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Abstract 
Media is believed to possess its power in constructing discursive meaning in the society. This article 

aims to see how media creates discourse pertaining children and childhood during the pandemic of 

COVID-19. This article adopts critical discourse analysis (CDA) in order to unpack power relation in 

the children discourse by analyzing 78 articles from websites found in the internet. The analysis 

suggests that there is one hegemonic and dominant discourse on children, namely discourse of 

vulnerable children. The discourse sees young children as fragile being that do not have capacity to 

understand the pandemic and also to navigate their situation during the pandemic. While the discourse 

seems to be empathetic with the children, yet it actually does not recognize children’s ability to have 

voices. Hence, this kind of discourse potentially excludes the children further from the discussion on 

how to mitigate the pandemic situation. 
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Introduction 

 

2020 was the year when the whole world was attacked by the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

Indonesia, the first case of COVID-19 was firstly detected on March 4, 2020. Ever since, the 

cases continue to rise to the alarming level. At the moment, Indonesia has more than one 

million active cases, with the mortality rate more than  20.000 (COVID 19, 2020). The 

population density in Indonesia is also contributing to the spread of the virus. Despite the 

government’s attempt to implement physical distancing and limited lock-down, the cases 

seem to be deteriorating.  

The pandemic without any doubt affects everyone. Young children in particular are often 

constructed as one of the most vulnerable groups in this situation. Several research has 

indicated that children’s development and well-being might be jeopardized at this moment 

(Fan et al., 2020; Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020; Silliman Cohen & Bosk, 2020; 

Viner et al., 2020). WHO (2002) also asserts that children safety is at risk during this 

pandemic.  

The discourse that sees young children as fragile is often due to the assumption that they 

do not have capacity to understand what happens in their surrounding (Back, Cameron, & 

Tanner, 2009; Bruskas & Care, 2008; Kronick & Rousseau, 2015). Children’s development 

is often seen to be ontologically incomplete  and this justify an understanding that young 

children development needs to be continuously stimulated (Wyness, 2006). Other research 

also emphasizes the roles from the parents to ensure that they pay particular attention to their 

children (Koenigs & Oppenheimer, 1985).  All these perpetuate the idea that young children 

are in need of protection (Lowe, Lee, & Macvarish, 2015).  

This paper aims to unpack how children are constructed during the pandemic in the media. 

Without any doubt, media plays important roles in providing society with information needed 

particularly during the tine of COVID 19 (Pieri, 2019; Shalvee & Sambhav, 2020). Media 

has possibilities to influence individuals, while at the same time it can also promote the state 

ideology, and even affect the government policy (Furstenberg, 1999; Stallings, 1990; 

Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes, & Sasson, 1992). This research aims to fill in the gap of the 

previous research on COVID 19. Many research has focused on the health and pathological 

discourses of the pandemic (Giesecke, 2020; Malik et al., 2020; Morens, Daszak, Markel, & 
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Taubenberger, 2020; Roser, Ritchie, Ortiz-Ospina, & Hasell, 2020), and only limited 

research emphasize on young children such as the ones conducted by Green (2020), Phelps 

and Sperry (2020), as well as Thakur, Kumar, and Sharma (2020). Hence, we believe that 

this paper will contribute to the sociological dimension of the pandemic by focusing on the 

overlooked areas, which are the field of children and childhood studies.  

 

 

Literature Review 

 

Adopting Postdevelopmentalism in Childhood Studies 

 

This paper adopts postdevelopmentalims theories. Postdevelopmentalism is an umbrella 

used to include theories such as poststructuralism, posthumanism, postcolonialism, 

decolonial theories, and other marginalized local theories (Edwards, Blaise, & Hammer, 

2009). These theories emerged as a critique to the hegemony of developmentalism 

(MacNaughton, 2005). Developmentalism has been widely criticized because of its claim of 

universality while in fact it is often biased against non-Western, non-middle-class children, 

as well as biased against girls (Adriany & Tesar, 2022).  

Developmentalism theories are also often questioned because it sees young children to 

undergo particular stages of development universally, irrespective of children’s background 

(MacNaughton, 2005). Within these paradigms, young children are often seen as immature 

and unable to understand complex things.  

We adopt postdevelopmentalism in this paper because it allows us to trouble the dominant 

narratives during the COVID 19. As our findings latter will demonstrate, the powerful 

discourses on children and childhood perpetuate the vulnerable model of young children. 

