their children in both
time points (slightly higher in T2). As to the children’s independent screen time, parents
reported that it was high during T1, ranging between two to four hours a day. During T2,
the child’s screen time was reduced to one to up to two hours a day in the three cultures.

We ran a series of ANCOVAs to analyze the effect of the family background measures
(child’s age, parent’s age and education, and number of children in the family), periods (T1
and T2), and culture (Bulgaria, Israel, and Spain), as well as the interaction between the
period and culture on parent–child literacy activities (alphabetic, book reading and play),
parent–child digital activities (joint activities, parental scaffolding, selecting content), and
screen time. When we found an interaction, we explored and reported its sources.

3.2. Parent–Child Literacy Activities

Parent–child alphabetic activities. The child’s age was significantly related to joint
alphabetic activities (F(2, 1158) = 226.964, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.164). The children in the study
were within the age range of 2–8 years old. The parents were more active in alphabetic
activities with the older children. We did not find significant differences between the
periods (T1 and T2) across cultures. However, we found significant differences between the
three cultures (F(2, 1158) = 57.961, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.091), with no significant interaction
between period and culture. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons indicated that Bulgarian
and Spanish parents were more involved in parent–child joint alphabetic activities than
Israeli parents (p < 0.001 for all pairwise comparisons). No significant differences were
found between the Bulgarian and Spanish parents.

Book reading. The family size (number of children in the family) (F(2, 1157) = 8.390,
p < 0.004, eta2 = 0.007), parent’s age (F(2, 1157) = 4.127, p < 0.042, eta2 = 0.004), and education
(F(2, 1157) = 7.927, p < 0.004, eta2 = 0.005) were significantly related to shared book reading.
Older parents and parents with more children reported fewer book-reading interactions,
while more educated parents reported more shared book reading with their children. The
analyses revealed significant differences between periods (F(2, 1157) = 6.095, p < 0.014,
eta2 = 0.005). Across cultures, during T2, parents were significantly more involved in
shared book reading with their children compared to T1. In addition, the analysis also
revealed differences between cultures (F(2, 1157) = 23.455, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.039), with no
significant interaction between the period and culture. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons
indicated that Bulgarian and Spanish parents reported more shared book-reading activities
than Israeli parents (p < 0.001 for all pairwise comparisons). No significant differences were
found between the Bulgarian and Spanish parents.
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Literacy play activities. The child’s age was significantly related to literacy play (F(2,
1158) = 38.639, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.032). Parents of older children reported more literacy
play with their children. We found significant differences between T1 and T2 across the
cultures (F(2, 1158) = 57.315, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.090). In T2, parents were significantly more
involved in literacy play activities with their children than in T1. The culture was also
related to literacy play activities at home (F(2, 1158) = 14.204, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.012), with
no significant interaction between the period and culture. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons
indicated that Bulgarian and then Spanish parents were more involved in literacy play
activities at home than Israeli parents (p < 0.001 for all pairwise comparisons).

3.3. Parent–Child Digital Activities

Parent–child digital activities. The child’s age (F(2, 1158) = 7.257, p < 0.007, eta2 = 0.006)
and parent’s education (F(2, 1158) = 14.376, p <.001, eta2 = 0.012) were related significantly
to parent–child joint digital activity. Parents of older children were more engaged with
their children in digital activities, and more educated parents reported less joint digital
activities with their children. We found significant differences between the periods across
the cultures (F(2, 1158) = 8.648, p < 0.003, eta2 = 0.007). During the lockdown (T1), parents
were more active with their children using digital devices than a year later (T2). No
significant differences were found between the three cultures or significant interaction
between the period and culture.

Parental scaffolding. The child’s age related significantly to this activity
(F(2, 1158) = 57.784, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.048). Parents reported that they scaffolded their older
children more in understanding directions on digital devices compared to their younger
children. We found significant differences between the periods (F(2, 1158) = 8.315, p < 0.004,
eta2 = 0.007), between cultures (F(2, 1158) = 5.141, p < 0.006, eta2 = 0.009), and we found
a significant interaction between the period and culture (F(2, 1158) = 17.204, p < 0.001,
eta2 = 0.029). Bonferroni post hoc comparisons indicated that during T2, Spanish parents
were more involved in explaining and translating instructions to their children than Israeli
parents (p < 0.006 for all pairwise comparisons). Spanish parents were more involved in
this activity (p < 0.000) in T2 than in T1. There were no significant differences between the
periods (T1 and T2) for Bulgarian and Israeli parents.

