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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

This study aimed to shed light on how the first wave of COVID-19 COVID-19; early childhood
influenced well-being and changed the work of early childhood  education; teachers; well-
education and care (ECEC) teachers in Estonia and Finland and  being; work conditions
how well-being and changes are associated with each other. The

data used in this quantitative study were gathered via nationwide

online surveys of early childhood education teachers (N=378).

The results revealed that there was no major change in teachers’

well-being at work. Likewise, changes in work were limited.

However, there were large individual variations in these

experiences between teachers and between countries. Finnish

teachers’ well-being at work was only slightly explained by job

changes, while Estonian teachers’ well-being was significantly

more explained by them. The findings highlight the intertwined

nature of well-being at work and work changes and the

individual nature of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on

teachers’ work.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic broke out all over the world at the beginning of 2020 and
caused a crisis in the educational systems (Timmons et al. 2021). Among other countries,
Estonia and Finland declared a state of emergency in March 2020 due to the global cor-
onavirus outbreak. The central governments in both countries instructed local adminis-
trators to protect citizens against the virus, prevent infections and organise education in
alternative ways, including remote work and distance teaching. It was recommended that
young children be cared for at home, and parents mostly followed the instructions,
although regional variations existed (Saranko, Alasuutari, and Sulkanen 2021).
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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, participation in early childhood education and care
(ECEC) in Finland decreased: from 77%, only 25% of children took part in ECEC services
(Heikkild et al. 2020; Sakkinen and Kuoppala 2020). Thus, at the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the number of children in the groups was lower than usual
(Kuutti, Kahila, and Sajaniemi 2021). Exceptional conditions produced staff transfers
from one child group to another, or from C centre to another; child groups were
mixed with each other and professionals were relocated to other services, such as
home-help services (Nurhonen, Chydenius, and Lipponen 2021; Saranko et al. 2021).
Meanwhile, attendance at Estonian kindergartens also decreased, but there are no
exact statistics on this. Finland and Estonia were among the few European countries
that did not close all ECEC centres due to the pandemic. However, in Finland, the
focus of keeping centres open was, in the first place, due to ensuring the employment
of staff working in critical sectors of society, representing an economic family
support-focused argument in organising ECEC services during COVID-19 more than
children’s educational rights (Gillberg and Ruokonen 2022; Nurhonen, Chydenius,
and Lipponen 2021; Van Laere et al. 2021).

Teacher’s work in change during the COVID-19 pandemic

The pandemic put teachers up to new challenges and unpredictability (Van Laere et al.
2021). Worldwide reports of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on ECEC have shed
light on educators’ work experiences during emergency conditions (e.g. Atiles et al. 2021;
Bassok et al. 2020; Mitchell et al. 2020). The staft had to implement high-quality peda-
gogy and ensure that everyday life continued to be safe and well-being-enhancing for
the children. Many ECEC educators face a range of challenges, such as unemployment,
financial pressures and social distancing (see, e.g. Atiles et al. 2021; Bassok et al. 2020;
Eadie et al. 2021, 2022; Samuelsson, Wagner, and @degaard 2020; Van Laere et al.
2021; Wistoft, Clark, and Qvortrup 2021).

Exceptional conditions included distress of own, family members” and customers’
health, concerns of inequalities among families in terms of resources and children’s learn-
ing, as well as fractured cooperation with guardians (e.g. Atiles et al. 2021; Dayal and Tiko
2020; Kim and Asbury 2020; Kuutti, Kahila, and Sajaniemi 2021; Reich et al. 2020). Thus,
ECEC educators had to seek new strategies to cope with challenging work and learn novel
pedagogical methods and practices (Kim and Asbury 2020; Kuutti, Kahila, and Sajaniemi
2021), which led to experiences of inadequacy and unpreparedness (Samuelsson, Wagner,
and @degaard 2020). Kuutti, Kahila, and Sajaniemi (2021) have described that on the one
hand, the exceptional period allowed the use and development of pedagogical approaches
better than before. On the other hand, these conditions prevented and limited pedagogical
activities. Gillberg and Ruokonen (2022) found that while the staff had more time for tasks
that would normally not be covered by working hours (e.g. reading professional litera-
ture), they were increasingly concerned about the children who were absent from the
ECEC due to pandemic. Changes in child groups and staff led to poorer familiarity
with children and thus hampered professionals’ pedagogical work with children
(Kuutti, Kahila, and Sajaniemi 2021).

