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Abstract.
Research by Indonesian Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, Technology in 2020-2021 found a significant decrease of learning outcomes in the first grade of elementary school students as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. The Early Childhood Education as the foundation phase plays a crucial role in the learning recovery, especially literacy. This study explores and analyzes the experiences of Early Childhood Education (PAUD) teachers in applying balanced literacy approach as an effort to strengthen learning. This research refers to the literary processing theory by Clay (Ronning, 2020: 17) regarding the acquisition of literacy skills in early childhood. The method used is qualitative phenomenology with 10 teachers from several regions of Indonesia as informants. The analysis was about the experience of teachers applying balanced literacy before and during the pandemic, the obstacles faced, and the solutions carried out. These findings become the basis for designing the product of this study, namely a conceptual model of early literacy strengthening program with balanced literacy in PAUD. This model is expected to be a contextual alternative solution for strengthening effective literacy in the post-pandemic period and minimizing the impact of learning loss in Indonesia.
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English translation.
I. INTRODUCTION
Research published through the official website of the Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology (Kemendikbudristek) of the Republic of Indonesia in January 2020 and April 2021 found that the Covid-19 pandemic caused a significant loss of learning (learning loss) in the field of literacy and numeracy. One of the visible indications of learning loss is the reduced progress of learning from grade 1 to grade 2 elementary school after a year of pandemic. Before the pandemic, one year of learning progress (grade 1 elementary school) was 129 points for literacy and 78 points for numeracy. After the pandemic, learning progress during grade 1 was significantly reduced. For literacy, this learning loss is equivalent to 6 months of learning, while for numeracy it is equivalent to 5 months of learning. Therefore, learning recovery during the Covid-19 pandemic is important to reduce the impact of learning loss on students, especially in the field of literacy. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Early Childhood Education Unit (PAUD) as the foundation phase plays a very important role in the process of learning recovery and strengthening literacy.In preliminary   research through focused group discussions with several early childhood education teachers, it was found that  the approach commonly applied to build children's literacy skills is a balanced literacy approach.  Therefore, this study intends to explore the experiences of early childhood education teachers in applying  a balanced literacy approach before and during the pandemic.Early literacy is a learning process to understand and use language in functional communication. Functional communication is fundamental to a child's literacy skills (Robinson: 2014: 11). Children first learn to use spoken language —consisting of listening and speaking—then begin to explore written language, namely reading and writing.  Early literacy in this study includes early literacy skills as well as children's attitudes, proficiency, and interest in literacy activities. Literacy is very important not only to enable children to play an active role in academia, but also to practice active participation in their social life. Children who are constrained in literacy usually have difficulties in learning and keeping up with the development of the social world. Adults with low literacy skills usually do not have an optimal quality of life. Therefore, building literacy skills from an early age will be the main capital for every child to have a good quality of life in the future. 

II.	THEORETICAL BACKGROUNDS
 This study refers to the literary processing theory proposed by Marie M. Clay after conducting a long study of early childhood in the early days of obtaining literacy skills (Ronning, 2020: 17). Clay conducted research on how children learn to read and write since 1963 by recording and observing children when they are involved in literacy activities. One of the key aspects of literary processing theory is that learning is constructive. Literacy learning is based on the child's understanding, the child's ability at that time, combined with the exploration and practice of problem solving.  Thus, in the classroom or at home, the child is advised to create his own learning with the guidance and support of the teacher or parents.The principles underlying the literary processing theory are: (1) Reading and writing are complex problem solving processes. Students use different strategies when solving problems during reading and writing. (2) Children build their own learning and start with different types of knowledge. Usually the child actively finds the meaning of words, discovers new things, observes and compiles the meaning of the text he reads. Children are able to combine the experiences stored in their brains, make comparisons, use strategies that they have successfully used, and still find new strategies with the guidance of the teacher. Thus, the learning process for children never stops, therefore new ways according to their learning needs must always be presented. (3) Reading and writing are interrelated. Clay's theory does not deny the importance of writing activities for early childhood. Writing (or drawing) activities can reduce the speed of complex activities so that the information obtained by the child can be strongly intertwined. 