Selecting digital content. The family size (F(2, 1158) = 4.945, p < 0.026, eta2 = 0.004), par-
ent’s age (F(2, 1158) = 19.530, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.017), and parents’ education (F(2, 1158) = 13.109,
p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.011) were significantly related to the parents’ involvement in selecting
digital content. Parents in larger families and older parents reported less involvement in
selecting digital content for their children, while more educated parents reported more
involvement. We did not find significant differences between the two periods, between the
three cultures, or a significant interaction between the period and culture.

Child’s screen time. The analyses revealed that the child’s age (F(2, 1158) = 32.213,
p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.027), parent’s age (F(2, 1158) = 7.101, p < 0.008, eta2 = 0.006), and par-
ent’s education (F(2, 1158) = 26.321, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.022) were related to the child’s
exposure to media and digital devices. Older children and children of older parents
were more exposed to digital media and screens. The children of more educated par-
ents were less exposed to screens. We found significant differences between the periods
(F(2, 1158) = 249.786, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.177) and an interaction between the periods and
cultures (F(2, 1158) = 67.547, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.104). Post hoc Bonferroni tests confirmed
significant differences between the periods across the three cultures. During the lockdown
(T1), the child’s screen time was higher (p < 0.000) than a year later (T2) in each culture.
However, screen time among Spanish children was significantly higher than among Bul-
garian and Israeli children, with no significant differences between Bulgaria and Israel in
this activity during the two periods (T1 and T2).
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3.4. Parent–Child Activity Style

To learn if the parents used a consistent style across activities, meaning that parents
who reported more literacy activities also reported more joint digital activities, we calcu-
lated the correlations between literacy and digital activities at home during the two periods
within each of the three cultures, controlling for the child’s age (because of the large age
range). Table 3 presents the correlations.

Table 3. Correlations between literacy activities and digital interactions at home, controlling for
child’s age (N = 1179).

During the Lockdown (n = 747)

Literacy Activities
Digital Activities

Joint Activity Parental Scaffolding Selecting Content

Bulgaria (n = 153)
Alphabetic 0.203 ** 0.206 ** 0.064

Book reading 0.067 0.100 0.160 *
Play 0.141 0.103 0.135

Israel (n = 290)
Alphabetic 0.205 *** 0.289 *** 0.107

Book reading 0.161 ** 0.288 *** 0.239 ***
Play 0.275 *** 0.361 *** 0.152 **

Spain (n = 304)
Alphabetic 0.227 *** 0.099 0.135 **

Book reading 0.089 0.076 0.226 ***
Play 0.219 *** 0.097 0.233 ***

A Year Later (n = 432)

Bulgaria (n = 140)
Alphabetic −0.020 0.270 *** 0.009

Book reading 0.085 0.279 *** 0.140
Play 0.024 0.255 ** −0.009

Israel (n = 172)
Alphabetic 0.025 0.320 *** 0.016

Book reading 0.079 0.320 *** 0.344 ***
Play 0.119 0.346 *** 0.085

Spain (n = 120)
Alphabetic 0.016 0.230 ** 0.274 **

Book reading 0.095 0.236 ** 0.093
Play 0.167 0.271 ** 0.244 **

* p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001.

Table 3 reveals cross-cultural associations between the parents’ literacy and digital
activities with their children at home during the lockdown (T1), especially among the
Israeli group. Interestingly, one year later (T2), we generally found only a few significant
correlations between parent–child literacy and digital activities in the three cultures. How-
ever, parents who were more involved in literacy activities with their children reported
more frequent translations and explanations of digital text (scaffolding) to their children
across the cultures.

4. Discussion

This study describes the home learning environment (HLE) of young children (aged
2–8 years) during a crisis. It describes the literacy and digital activities of young children
with their parents at home during the first lockdown (T1) and a year later (T2) from a
cross-cultural view in Bulgaria (Eastern Europe), Israel (Middle East), and Spain (Western
Europe). Following the “Developmental Niche” model [5,6], we demonstrated the parents’
central role in mediating between culture and literacy and digital activities in homes.
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Our research findings indicated relatively moderate parent–child literacy and digital
activities and high parental involvement in selecting digital content for children’s use
during the first lockdown and a year later in the three cultures. However, we found signifi-
cant differences between the periods and the cultures beyond the children’s age, parents’
age and education, and the number of children in the family. During T1, parent–child
joint digital activities and children’s independent screen time were higher than in T2. In
T2, parents were more involved in book reading, literacy play activities, and scaffolding
(translating and explaining) the child while using digital devices. Generally, Bulgarian and
Spanish parents were more involved in their children’s literacy and digital activities than
Israeli parents. Spanish children had more independent screen time than Bulgarian and
Israeli children. Additionally, parents of older children in the sample were more engaged
with their children in literacy and digital activities (except for book reading and selecting
the digital content). Interestingly, older parents and parents of larger families were less
involved. Educated parents were more involved in book-reading activities and selecting
digital content, and their children were less exposed to screens.