New ways of organising work and varying guidelines put a strain on managers and
staff alike (Gillberg and Ruokonen 2022; Nurhonen, Chydenius, and Lipponen 2021;
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Saranko, Alasuutari, and Sulkanen 2021). National and local instructions on pandemic
responses varied frequently, and information came at such a rapid pace that staff
members did not always have time to read and react to them quickly enough. In Gillberg
and Ruokonen’s (2022) study, early childhood professionals reported that they had to
make quick, independent decisions, partly without support. The national recommen-
dation on home childcare came out of the blue, and municipalities did not have time
to agree on practices in advance or to draw up more detailed guidelines. Due to the non-
existent concept of remote ECEC, education distance-learning practices and ideas for
ECEC spread partly through social media and as ideas from the teachers themselves.
From the perspective of ECEC teachers’ well-being at work, sudden changes, emotional
load and concerns of themselves, children and families can threaten the stability of the
workforce and the quality of ECEC centres’ services (Corr et al. 2014).

Well-being at work in the ECEC setting

Occupational well-being has been defined as a combination of employees’ personal (Day
et al. 2007), psychological and physiological states (Kuykendall and Louis Tay 2015), as
well as the experienced organisation’s culture (Dagenais-Desmarais and Savoie 2011). It
is well known that teaching is a very stressful occupation (Kyriacou 2001) and teachers’
high stress is related to children’s learning outcomes (e.g. Herman, Hickmon-Rosa, and
Reinke 2018), poorer teacher—child relationships (Whitaker, Dearth-Wesley, and Gooze
2015) and teachers’ emotional exhaustion (Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2016).

Different kinds of contextual factors, such as the composition of student demo-
graphics, children’s challenging behaviours, school climate and compensations and
benefits, can contribute to ECEC teachers’ well-being (e.g. Friedman-Krauss et al.
2014; Hall-Kenyon et al. 2014; Jennings, Jeon, and Roberts 2020). Hall-Kenyon et al.’s
(2014) review of ECEC teachers’ well-being listed several related issues:

e educational levels

e satisfaction

e stress

e emotional competence

e sense of community

e health and pressures associated with emotional changes

Interactions with children and co-workers are the strongest reasons for both job satisfac-
tion and dissatisfaction. Additionally, low pay, bad supervisor relations and poor working
conditions have been reported as sources of dissatisfaction (Hall-Kenyon et al. 2014).
Nislin et al. (2015) suggested that teachers’ perceived competence, good relationships
with the children, experienced appreciation and meaningfulness of work are significant
elements of work-related well-being. A Finnish study (Nurhonen, Chydenius, and Lippo-
nen 2021) has shown that, at best, well-functioning and well-established leadership struc-
tures support job satisfaction, motivation and a developmental approach to work.

It has been acknowledged that psychological well-being is related to ECEC teachers’
practices and responsiveness in ECEC settings (see, e.g. Buettner et al. 2016; Hamre
and Pianta 2004; Jennings 2015), and ensuring safe and protected learning
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environments for children’s well-being is at the heart (e.g. Jennings, Jeon, and Roberts
2020). Several studies have reported decreased well-being and increased stress of ECEC
centre professionals and their increased need for support during the pandemic (e.g.
Bassok et al. 2020, 2021; Bigras et al. 2021; Crawford et al. 2021; Eadie et al. 2022).
Teachers and other professionals felt threats to their physical, emotional and
financial health (Eadie et al. 2022).

The pandemic has increased negative feelings towards work (Eadie et al. 2021). During
the COVID-19 lockdowns in the United States, Australia and New Zealand, teachers
have experienced negative self-esteem (Reich et al. 2020), greater stress and feelings of
burn-out (Bassok et al. 2020, 2021; Jennings, Jeon, and Roberts 2020; Mitchell et al.
2020). Teachers have suffered depression due to the expanded workloads, new responsi-
bilities and fear of their own predisposition to the COVID-19 virus (Bassok et al. 2020).
Moreover, committed to their work, teachers worried about how they would reach the
goals of ECEC (Atiles et al. 2021). Furthermore, encountering the vulnerabilities of
families and labour underevaluation affected educators’ sense of the significance of
their work and decreased self-esteem. MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer (2020) sum-
marised that workload, concern for their families” health and control at work were the
highest stressors for teachers during the pandemic. They highlighted that the stress
caused by the pandemic required different coping mechanisms, which can be highly indi-
vidual and have differing effectiveness.

