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In the United States, more than two million early childhood 
educators care for approximately ten million children every 
day (Whitebook et al., 2018). During the COVID-19 pan-
demic early childhood educators were deemed “essential” 
by many government organizations. The early childhood 
care and education (ECCE) workforce serves children from 
birth through 8 years of age through several early learning 
program options for families: child care centers that can be 
for profit or non-profit, Early Head Start and Head Start pro-
grams that are funded through child care grants and federal 
government supports, as well as licensed home child care 
programs and unlicensed-registered ministries (Scott et al., 
2017). While some early learning programs stayed open or 
even increased enrollment due to school age children enroll-
ing during school closures, others had marked decreases in 
enrollment and/or closures. New federal, state and local 
guidelines dictated how early learning programs were able 
to operate to include children who could attend (i.e., children 
of essential workers only), and how many children were able 
to be in the program (Centers for Disease Control & Preven-
tion, 2020). However, the changing requirements, enrollment 
and desire to continue educating young children (Aziegbe & 
Taylor-Cook, 2020) put stress not only on programs but on 
early childhood educators themselves.

The wellbeing of caregivers/teachers is particularly criti-
cal, not only for their own sake, but also for the wellbeing 
of the children they serve. “Emerging research has pointed 
to factors—particularly a secure attachment between child 
and caregiver and the emotional and mental well-being 
of the caregiver—that are important components of ben-
eficial care”. (National Research Council, 2011, p. 85). 
Teacher–child relationship in pre-school was found to be 
associated with skills in first grade even after controlling 
for individual child’s sociodemographic variables (Hamre 
& Pianta, 2004). Rimm-Kaufman and Hamre (2010) argued 
that the quality of teachers’ interaction with children results 
from an interaction between teachers’ professional experi-
ence and psychological attributes. Stressed teachers suffer 
from depletion and are often less able to attend emotionally 
to children (Zinsser et al., 2013). Kwon et al. (2019) found 
that the psychological distress (i.e., depressive symptoms) 
in Early Head Start teachers was directly associated with 
their reports of children’s behavioral problems as well as 
the quality of emotional supports they were able to provide 
to the children. The study also speculated that the children 
react and learn from teachers’ negative moods with result-
ant behavioral issues and poor self-regulation. In a study 
by Hamre and Pianta (2004) of over 1,000 early child-
hood caregivers, those who reported having more depres-
sive symptoms were less sensitive and more withdrawn in 
their interactions with children, compared to caregivers 
who reported fewer depressive symptoms. On the contrary, 
increasing early childhood educators’ emotional availabil-
ity, thus allowing child-centered interactions, promotes child 
socio-emotional and cognitive development (Shirvanian & 
Michael, 2017). A review of teacher interactions with young 
children concluded that not just structural supports, but sen-
sitive and responsive interactions are linked to positive child 
outcomes such as social skills, language development and 
early literacy (Norris & Horm, 2015). In a massive review 
about transforming the ECCE workforce, the Institute of 
Medicine and National Research Council (2015) concluded 
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that young children flourish in early learning settings where 
there are secure and positive relationships with early child-
hood educators who are capable of responding to a child’s 
individual needs.

The increase in the need for high quality early learning 
programs during the pandemic has highlighted not just child 
well-being, but equally important, the well-being of early 
childhood educators who are often challenged emotion-
ally and experience considerable stress (Yoon, 2002; Zin-
sser et al., 2016). Educators are impacted by a myriad of 
internal and external pressures which influence the day-to-
day demands and increase the psychological and workload 
effects (Kelly & Berthelsen, 1995). In one study involving 
semi-structured interviews, directors showed an increase in 
awareness in the rise of mental stress reported by ECCE 
staff but were uncertain as to how to handle these mental 
health stressors (Logan et al., 2020). Early childhood educa-
tors often reported being overly committed to the children in 
their care at the cost to their own emotional well-being. This 
was especially true for early childhood educators teaching 
children in infancy and toddlerhood, and for those caring for 
children with traumatic life events (Kwon et al., 2021). Hall-
Kenyon et al. (2014) developed a review of literature iden-
tifying only 8 articles attending to the stress of early child-
hood educators or, more specifically, preschool educators’ 
well-being. One of the key points drawn from the review was 
that additional research is needed (Cumming, 2016) and that 
research “should focus on a wider view of teacher well-being 
in order to support them in their work with young children” 
(Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014, p. 161). However, the authors also 
noted that the articles were fragmented and narrow in scope 
on issues related to such things as financial stability, emo-
tional and physical health. It is likely that with the crisis of 
a global pandemic, early childhood educators’ experiences 
of mental and physical stress were amplified.