 

Construction of children and childhood in Indonesia  
 

The construction of children in Indonesia is often rooted on the economic models of 

children and childhood (Adriany, 2019). Children in Indonesia are often seen as a country’s 

investment. The economic models is highly influenced by Heckman’s theory of human 
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capital (Heckman & Masterov, 2007). It is often claimed that on every one cent spent for a 

child, will generate greater return in the future.  

One of the most dominant discourses pertaining childhood in Indonesia is a golden 

generation discourse (Rasyid, n.a.). This notion is derived on the prediction that by 2045, 

Indonesia will experience demographic dividend in which more than 50% of Indonesian 

population will be a productive age that will contribute the country’s economic development 

(BAPPENAS, 2017). Early childhood education is hence perceived to play its crucial roles 

in preparing children to become an economic actor. The economic model hence is often 

criticized to see the children as a mean to achieve the country’s aims, rather than seeing the 

children as a goal in themselves (Adriany, Yulindrasari, & Tesar, 2019). 

In addition to the economics model of children and childhood, children are also often 

constructed as fragile individual (Durham, 2016). Young children are also often seen to be 

ontologically incomplete hence they are always in need of constant stimulation (Tesar, 

Rodriguez, & Kupferman, 2016). This understanding appears to be influenced by 

developmentalism, a school in psychology that believes young children will undergo certain 

stages of development (Piaget, 1954). Many scholars have questioned developmentalism by 

arguing that despite its claim young children are capable of constructing their own knowledge, 

it still perceives young children as somehow fragile and innocent individuals who cannot 

grasp complex issues surrounding them (Burman, 2008; Edwards et al., 2009; Spatig, 2005). 

Developmentalism which is highly influenced by Piaget’s model of young children also 

believe that young children’s development is universal, regardless of their socio-cultural 

context (Piaget, 1954). Beneath this model, lies an idea that children’s development needs to 

be awaited until they are ready. Other scholars have also argued that developmentalism has 

perpetuated Western’s construction of children and childhood, thus it may situate non- 

Western children as “the other” (Adriany & Saefullah, 2015; Burman, 2008; Edwards et al., 

2009; Penn, 2002; Spatig, 2005; Walkerdine, 1998).  

Developmentalism is highly pervasive in Indonesia (Pangastuti, 2020). To some extent, 

this contributes to the protectionist approach in understanding young children. Echoing the 

developmentalism principle, the protectionist approach also sees young children as fragile 

individual that are in constant need of protection. This paradigm also sees children as 

innocent and naïve individuals who are unable to understand complex issues, including issues 
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such as pandemic. Exposing young children to those issues are seen to be detrimental for 

their development (Sigel, 1987; Solehuddin & Adriany, 2017). In Indonesia, this is evident 

in the government’s policies that emphasis children’s protection rather than children’s 

participation (Adriany et al., 2019);Buchanan, 1998;Kaviani Johnson & Sloth-Nielsen, 2020). 

As the result children’s voices are often absent from social discourses, even though Indonesia 

has ratified the United Nation Convention of Children’s Right ref . 

As mentioned, there has been a growing critique among academics on the developmentalist 

notion of children. This critique has allowed another paradigm, name post developmentalism 

to emerge. Within post developmentalism, children are constructed as individual that 

possesses  agency and have voices (Edwards et al., 2009). Children are also seen as capable 

to understand social issue. They are able not only to construct meaning, but also resist to the 

dominant meaning. More importantly, this perspective recognizes children’s ability to have 

full participation to social provision (Cahill, Dadavand, Shlezinger, Romei, & Farrelly, 2020; 

Koller, Nicholas, Gearing, & Kalfa, 2010).  It also acknowledges children’s capacity to 

navigate problems surrounding them (Short, 1994; Smith, 2007). Hence, this research will 

adopt post developmentalism in order to go beyond deficient model of children and childhood, 

particularly during the times of the pandemic. 

 

 

Method 

 

This research adopts a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). CDA does not only focus on 

the text, but it also focuses on the social practices (Fairclough, 2002, 2003; Wodak & Meyer, 

2001). Wodak & Meyer, (2001) argue that by focusing on discourse, CDA aims to unpack 

imbalance power relations resulted from the use of language. By using CDA, this paper aims 

to see how children are constructed in the text during the pandemic, and to what extent this 

construction reflects social practices. As Fairclough (2003) asserts text is not innocent as it 

carries particular version of truth and interest.  