Poysa, Pakarinen, and Lerkkanen (2021) pointed out that the heterogeneity of teachers
should be considered in studies on well-being. They investigated the well-being at work of
Finnish primary school teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic and found four
different well-being profiles: (1) teachers with mediocre stress and work engagement, (2) tea-
chers with mediocre stress and lowest work engagement, (3) teachers with highest stress and
work engagement and (4) teachers with lowest stress and highest work engagement. They
concluded that teachers’ well-being at work was individually constructed. They found differ-
ences between teacher well-being profiles in factors enhancing well-being and reducing
stress, such as work engagement, emotional exhaustion, but not recovery from work.

Purpose of the current study

The COVID-19 pandemic forced ECEC administrators and personnel to adopt new
methods of organising their ECEC services and activities (Gomes et al. 2021). In many
ways, the pandemic revealed the vulnerability of ECEC services in times of various
threats. Due to the continuing changes and possibilities that threaten our societies (e.g.
new pandemics, wars and climate changes), studies regarding COVID-19 pandemic
experiences in different countries and cultures can help establish and develop more power-
ful pedagogical models, as well as equipment, while not forgetting the implementation of
measures that can sustain educators’ and children’s welfare. Poysé et al.’s (2021) suggested
that the impact of a pandemic on well-being at work can be highly individualised, depend-
ing on individual coping strategies (MacIntyre, Gregersen, and Mercer 2020).

Therefore, we aim to investigate ECEC teachers’ experienced well-being at work
during the first wave of the COVID-19 outbreak in the spring season of 2020 in
Finland and Estonia. We are particularly interested in what kinds of changes teachers
faced in their work during a pandemic and how these changes may relate to teachers’
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well-being at work. Moreover, we examine possible differences between Estonian and
Finnish teachers, who are in neighbouring countries that share similarities but also
have differences in their ECEC systems. The ECEC systems of both countries are
funded by public funds and regulated by the state, following certain laws and curricula
(Estonian Ministry of Education and Research 2008; National Institute for Health and
Welfare and the Ministry of Education and Culture 2020).

In both countries, children start school at the age of seven. The academic year starts in
the middle of August in Finland and on the 1st of September in Estonia.

Our detailed research questions are as follows:

1. What are Estonian and Finnish ECEC teachers’ experiences related to their well-being
at work during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic?

2. What are Estonian and Finnish ECEC teachers’ perceptions related to work changes
during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic?

3. What are the relationships between Estonian and Finnish ECEC teachers” well-being
at work and their perceived work changes?

Sample and procedure

To examine teachers” welfare at work in both countries, we conducted online question-
naire surveys in Estonia and Finland during summer and autumn 2020, after the first
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, when ECEC services and pedagogics were executed
under exceptional circumstances. In Finland, the data were gathered using electronic
Webropol questionnaires (https://webropol.com/), which were distributed to ECEC tea-
chers in four western towns. Data were also gathered through the University of Turku
website and the Facebook groups of Finnish ECEC educators. In the study, we followed
the guidelines of The Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (TENK, 2023) ethical
guidelines. The electronic questionnaire was open to answers from June 1 until Septem-
ber 30, 2020. A total of 190 ECEC teachers (1.1% of all ECEC teachers in Finland, Official
Statistics of Finland (OSF, 2022): Local government sector wages and salaries) from
different parts of Finland responded to the survey. The respondents’ ages and genders
are specified in Table 1. Finnish teachers’ mean age was 42,9 years (23y-64 y).

In Estonia, the ECEC teachers accomplished the questionnaire uploaded on the Sur-
veyMonkey platform (https://uk.surveymonkey.com/). First, every fourth kindergarten
in Estonia from the Estonian national educational database ‘HaridusSilm’ (2020) was

Table 1. Participants’ age and sex by country.