Financial well-being is also an important factor, not only 
for the early childhood educators, but also for the children 
for whom they care. King et al. (2015) found that when edu-
cators reported experiencing greater financial well-being—
defined as wages, and perceptions of the ability to meet 
expenses—they seemed to demonstrate greater emotional 
availability in interactions with children. Early childhood 
educators with higher pay and experience had higher motiva-
tion to work in ECCE settings and reported less stress (Jeon 
et al., 2019). Yet, financial resources for early childhood 
educators, who often work long hours for poor pay, are lim-
ited. During the COVID-19 global pandemic early childhood 
educators faced an increasing shortfall for compensation due 
to lack of, or low, enrollment. Compensation is frequently 
linked with educators’ well-being (Cumming, 2016)—low 
compensation increases burnout and psychological distress 
(Al-Adwan & Al-Khayat, 2016). Teaching in early learning 
programs is one of the lowest-paid occupations in the United 

States. In 2017, median wages for early childhood educators 
ranged from $10.72 per hour (or $22,290 full-time per year) 
to $13.94 per hour (or $28,990 full-time per year) (McLean 
et al., 2019).

This study sought to measure early childhood educators’ 
personal physical, emotional and financial stress impact 
related to the onset of the COVID-19 global pandemic in 
Indiana. More research on early childhood educator stress 
and well-being is needed to fill a gap in the literature, 
especially as a national pandemic has placed unavoidable 
amounts of new stressors on the ECCE workforce.

Methods

We developed an anonymous, self-administered online 
survey using validated measurement tools. The survey was 
advertised through email and social media sites geared 
toward early childhood educators in Indiana asking for vol-
unteers to take the survey. This study was deemed as an 
exempt study by the Institutional Review Board because it 
was voluntary, anonymous and had minimal risk. Notices 
were posted from June-mid-August, 2020. The governor of 
Indiana enacted a “Stay-at-Home” order effective March 
25, 2020—respondents were asked about each set of items 
before the governor’s order and then after the shutdown 
order.

Sample

145 respondents completed at least the first section of the 
survey. The respondents were from 94 different Indiana 
zip codes. The mean age of the respondents was 46.8 years 
(median = 47); 98% were female; 16% were black, non-His-
panic, 72.4% White, non-Hispanic, 8.6% Hispanic and 2.1% 
Asian. 23.6% of respondents were employees, 30.6% were 
directors and 45.8% were owners. 23.6% worked in Ministry 
childcare, 38.9% in family / home, 31.9% in center-based, 
2.8% Head Start and 2.1% were classified as exempt.

Measures

Physical health was measured using a single item, “In 
general, how would you rate your overall health”? with 5 
response categories ranging from excellent to poor.

Emotional stress was measured in two ways. The first 
used the Kessler 6 item mental health index (Prochaska 
et al., 2012). Respondents were asked “how often did you 
feel…” Items included sad, restless or fidgety, worthless, 
nervous, everything was an effort and hopeless. There were 
5 response categories ranging from all to none. The sec-
ond emotional stress measure asked for a series of yes/no to 
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“Did worry or stress cause…”. Items included trouble with 
sleep, poor appetite or overeating, headaches or stomach-
aches, alcohol or drug use, difficulty controlling temper, and 
worsening chronic condition.

Financial stress was measured in two ways—both adapted 
from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau Financial 
Wellbeing Scale. The first item asked whether they had 
money left over at the end of the month and the second 
asked whether they had concern that their money wouldn’t 
last. Response categories were always, often, sometimes, 
rarely or never.

Financial stress was also measured using 6 yes or no 
response items from the Kaiser Family Foundation’s (KFF) 
Health Tracking Poll (Kirzinger et al., 2020). Response 
items included whether they had: fallen behind on rent or 
mortgage, problems paying for food, problems paying for 
utilities, fallen behind on credit cards or bills, problems 
affording health insurance and problems affording prescrip-
tion medications.