Finally, controlling for the children’s age, significant positive associations were found
between parent–child literacy and digital activity measures during T1. These associations
were especially salient among Israeli parents. A year later (T2), associations were found
cross-culturally between the parent–child literacy activities and parents’ involvement in
translating and explaining digital content to their children (scaffolding). These findings
imply that parents may have a parent–child activity style. This study’s findings present the
frequency of different parent–child activities (literacy and digital) during a stressful year
and point to their relationship with culture.

4.1. Parent–Child Literacy Activities in Uncertain Times

Our study’s findings indicated that parents reported relatively moderate parent–child
literacy activities (alphabetic, book reading, and play) during the first lockdown and a year
later in the three cultures. Studies based on data collected starting in March 2020 confirmed
similar effects of the pandemic on parent–child literacy activities at home. Ilari et al.
2022 [95] explored the perceptions of parenting and parent–child activities in American
families during this period. They found that academic activities were rated by parents
as ‘the least liked to do with their children’ compared to athletic and artistic activities.
Still, most parents reported that they were helping with homework and reading with their
children in the initial months of the pandemic.

We did not find differences between T1 and T2 in parent–child alphabetic activities.
Still, parents were significantly more involved in literacy play activities and shared book
reading in T2 compared to the first lockdown period (T1) across the cultures. Play activities
and book reading with children are usually less structured and require the parents’ avail-
ability, creativity, and spontaneity. Activities such as discussing books, rhyming games,
inventing stories, or creating the alphabet from diverse materials also probably challenged
parents during the outbreak of COVID-19, a period of uncertainty. In the days of the first
lockdown (T1), parents were physically and mentally preoccupied with personal pressures
caused by the pandemic. As a result, they were less available to their children [96]. Our
findings suggest that parents gradually became used to the situation and pulled themselves
together a year following the COVID outbreak [97], increasing their book-reading inter-
actions. We assume that decreased parental tension and the new reality of parents and
children have made literacy play activities possible under more relaxed conditions.

Regarding cultural differences, overall, Bulgarian and Spanish parents were more
involved in literacy activities at home than Israeli parents. In Spanish families, a child’s
education is an important milestone in optimizing a child’s future possibilities [81], and
parents are highly involved in their children’s education [82]. Bulgarian parenting is also
characterized by a high investment in the child’s education and personal development [69].

As to Israeli parents, this result may relate to Israel’s demographic and geopolitical sit-
uation. The birthrate in Israel is relatively high, with M = 3.1 children per family compared



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 1013 12 of 20

to OECD countries (M = 1.6) [98]. Also, in May 2021, a significant outbreak of violence
occurred in the ongoing Israeli–Palestinian conflict. Therefore, Israeli parents experience
a challenging life reality that permeates their parenting and affects the parent–child rela-
tionship and the parent’s availability [99]. A decrease in the parental availability of Israeli
parents may be related to practicing relatively less literacy play and book reading compared
to the Bulgarian and Spanish parents.

Supporting these findings, we found that parents with more children (not only Israelis)
reported less shared book reading with their children. Also, like in previous studies
with parents from different cultures, more educated parents were more involved in these
activities with their children at home [16].

4.2. Parent’s Involvement in the Child’s Digital World

Being under lockdown (T1) was characterized by various parent–child joint activities
with digital devices, young children’s independent use of digital media, and children’s
screen time. These activities facilitated education, socialization, cultural activities, and
family gatherings [100,101]. Indeed, we found that, during the lockdown (T1), parents were
significantly more active in digital activities with their children using digital devices than
a year later (T2) across the cultures. Likewise, our findings indicated that the children’s
screen time was higher in T1. Parents provide media to their young children so that they
can complete home and work obligations uninterrupted [102], and children use media
more independently [103]. In T2, despite the continued stress, families adapted to the
situation; the education settings were more open, children could spend more time outside
their homes, and their screen time decreased. Interestingly, we found that children in
Spain had more screen time at both time points compared to Israel and Bulgaria. These
cultural differences may be explained by Spain’s most extended and strictest quarantine
days compared to other European countries during the COVID-19 pandemic. Children’s
outdoor recreational spaces and sports facilities were closed from March to June 2020, and
Spanish children were confined to their homes for more than three months without going
outside [104]. Data collected in 2017 regarding the screen time of Spanish children show
that 44.3% of children aged 1–11 years were exposed for two hours or more to screens,
while screen time increases with the child’s age and decreases according to the parent’s
education [105]. These findings are consistent with the results of our study.