Finland Estonia All
f % f % f %

Age

23-35 year old 55 289 43 229 98 259

36-49 years old 76 40.0 63 335 139 36.8

50 years old and older 57 30.0 82 43.6 139 36.8

No answer 2 1.1 0.0 0.0 2 0.5

Total 190 100.0 188 100.0 378 100.0
Sex

Female 183 96.3 188 100.0 371 98.1

Male 6 32 0 0.0 6 1.6

No answer 1 0.5 0 0.0 1 0.3

Total 190 100.0 188 100.0 378 100.0
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selected, and permission was sought to conduct a survey. Once permission was granted,
the head of the institution was asked to send a questionnaire to one teacher from each
group. If the kindergarten did not want to participate in the study, the next kindergarten
on the list was contacted. It turned out that many kindergartens preferred not to partici-
pate in the study due to the difficulties of that time, so the invitation to participate in the
survey was also disseminated on social media. A total of 188 kindergarten teachers (2.4%
of all kindergarten teachers in Estonia) from 14 out of 15 counties responded to the
survey. All the participants were female (i.e. according to the database ‘Haridussilm’ in
the spring of 2020, less than 1% of kindergarten teachers in Estonia were men). Estonian
teachers’ mean age was 45,7 years (23y — 67y).

Instrument

The online questionnaire was based on the Distant Learning Research Group’s question-
naire concerning school teachers’ experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic (see Kérki et al.
2023; Orell et al. 2021) and was modified to meet the ECEC context. The changes made
were quite minor, for example the word ‘school’ was changed to ‘early childhood edu-
cation’. As background for the surveys, the DLR group used national school health and
school well-being surveys, public debate during the emergency and the guidance of
Finnish National Agency for Education (2020). We formulated the questionnaire better
adapted to the ECEC environment, and considering the guidelines for ECEC- and pre-
primary education of National Institute for Health and Welfare and the Ministry of Edu-
cation and Culture (2020). In this article, we first explored ECEC teachers’ experiences of
their work during the pandemic’s first wave. As a background variable, we used respon-
dents’ ages and home countries. The informants assessed their experiences of well-being
at work on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (I do not agree at all) to 7 (I totally agree).
Well-being at work (Cronbach’s alpha 0.69) consisted of 18 variables (see Table 2 and
Appendix 1) covering the following four dimensions: satisfaction with crisis management
and instructions, stress at work, positive interaction in face-to-face work and positive inter-
action in remote work. The dimensions and items of well-being at work with the dimen-
sion- and country-specific Cronbach’s alphas are presented in Table 2.

Then, to determine the informants’ perceptions related to their work changes during
the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, they were asked to identify the direction of the
experienced change in their work by choosing suitable values from any of the following:
decreased (-2), rather decreased (-1), nothing changed (0), rather increased (1) or
increased (2). The Osgood scale items in the survey related to perceived changes at
work during pandemic first wave consisted of 13 variables (Cronbach’s alpha 0.77), cov-
ering dimensions presented in Appendix 2 and Table 3 with the dimension- and country-
specific Cronbach’s alphas.

Analysis

Statistical analysis was performed using IBM SPSS software 28 and Mplus8.4. The struc-
ture of the dimensions and the intervariable behaviour of the items within the dimen-
sions were investigated using principal component analysis. To answer Research
Question 1, we executed Student’s t-tests to explore the differences between ECEC
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Table 2. Dimensions and variables of well-being at work with reliability values.

Dimensions of well-being at Cronbach’s Alpha
work Variables F E All

Satisfaction with crisis management and instructions (3 items) 0.79 0.84 0.82
‘| am satisfied with the management in ECEC centre’
‘| am satisfied with the municipal administrators’
‘Our ECEC centre had clear and functional instructions and
practices for remote working’
Stress at work (4 items) 0.56 0.77 0.70
‘| was more tired than usually after the work day’
‘| was at my limits of resilience’
‘Remote work reduced my free time’
There were enough breaks on remote work days’ ?
Positive interaction in face-to-face work (5 items) 0.80 0.84 0.84
‘The children were able to concentrate well on activities
in the classroom’
‘There was a good spirit of togetherness in the child group
‘The interaction between me and the children was positive’
‘The interaction between children was positive’
‘The children’s learning progressed in face-to-face activities’
Positive interaction in remote work (6 items) 0.53 078 0.72
‘The remote work was not suitable for me’
‘There was a good spirit of togetherness in the child group
during distant teaching’
‘The children’s learning progressed during distant teaching’
‘Children’s well-being deteriorated during the
emergency conditions’ R
‘Children were out of reach during emergency conditions’ R
‘Guardians’ support was sufficient to implement distance
education’