This paper analyzes 78 articles from online mass media in Indonesia between April 1, to 

May 31, 2020. This time frame is selected because it is during this time Indonesia 

implemented physical distancing policies (CNN Indonesia, 2020). It is also the time when 
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the pandemic reached its peak in Indonesia. We search the articles using the words “young 

children”, “physical distancing”, and “COVID 19”. We found there are 19 articles on young 

children with the focus on learning; 11 on health; 15 on parenting; 14 on the government’s 

policies on COVID 19; 14 on government’ social fund; two articles on politics; two articles 

on social issues; and one article on environmental.   

We then analyse the text using CDA. We pay attention to the dominant discourse within 

the text, whilst also trying to unpack the silenced meaning. We see words not only as a 

linguistic element, but also the discursive aspects of it. Our analysis suggests that there is two 

dominant discourses emerged from the articles. It is the discourse of fragile children and the 

discourse of economic children. We will explain more about these two discourses on the 

following section. 

 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

The Fragile Child 

 

The construction of children as vulnerable individual is strongly circulated in the 78 

articles. In one of the articles, staying at home as resulted from the COVID 19 is believed to 

take away children’s fundamental right to play. 

 

Because staying at home, the children’s right to play an explore is taken away. This in the long term 

will delay their growth and development (langgam.id, May 12th 2020). 

 

The quote from that website, clearly shows the influence of developmentalism. The article 

disseminates fear that young children are threatened to lose their developmental milestones 

during the pandemic. The quote perpetuates an idea that young children are in constant need 

of intervention and protection (Baumrind, 1978; Frost, 1998). 

The discourse of fragile children continues to be disseminated as evident in the following 

quote: 

It is indeed horrible if we allow the children to go outside during this seemingly endless pandemic. 
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Their strong desire to play and explore might make them careless and forget with the invisible 

danger amidst the pandemic. Young children can for instance accidentally touch their noses or their 

mouths. Even adults sometimes tend to forget, let alone young children. Hence, for whatever reasons, 

young children has to stay at home. (langgam.id, May 12th 2020) 

 

The above quote clearly articulates young children’s inability to understand the dangerous 

surrounding them. They are also seen to be cognitively incapable since they tend to easily 

forget the health protocols. Again, the idea of children as fragile being is strongly promoted 

here. The quote also perpetuates the binary between children and adults. This perspective 

resonates with the construction of young children in the modern time where children and 

adults are seen as completely different between one another (Wyness, 2006). 

Children’s vulnerability is seen as not only the result of the cognitive limitation, but also 

because of their well-being. Children’s well-being is perceived to be at risk. The pandemic 

is believed to expose children to stress and psychological problems. 

 

At the moment, even though some of young children can handle trauma, but most of them are not 

capable to do so. That is why parents need to be sensitive with children’s well-being. 

(cnnindonesia.com, April 4th 2020) 

 

The discourse analysis demonstrates how the online media obviously illuminates 

children’s fragility. This resonates with the protectionist paradigm we explain before. While 

we do not claim to deny that young children are also exposed and affected by the COVID 19, 

we found that this construction is rather problematic because it takes away the agentic notion 

of children. Research done by Mukherjee (2020) shows how young children are actually able 

to create counter narrative that incorporates the concept of leisure during this pandemic. 

Hilppö, Rainio, Rajala, and Lipponen (2020, p. n.a.) also argue how “children and youth have 

also challenged the established boundaries, pushed them and arguably created new positions 

for themselves amid the pandemic”. Their research seems to indicate that young children are 

actually capable to navigate the pressure and tension resulted from the pandemic. The same 

argument also asserted by Larcher and Brierley (2020) where they also remind that there is a 

need to go beyond the idea that puts children as simply as a victim during the pandemic. In 

fact, children have to be recognized as partners that are able to give constructive inputs to 
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adults, including the government, provided adults provide space to listen to children’s voices. 

This perspective is in line with the United Nation Convention of Children Right (Un General 

assembly, 1989) that acknowledges children’s right of participation in social provision. 