[bookmark: _Hlk104150067]Writing activities also provide the ability for children to establish internal control in the mastery of literacy. When writing, the child is conditioned to calm down, first think about what to do, then write. When writing, the child observes the relationship between the sound and the letter that is its symbol, understands the concept of writing, and other activities when writing. (4) Children's strategies when doing activities with text always change from time to time. It will automatically change the strategy when the difficulty level of the text increases in terms of vocabulary, content, and grammar. (5) Children go through different processes to master the same skills. When entering school, children have various experiences related to their literacy activities. Their experiences and spoken and written language skills vary, and these differences affect the way children understand reading.Balanced literacy is a learning approach to develop skills to understand and produce information. The term balanced refers to the view that students learn to be readers who require a variety of opportunities and different ways. Balance is obtained through the combination of various learning strategies with the aim of producing competent and literate learners (Retnaningdyah, 2019: 1) Word work or word-based activities introduce children to the concept of writing printed on various media, phonological awareness—the ability to recognize and understand sounds used in spoken language in the form of syllables, words, and their combination in spoken speech—phonemes or units of sound that indicate meaning, vocabulary, spelling, and various other activities aimed at understanding words. 
Reading activities in this approach are in the form of reading aloud, reading together/interactive reading, guided reading, and independent reading. Writing activities are in the form of writing by modeling, co-writing/interactive writing, guided writing, and independent writing.A balanced literacy approach aims to help students learn to read and write effectively while gradually developing responsibilities. This concept of balanced literacy is based on the premise that the long-term goal of learning literacy is to build the habit of literacy itself. (Fountas and Pinnel 2012: 1). This approach combines two concepts of literacy learning that have developed first, namely the phonics  approach, namely learning that prioritizes students' mastery of phonemes, alphabets, and the relationship between letters and sounds; and a whole language  approach that pays more attention to aspects of the meaning of reading contextually such as building vocabulary and student understanding of reading. In addition, the balanced literacy approach is a model of early literacy learning with students as the center (student centered), providing opportunities for students to get contextual literacy experience combined with instructions specifically designed to train students' literacy skills.  

III.	METHODS
	Researchers intend to gain deep experiences, opinions, and views, including cases and obstacles experienced by each teacher who is an informant related to strengthening early literacy. The phenomenological method is used in this research. The process of collecting data begins with assigning a place or individual. After that, researchers attempted to gain access and establish close relationships (rapport), conducted purposive sampling, and began collecting data. The next process is to record information, solve field problems, and save data. The stored data is then tested for validity by extending observations, increasing accuracy, triangulation, discussions with peers, clarifying biases, cross-examining opposite cases, member checks, and external audits. The data are also tested for correctness with field observations and documentation studies to ensure that the information submitted by informants in interviews is correct.In phenomenological studies, participants/informants can be from the same location—but this is not mandatory. 
	Most importantly, informants are people who have a deep experience related to the phenomenon being studied and are able to articulate or expose their experiences clearly and precisely. The number of informants suggested by Creswell referring to Polkinghorne (1989) was 5—25. In this study, the early childhood education teachers who will be interviewed are 10 people. The teacher in question is a teacher who applies a balanced literacy approach in learning before and during the pandemic. To obtain comprehensive information, researchers will involve informants from various regions in Indonesia: Kota Cimahi, Kota Bandung, Kota Semarang, Kota Makassar, Kota Tarakan, Kab. Bandung, Kab. Bandung Barat, Kab. Purwakarta, and Kab. Denpasar Timur. The data analysis process of this study refers to the codifying and categorizing  system (Saldana, 2013: 9). Determining code is the process of systematically organizing data and making it part of a system or classification into categories, then grouping them into specific themes. When this process is applied to qualitative data, researchers separate, group, regroup, and correlate data to obtain meaning and explanation.