’

Note: F = Finland, E = Estonia. Reversed items marked with R

teachers in Estonia and Finland. Furthermore, we explored using analysis of variance
(ANOVA) with Tukey post-hoc comparisons teachers’ experienced well-being with
relation to respondents’ ages, which was a three-level variable: younger teachers (23—
35 years old), middle-aged (36-49 years old) and older ones (50 years and over).

Table 3. Dimensions of the perceived changes at work with reliability values.

Cronbach’s Alpha
Dimensions of changes at work Variables F E All

Workload (5 items) 074 075 0.75
‘My workload decreased -increased’
‘Time management was easier - more difficult’
‘The feelings of haste decreased- increased’
‘Mental workload decreased - increased’
‘Physical workload decreased - increased’
Job satisfaction (3 items) 056 0.76 0.70
‘Experiences of teaching were more negative-more positive’
‘| could utilise my own competencies at work worse-better’
‘My feelings of success in work decreased-increased’
Teaching quality (5 items) 0.85 0.88 0.88
‘Children learnt worse-better in distance education’
‘Children’s commitment to learning was worse-better’
‘The quality of teaching declined-improved’
‘During the lesson, children presented their thoughts
more passively-actively’
‘Children were less — more focused on education’

Note: F = Finland, E = Estonia.



8 M. NEITOLA ET AL.

To respond to Research Question 2, country-by-country differences in workload, job
satisfaction and teaching quality were traced by utilising the Student T-test. The per-
ceived work changes were examined in relation to the age of the respondents using
ANOVA, followed by Tukey’s pairwise comparisons.

Finally, to investigate the relationships between Estonian and Finnish ECEC teachers’
well-being at work and perceived work changes, we calculated correlations between the
dimensions of well-being at work and the changes in workload, job satisfaction and
teaching quality. To determine how changes in work during the pandemic might
connect with well-being dimensions, we carried out multivariate regression analyses.

Results

ECEC teachers’ experiences related to their well-being at work during the first
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic

We obtained descriptive statistics for the four dimensions of well-being at work, which
are presented in Table 4. The differences between the teachers are analysed using Stu-
dent’s t-test. The cross-tabulated distributions of responses for separate items in both
countries are presented as percentages in Appendix 1.

The results showed that teachers’ well-being during the first phase of pandemic was
good, but there were differences between countries and variations within groups of tea-
chers. On average, teachers’ satisfaction with crisis management exceeded the scale’s
midpoint, while stress at work fell below it (see Table 4). Interactions with children
were generally positive, favouring face-to-face interactions over remote ones. Compara-
tive analysis of Finnish and Estonian teachers revealed higher satisfaction with crisis
management and lower reported work-related stress among Estonian teachers. Finnish
teachers, in contrast, felt more positive interactions in face-to-face work with children,
and they rated interaction in remote work more positively compared to Estonian tea-
chers. However, the standard deviation of teachers’ ratings was high in most dimensions,
suggesting that experiences were mixed among teachers in both countries.

Table 4. ECEC teachers’ experienced well-being at work on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = do not agree at
all, 7 =1 totally agree).

Variable Country N Mean (SD) t (df) p d
Satisfaction with crisis management and instructions (3 items)

All (E & F) 373 434 (1.61)

Finland 189 3.77 (1.63)

Estonia 184 4.92 (1.37) -7.39 (371) <0.001 0.77
Stress at work (4 items)

All (E & F) 367 3.66 (1.58)

Finland 188 3.90 (1.76)

Estonia 179 3.41 (1.33) 3.04 (348) 0.003 —0.32
Positive interaction in face-to-face work (5 items)

All (E&F) 353 5.66 (1.10)

Finland 186 6.04 (0.80)

Estonia 167 5.23 (1.23) 7.25 (281) <0.001 -0.78
Positive interaction in remote work (6 items)

All (E&F) 368 4.25 (1.15)

Finland 188 4.51 (1.20)