Another study conducted by Pascal and Bertram (2021) also demonstrates the extent to which 

young children actually possess resilience to adapt to this pandemic situation. 

 

The Economic Child 

 

The discourse that constructs children as helpless being in the online media perpetuates 

the fear that it might cause instability to the country’s development. Indonesia is one of the 

countries that participate in Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Early childhood 

education (ECE) clearly becomes one of the SDGs goals. Hence, ECE is not only important 

for a child on individual level, but also fundamental for the country. This narrative can be 

seen in the following quote: 

The pandemic gives a serious consequence for children growth and development. The closure of 

kindergarten, integrated health service centre, violence against children, psychological problems, 

and malnutrition will threaten Indonesia to have a generation loss. (medianindonesia.com, May 28rd 

2020). 

 

The above quote is clearly situated within an economic model of children and childhood. 

As we explained before, one of the dominant discourses in Indonesia on children is the 

discourse of golden generation. The quote in that website clearly disseminates the concern 

that the COVID-19 pandemic will become a threat for this golden generation to emerge. 

The discourse of generation loss seems to echo the global discourse of learning lost. In 

another media that we analyzed, it was written: 

Meanwhile, if this situation is allowed to continue, students doing remote learning (PJJ) have many 

drawbacks. Rythia Afkar, Economist, World Bank estimates that the percentage of home learning 

will increase by 10 percent (suara.com, April 9, 2020) 

 

The information disseminated in the media, is aligned with a report prepared by OECD, it 

is obvious that the learning lost resulted from the COVID 19 is related with the economic 

impact (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2020). The report claims that: 
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Estimates based on the OECD Survey of Adult Skills show that income increases by 11.1% per 

additional year of schooling in the United States and by 7.5% on average across the sampled 

countries (Hanushek et a l ., 2 015[9]: Table 2). If one again considers a corona-induced loss of one 

third of a school year, these results would suggest a loss of income for the affected pupils of about 

2.5-4% over the entire working life  (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2020, p. 9)  

 

The same argument is also claimed by the World Bank. In their website, the World Bank 

argues: 

Without major efforts to counter their impacts, the school-closings shock will lead to learning loss, 

increased dropouts, and higher inequality, and the economic shock will exacerbate the damage, by 

depressing education demand and supply as it harms households. Together, they will inflict long-

run costs on human capital and welfare. 

 

The discourse of learning loss clearly focuses on the economic impact resulted from the 

COVID-19. The economic impact to the children, as the above quote suggests does not take 

place in the present, but rather it will take place in the future. Here, the discourse sees the 

children as individuals who are in the process of becoming adults, rather than active social 

actors at the moment (Uprichard, 2008).While the future imaginary of what a child can do is 

important, but it should not take away the importance of the current situation. Perhaps, it is 

actually more important to ask how the children perceive this pandemic and what kind of 

new learning they are accumulating in this situation. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The discourse analysis to the 78 online articles show that the media situates children as 

helpless and vulnerable beings during the pandemic. While the discourse of fragile children 

might be perceived as having an empathetic attitude in young children, in reality the discourse 

has actually positioned young children as a passive agent that could not comprehend the 

emergency situation around them. We argue that as a matter of fact, situating young children 

as fragile individual will potentially marginalize the children further from the pandemic 

mitigation. Any action taken is always from adults’ perspective and hence, it may not be 
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responsive to the actual need of the children. Our finding suggests that in order to ensure the 

children’s well-being during the pandemic, children need to be fully included in the 

discussion and mitigation. 

The findings hence should be seen as an invitation the need to deconstruct our traditional 

and dominant understanding of children and childhood. Instead of constructing young 

children as helpless individuals; teachers, parents, and policy makers should in fact recognize 

children’s resilience during the pandemic. This way of looking at young children will allow 

their voices and experiences to be incorporated. 

The findings also suggest the need to go beyond economic models of young children. 

Focusing on the future benefits young children might produce to a country will only shield 

their currents needs. There is a need to use child-right perspective in understanding young 

children. 

We are aware that the research is only limited to dominant discourses disseminated in the 

media. Hence, we recommend that further research on the field could directly conduct 

research with young children to have a deeper and more accurate understanding how young 

children understand and mitigate crisis such as the pandemic. Again, as argued before, 

listening to the voice of young children might allow us to have a more comprehensive 

strategies in mitigating disaster such as COVID-19. 
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