Regarding parental involvement in selecting digital content for the child’s use, parents
from the three cultures showed high involvement in T1 and T2. Similar to book-reading
activities, parents of larger families and less educated parents were less involved in selecting
digital content for their children. Our results suggest that more educated parents and
parents who have fewer children are more in control. They are more aware of the dangers
of their child’s exposure to inappropriate content and tend to be involved in selecting
high-quality software for their children to interact with [58,60,106,107].

Unlike the parents’ relatively high involvement in selecting digital content, parental
scaffolding, translation of instructions, and explanations of digital devices were found
to be relatively low across the three cultures. The interaction between time and culture
showed that only Spanish parents were more involved in this activity in T2. Also, in T2,
they explained and translated instructions to their children more than Israeli parents. These
findings are consistent with a cross-cultural study by Harkness et al. 2011 [68] showing
that Spanish parents perceive HLE parent–child activities as a training ground for their
child’s development and preparation for real life.

We also found that parents were more active in scaffolding and explaining digital
activities to the older children in our sample. Children’s age is meaningful to the type and
complexity of their digital activities [108]. We assume that parents are aware of this and
scaffold their older children more, who usually use more complex software.

Our research findings indicated that during the stressful period we studied, and
especially during the lockdown (T1), parents of young children were generally active in
digital activities with their children. Joint digital activities, selecting content for the child to
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use, and scaffolding indicate responsible parental actions [109,110]. Given the young age of
our research children, screens may displace meaningful literacy opportunities for digital
reading and writing (e.g., e-reading) [111], as well as for motor, linguistic, social-emotional,
cognitive development, and self-regulation skills [112,113]. Parents can direct digital
activities to be educational and minimize the cumulative damage of prolonged exposure to
screens in young children by being involved in their young children’s digital activities.

4.3. Parents’ Style across Activities

In T1, during the first lockdown, positive associations were found between parent–child
literacy and digital activity across the three cultures. These findings indicate stability in the
parents’ support and involvement in their young children’s education, whether traditional
or digital. Indeed, the research that studied parents’ literacy activities showed that parents
have a style across writing tools (e.g., keyboard and pencil) [114] and different book genres
(picture book or e-book) [111]. Our results show that, during the lockdown, when parents
and children were at home, parents showed a parenting style across different activities
(literacy and digital). These findings imply a parenting style and the parent’s perceptions
of their role in promoting their children’s general learning [115]. Parents who feel this
responsibility are more involved in literacy activities with their children [93] and are more
motivated to engage in those activities [116].

The relations between literacy and digital activities were especially salient among
Israeli parents. During the lockdown, when Israeli parents were at home with their children,
those who were more actively engaged in literacy activities with their children were also
engaged in more digital activities. This may be related to the perception of Israeli parents
of the importance of digital technological entrepreneurship and their encouragement of
their children to cultivate digital skills [117,118].

Interestingly, no associations were found between parent–child joint literacy and
joint digital activities a year later across the cultures. However, in the three cultures,
parents who were more involved in literacy activities with their children reported more
frequent translations and explanations of digital texts (scaffolding) to their children and, to
some extent, more content selection. Parents largely returned to work and children to the
educational frameworks in the second year when the state of emergency ended across the
three cultures [87–89].

The findings may emphasize the parents’ importance in explaining, demonstrating,
and translating digital content and activities. Parents who are more involved educationally
(involved in literacy activities) also saw the importance of providing scaffolding to the
child when there was no extended closure. Five-year-old children are on the seamline; they
know how to ‘navigate well’ but need scaffolding to maximize their use. A parent who
explains to his child how to use digital means responds to the child’s needs (e.g., attachment
theory) [119], strengthens the feeling of togetherness with technologies, expands the digital
experience for him and the possibilities inherent in it.