Estonia 180 3.98 (1.03) 4.51 (362) <0.001 -0.47

Note: Interpretation for d: 0.20 small - 0.50 medium - 0.80 large (Cohen 1988).
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When we analysed between experienced well-being at work and age, a statistically sig-
nificant difference in the total sample was only between age and satisfaction with crisis
management (F(y, 3¢3) = 8,04; p < 0.001; r]2 =0.042). Older teachers (50 years and over)
were more satisfied with crisis management and instructions (M = 4.76; SD = 1.60) com-
pared to middle-aged (36-49-year-old) (M =4.04; SD =1.60; p = 0.001, Tukey post hoc
test) and younger teachers (23-35 years) (M =4.16; SD =1.52; p=0.013, Tukey post
hoc test). A similar pattern emerged in the responses of both Finnish (F, 184~ 2.50;
p =0.085, r|2= 0.03) and Estonian teachers (F, 151)= 3.27; p = 0.040; r|2 =0.04); those
aged 50 and older were most satisfied with crisis management (Mg =4.16; SDr=1.81;
Mg =5.20; SDg = 1.28), while teachers aged 36-49 years were the least satisfied (M=
3.56; SDg=1.55; Mg=4.62; SDg=1.47). This difference was statistically significant
(p=0.036, Tukey post hoc test) only in the Estonian sample.

ECEC teachers’ perceptions related to work changes during the first wave of the
COVID-19 pandemic

The ECEC teachers reported perceived changes in every three dimensions: workload,
job satisfaction and teaching quality. Descriptive statistics and differences analysed
by Student’s t-test are presented in Table 5. The cross-tabulated distributions of
responses for separate variables in both countries are presented as percentages in
Appendix 2.

Our discoveries indicated that while some teachers reported an increased workload
during the Covid-19 pandemic, on average, there was a slight decrease (Table 5). Com-
pared to Finnish teachers, Estonian teachers rated their workloads as decreasing more
often. Moreover, the teachers assessed that their job satisfaction and the quality of teach-
ing had decreased. Finnish ECEC teachers’ job satisfaction dropped less compared to
Estonian ECEC teachers, whose views were more critical.

Estonian teachers” perceptions of the changes in teaching quality were clearly more
negative than Finnish teachers. Job satisfaction and teaching quality correlated with
each other statistically significantly (r=0.68, p < 0.001). There were no statistically sig-
nificant differences in teachers’ responses based on age group.

Table 5. The ECEC teachers’ perceptions related to the work changes on a 5-point scale (1 and 2=
decreased, 3 =remained the same as before, 4 and 5 increased)

Variable Country N Mean (SD) t (df) p d
Workload (5 items)

All (E&F) 362 2.81 (0.99)

Finland 180 2.97 (0.99)

Estonia 182 2.65 (0.94) 3.19 (360) 0.002 -0.34
Job satisfaction (3 items)

All (E&F) 360 2.69 (0.94)

Finland 180 2.92 (0.78)

Estonia 180 2.46 (1.02) 4.80 (336) <0.001 -0.47
Teaching quality (5 items)

All (E&F) 340 2.51(0.92)

Finland 179 2.73 (0.82)

Estonia 161 2.26 (0.96) 4.87 (338) <0.001 -0.53

Note: Interpretation for d: 0.20 small - 0.50 medium - 0.80 large (Cohen 1988).
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Table 6. Correlations between well-being and changes at work variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Satisf. with crisis management. -
2. Stress at work —0.17*%* -
3. Pos. interact. in face-to-face work -0.03 —0.00 -
4, Pos. interaction in remote work 0.10 —0.16** 0.25%** -
5. Workload —0.08 0.29%** 0.03 0.04 -
6. Job satisfaction —0.05 —0.09 0.24%** 0.24%** 0.02 -
7. Teaching quality -0.03 —0.05 0.29%** 0.32%** 0.02 0.67%**

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

The relationships between Estonian and Finnish ECEC teachers’ well-being at work
and perceived work changes during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic

We used multivariate regression analysis to examine the relationships between well-being
and changes at work during the pandemic among Estonian and Finnish early childhood
education teachers. First, zero-order correlations between the variables were calculated
for all the data. Items related to changes at work were strongly correlated with the well-
being variables, and the results from the correlation analyses are presented in Table 6.