IV.	RESULTS
[bookmark: _Hlk102543975]From the interviews, eight (8) themes related to the experiences of early childhood education teachers implementing balanced literacy programs in the period before and during the Covid-19 pandemic were identified. The themes are: (1) designing literacy activities including initiating literacy activities and planning the time and duration of literacy activities, (2) coordinate literacy activities (3) facilitating reading activities including introducing various types of texts, building reading habits, motivating students to practice reading, choosing media to practice reading, training students' comprehension of reading, modeling reading, guided reading, accompanying students to read independently, building vocabulary, (4) facilitating writing activities including accompanying students to practice writing, modeling writing, guided writing, motivating students to practice writing, choosing media to practice writing, writing independently, (5) supporting family literacy includes the role of parents in building literacy, obstacles to involving parents in literacy activities, the role of parents during distance learning, (6) facilitating online activities including the implementation of distance learning, constraints in distance learning, media in distance learning, (7) accommodating the uniqueness of the classroom includes managing a class with many students, serving the students according to their needs, dan (8) evaluating literacy activities including conducting evaluations, choosing the type of evaluation.
Based on the experience of teachers, the obstacles related to the application of balanced literacy in the period before and during the Covid-19 pandemic are that: ooks that are kids-friendly and loved by limited students, limited student-friendly local based books, the number of teachers in some early childhood education units is limited, the big classes make guided reading activities not smooth, students' fine motor skills are poorly trained so that writing skills are hampered, students are prohibited by parents when tearing paper or cutting on security reasons, parents of students are busy at work, partially illiterate, parents leave formal education matters primarily read and write to schools, parents demand that students master reading, writing, and counting after graduating from early education, students are tired of literacy activities because they take extra lessons outside of school hours, the pandemic has made parents' interest in sending children to early childhood education decreasing.To overcome these obstacles, teachers make various efforts, including: teachers make their own teaching materials by cutting out old magazines or newspapers and compiling them into books or posters according to the needs and interests of students, teachers adapt reading material and associate it with local content, for example changing place names or story character names in anticipation of limited local based books that are child-friendly, teachers divide classes into small groups to overcome the limited number of teachers. 
In some activities, teachers also involve parents to be student companions, for example in activities outside the classroom (outdoor), teacher provides various corners of the game for students who are waiting for their turn to read guided, so that the noise in the classroom can be minimized, teachers train students' fine motor skills with a wide variety of activities such as playing plasticine, squeezing grated coconuts, cutting and tearing paper, coloring pictures, writing on flour or sand. The choice of fine motor activities is adapted to the conditions of the school and the interests of the students, teachers communicate with parents to invite parents to provide support to students who are training in fine motor skills, for example accompanying students when practicing tearing or cutting paper so that they remain in a safe condition, the teacher reports the progress of student learning orally to the parents of illiterate students, teachers communicate with parents and provide understanding to parents through parenting activities, teachers provide parents with an understanding that the main purpose of learning in early childhood education is to foster students' interest in learning, and numeracy literacy skills are also trained through games and other child-friendly methods, teachers make various innovative activities to keep students excited about practicing reading and writing include playing, singing, and telling stories, teachers work with the community in the surrounding environment so that parents' interest in sending children to school in early childhood education regrow.

V. CONCLUSION
The early literacy strengthening program using balanced literacy opens up opportunities for students to develop skills in understanding and producing information.  This approach encourages students to learn to be good readers, by providing a variety of opportunities and different ways. Balance is obtained through the combination of various learning strategies with the aim of producing good literacy skills. Thus, the approach used by informants who are teachers in Early Childhood Education units can be one of the good choices for running early literacy strengthening programs. This program needs to be carried out in a structured and well-managed manner, so that efforts to recover education after the Covid-19 pandemic can be carried out properly. 
The pandemic for two years has indeed become one of the main factors of delays and discrepancies in the achievements that should be possessed by early childhood. However, the efforts made by teachers are an alternative so that the impact of learning loss does not make children lose their learning period. On the other hand, the pandemic period can be interpreted as an opportunity for all parties to get a learning experience even though it happened in an emergency.The application of balanced literacy as an effort to strengthen early literacy is expected to have a positive impact on efforts to restore learning and improve the quality of early childhood literacy in the future. 
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