The findings of our study align with the “Developmental Niche” model and add to the
literature regarding the child’s HLE and parent–child daily literacy and digital activities,
specifically in times of crisis in different cultures. This study sheds light on the role of
culture in parents’ choices concerning the settings children inhabit and the competencies
they acquire, as well as directly influencing parent–child interactions.

4.4. Strengths and Limitations

Our findings highlight significant cross-cultural and cultural-specific aspects of parent-
ing to young children and their manifestation in parent–child literacy and digital activities
in times of crisis. Considering the crucial role of parents in maintaining the well-being, edu-
cation, and leisure of their young children during stressful times (for example, lockdowns)
emphasizes the need for educational professionals to collaborate with parents regularly
to guide them in a concise and orderly manner in developmentally appropriate ways to
promote literacy, digital activity, and other areas of their children’s development. The
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participating cultures in the study included Eastern and Western Europe and the Middle
East, and educators in different countries must tailor their guidance to the general picture
we see and the specificities of parenting in their country.

The main limitations of this study are that we did not follow the same sample from T1
to T2, and our samples may not represent the entire population in each culture. Similar
to other studies that recruit participants through social networks [120,121], many of the
participants across the three cultures were college graduates.

Another limitation of this study is that our study presents a picture that includes
specific activities. By including more activities and elaborations on the activities we
studied, we could have ended with a broader picture that allowed a comprehensive
observation. Also, by including more cultures, we could have contributed further cross
cultural knowledge. Furthermore, we did not collect data on home learning from an
educational source. It is possible that this information would have added to understanding
the total literacy activity in the homes. We operated during the first lockdown under
pressure and uncertainty; we did not know how long COVID-19 would last. Despite these
limitations, we believe our findings contribute to the understanding of parent–child literacy
and digital activities at home in times of uncertainty.

5. Conclusions, Implications, and Future Directions

This study explored young children’s literacy and digital activities with their parents at
home during the first lockdown and a year later in Bulgaria, Israel, and Spain. The findings
indicated similarities and differences between the cultures and the periods. During the two
periods in the three cultures, we found relatively moderate parent–child literacy and digital
activities and high parental involvement in selecting digital content. We also found signifi-
cant differences between the periods and cultures beyond the demographic measures.

Not surprisingly, we can conclude that during the stressful period of the lockdowns
(T1), parent–child joint digital activities and children’s independent screen time were higher
than in T2. A year after the COVID-19 outbreak (T2), when the health, occupational, and
social situations improved slightly, there was a return to formal studies while maintaining
the familiar daily routine (for example, ensuring a balanced screen time). Parents were
more involved in shared book reading, literacy play, and scaffolding (translating and
explaining) digital content for their children. Differences between cultures demonstrated
that Spanish and Bulgarian parents were more involved in their children’s literacy and
digital activities than Israeli parents. Spanish children had more independent screen time
than Bulgarian and Israeli children. We found that parents of larger families were less
involved in literacy and digital activities with their children. Educated parents were more
involved in book-reading activities and selecting digital content, and their children were less
exposed to screens. Finally, controlling for the children’s age, we found a general association
between parent–child literacy and digital activity measures. During T1, these associations
were especially salient among Israeli parents. A year later (T2), associations were found
cross-culturally between the parent–child literacy activities and parents’ involvement in
translating and explaining digital content to their children (scaffolding). These findings
imply a parent–child activity style.

The research indicates that children born worldwide during the pandemic have signifi-
cantly reduced literacy skills compared to pre-pandemic children [122,123]. During COVID-
19, parents reported higher stress levels than adults without children. Managing learning
for their children and adjusting to new routines, a high level of insecurity, and childcare dis-
ruptions, as well as worsening mental health overall, were common strains among parents
during the pandemic [124,125]. Therefore, due to work and other responsibilities, parents
were engaged in joint literacy activities with their children only to a certain extent, which ap-
parently was not enough to maintain adequate achievements of the children [122,123,125].
They may have prioritized the child’s emotional socialization, entertainment, and physical
activity [103]. Three years later, when discussing pandemic-related learning loss, parents
stated that caring for their children’s literacy involved ‘extra work’ [126,127].
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As to our study’s implications, we recommend that parents should be regularly guided
on how to effectively involve their young children’s early literacy and digital activities.
Preparing protocols for use, including reference to digital content, will help them in stressful
times, such as war, children’s illnesses, academic irregularities, and the absence of regular
presence at school. Consideration must be given to the cultural characteristics as well as the
structure of the family, the social issues in each culture (for example, minority populations),
as well as the digital means found in homes.
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