The results suggest that there are links between the ECEC teachers’ experienced stress
at work and workload as well as between positive interaction in face-to-face/remote
work, job satisfaction and teaching quality. The better the interaction with children
either in face-to-face or remote work, the less the teachers’ met changes in job satisfaction
and teaching quality.

Multivariate regression analysis allowed for a more detailed interpretation of how the
variables under consideration were related. Thus, we examined how perceived work
changes might influence ECEC teachers’ well-being at work. Changes in workload
explained experienced stress at work together with job satisfaction, indicating that an
increased amount of work and decreased satisfaction caused more pressure on teachers
(Figure 1). Reduced job satisfaction and quality of teaching had effects on face-to-face
interaction and interaction in remote work.

Unlike in Finland, in Estonia, ECEC teachers’ changed workloads were more strongly
associated with stress at work and explained one-third of the variation, while in the
Finnish data, this relationship was not statistically significant (see Figure 2). Estonian tea-
chers reported decreases in workload, lower work-related stress and weaker teaching
quality. Perceived changes in job satisfaction and teaching quality in Estonian data
were positively related to interaction in remote work, explaining together one-fifth of
it, while in Finnish data, associations between changes in teaching quality and face-to-
face interaction, as well as with interaction in remote work, were weaker and explanatory
rates (coefficient of determination R?) lower. The effect of changes in job satisfaction on
stress at work in the Finnish data was negative.

Discussion

The present study contributes to the literature by utilising the self-ratings of ECEC tea-
chers in two different countries to identify the different dimensions of occupational well-
being and changes at work and their linkages following the COVID-19 pandemic in the
first months.
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Figure 1. Multivariate regression model for perceptions of work changes predicting Estonian and
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While globally, the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for ECEC were very nega-
tive (e.g. Atiles et al. 2021; Bassok et al. 2020; Eadie et al. 2021, 2022; Samuelsson, Wagner,
and @degaard 2020; Van Laere et al. 2021; Wistoft, Clark, and Qvortrup 2021), the impact
in Finland and Estonia was less severe in terms of teachers’ well-being or work changes.
Generally, teachers’ overall well-being seemed to stay moderate and changes at work
were minor or almost nonexistent. However, when looking more closely at the different
dimensions of well-being at work and work changes, differences were found both at the
country level and within groups of teachers. Thus, our findings refer to the views of pre-
vious studies (Poysd, Pakarinen, and Lerkkanen 2021) in that well-being at work is
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individually constructed and influenced by many personal and external factors. Our results
provide supporting evidence that safe and manageable working conditions, management
quality and positive interaction with the children are at the core of ECEC teachers’ well-
being also during exceptional conditions (also Dagenais-Desmarais and Savoie 2011; Fried-
man-Krauss et al. 2014; Gillberg and Ruokonen 2022; Hall-Kenyon et al. 2014; Jennings,
Jeon, and Roberts 2020; Kuykendall and Louis Tay 2015; Nislin et al. 2015).

ECEC teachers’ experiences related to their well-being at work

The Finnish and Estonian ECEC teachers’ ratings of well-being at work differed greatly
from each other. Estonian teachers’ satisfaction focused more on management and instruc-
tion, while Finnish teachers’ well-being was characterised by positive interactions with chil-
dren, both in face-to-face and distant teaching. Apparently, practices and guidelines on
pandemics were clearer in Estonia than in Finland. Furthermore, among Estonian respon-
dents, the percentage of older (and therefore more experienced) teachers was higher, and
they were allowed to work at home to avoid contact with carriers of the disease. Senior tea-
chers in both countries reported higher satisfaction with ECEC guidelines and manage-
ment. This finding replicates Eadie et al’s (2021) discoveries that senior professionals
generally experience better well-being at work. In line with this study, previous studies in
Finland have shown widely varying and partly missing instructions, guidelines and policies
in pandemic management and protection (Gillberg and Ruokonen 2022; Kuutti, Kahila,
and Sajaniemi 2021; Nurhonen, Chydenius, and Lipponen 2021).

ECEC teachers’ perceptions related to work changes

Looking at changes at work, there was a downward trend in job satisfaction and teaching
quality in teacher self-ratings. Compared to Finnish ECEC teachers, Estonian teachers’
perceptions of work changes were more negative. The results imply that the changes
brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic changed the work of teachers, increasing
workload, job dissatisfaction and concerns about the quality of teaching, especially in
Estonia. The changes had to happen very quickly, leaving no time to prepare or learn
new ways of teaching, which understandably led to feelings of inadequacy (e.g. Eadie
et al. 2021, 2022; Gillberg and Ruokonen 2022; Kuutti, Kahila, and Sajaniemi 2021; Nur-
honen, Chydenius, and Lipponen 2021; Samuelsson, Wagner, and @degaard 2020;
Saranko, Alasuutari, and Sulkanen 2021).

In Finland, the children’s participation in ECEC decreased (Heikkild et al. 2020; Sakki-
nen and Kuoppala 2020), which led to smaller child groups (Kuutti, Kahila, and Sajaniemi
2021), unless the groups were combined (Saranko, Alasuutari, and Sulkanen 2021), and
increased utilisation of small group pedagogy. This pattern of results is consistent with
the previous literature of Samuelsson, Wagner, and @degaard (2020) and Kuutti, Kahila,
and Sajaniemi (2021) in that reorganised work allowed the ECEC teachers more time
for the individual child, more frequent interaction with children and more consideration
of children’s interests (Kuutti, Kahila, and Sajaniemi 2021; Samuelsson, Wagner, and
Ddegaard 2020). We suggest that such an approach might have increased teachers’ occu-
pational well-being, as well as created remote tools and developed distant teaching possi-
bilities that enabled contact with children and their guardians at home (Gillberg and
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Ruokonen 2022). As we know from previous research (Nislin et al. 2015), the experience of
having influence, autonomy and commitment are important for ECEC teachers.

The relationships between Estonian and Finnish ECEC teachers’ well-being at
work and perceived work changes

Finally, contrary to Finnish ECEC teachers, Estonian teachers’ well-being at work
depended more on changes at work, job satisfaction and the quality of teaching, while
Finnish teachers’ well-being — somewhat surprisingly — was explained only by teaching
quality. One interpretation of these findings is that the effects of the COVID-19 pan-
demic have caused more changes in Estonian early childhood education compared to
Finland. Another interpretation of the lower associations between work changes and
well-being in the Finnish data could be that some ECEC units succeeded better in mod-
ifying their culture of action and environments in a single thought, together with support
by management (Gillberg and Ruokonen 2022). Thus, teacher well-being is influenced by
the management support, work climate and the work communities’ ability to respond in
an evolving way to the change, even in unexpected exceptional circumstances.

Conclusions

Our results highlight the importance of careful preparation the content of ECEC guidance,
and clarification of the management structures by drawing up action plans at the state,
municipal and ECEC unitlevel in supporting ECEC teachers’ well-being at work and ensur-
ing high-quality ECEC services (Gillberg and Ruokonen 2022; Hall-Kenyon et al. 2014;
Nurhonen, Chydenius, and Lipponen 2021; Saranko, Alasuutari, and Sulkanen 2021;
Wistoft, Clark, and Qvortrup 2021). Prioritising the interests of the child in education pol-
icies and developing teacher training would help to overcome future crises (Gillberg and
Ruokonen 2022; Nurhonen, Chydenius, and Lipponen 2021; Visnjic-Jevtic et al. 2021).

The new communication methods and distance teaching skills learned during the pan-
demic need to be maintained to avoid ill-preparedness and its negative consequences for
teachers” well-being (Nurhonen, Chydenius, and Lipponen 2021; Samuelsson, Wagner,
and @degaard 2020). It is also necessary to consider the individual nature of teachers’
well-being at work and personal coping mechanisms (Maclntyre, Gregersen, and
Mercer 2020) so that appropriate support can be provided.

Our study has some limitations. First, we did not focus on possible differences in either
teachers’ well-being at work or perceived changes at work based on the participants’ work
experience but only age. Thus, to understand how teachers’ work experiences influenced
their well-being and perceptions of work changes during the COVID-19 pandemic, future
studies should be undertaken. Second, because it is a cross-sectional study, no causal infer-
ences can be made. Thus, longitudinal research focusing on the relations between occu-
pational well-being and work changes during and after the COVID-19 would provide
deeper knowledge of teachers’” evolving well-being at work and its correlates.
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