Analyses

Items with 5 response categories were recoded from 1 to 
5 with 5 being the highest response and 1 being the lowest 
response. Items with yes/no responses were recoded as 1 or 
0 respectively. Paired t-tests were then used to test whether 
there was a significant difference between before or after 
COVID-19. Chi-square was used to test the difference in 
categorial variables. For the Kessler 6, the items were then 
converted to an index and individual’s scores were catego-
rized as moderate or severe mental stress based on a cutoff 
of 13. All analyses were performed using SPSS v22.

Results

Physical Health

General health rating was rated as very good or excellent in 
70% of the respondents prior to the pandemic, whereas only 
37% rated their health as very good or excellent during the 
shutdown period. Those rating their health as only fair or 
poor increased 3.5-fold. (Fig. 1).

Emotional Stress

On individual items of the Kessler 6 Scale of Mental Stress, 
there were statistically significant increases in sadness, being 
restless or fidgety, feelings of worthlessness, nervousness, feel-
ing everything was an effort and hopeless between before and 
after the COVID-19 Stay at Home order. Between 1/8 and 
1/13 early childhood educators felt sad, worthless or hopeless 
most or all of the time. Even more (1/3 to 1/4) early childhood 

educators endorsed feeling restless, nervous or that everything 
was an effort most or all of the time (Table 1). The Kessler 
6 Index (Prochaska et al., 2012) can be further analyzed to 
determine whether an individual has moderate or severe stress. 
Even before COVID-19, a third (32.8%) of early childhood 
educators reported feeling moderate personal stress and 4% 
had severe stress. Those portions rose significantly (p < 0.001) 
after COVID-19 with 63% reporting either moderate (46%) or 
severe personal stress (17.5%).

Emotional Stress was also measured by changes in psy-
chosomatic symptoms (Kirzinger et al., 2020). All these 
symptoms significantly increased with many symptoms 
doubling (sleep, poor appetite or overeating, headaches or 
stomachaches) or tripling (alcohol or drug use and difficulty 
controlling temper) in frequency (Fig. 2).

Financial Stress

Items adapted from the CFPB financial well-being scale 
showed that a large portion of early childhood educators 
(1 out of 5) rarely or never had money left over at the end 
of the month even before COVID-19. That portion more 
than doubled with nearly half reporting they rarely or never 
had money left at the end of the month after COVID-19. 
33% of early childhood educators always or often worried 
their money wouldn’t last prior to COVID-19 while 50% 
reported always or often having this concern after COVID-
19. (Table 2).

The early childhood educators also reported doubling to 
quadrupling on most of the other measures of financial stress 
from the KFF Health Tracking poll (Kirzinger et al., 2020). 
The largest increases were in problems paying for food, pay-
ing for utilities and falling behind on rent/mortgage. (Fig. 3).

Fig. 1   Self-reported health rating before and after Indiana’s COVID-
19 stay-at-home order
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Discussion

Recent research and raw unpublished data during the 
COVID-19 pandemic primarily reflects the social and 
emotional health of young children and children in K-12 
educational settings. Research shows that early childhood 
educators create learning environments that greatly influ-
ence the experiences of young children (Burchinal et al., 
2002; Hamre & Pianta, 2001). However, there is far less 
documented research on early childhood educators’ well-
being, especially during a global health pandemic such 

as COVID-19. Studies in the early 2000s and emerging 
research, have begun to focus on the early childhood educa-
tors’ wellbeing and psychological stress (both personal and 
workplace) with the concomitant emotional responses that 
impact children’s learning, teacher child-interactions and 
overall social and emotional regulation (Jennings & Green-
burg, 2009; Jeon et al., 2018; Early et al., 2006; Whitaker 
et al., 2015;). Our study further supports the findings of 
Kwon et al. (2020) that the majority of the ECCE workforce 
have disparities in psychological and physical well-being, 
and also found that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a huge 
impact and even widened these disparities.

Although, the physical health impacts on early child-
hood educators have been described prior to the pandemic, 
including increased exposure to various infectious diseases 
(e.g., viral, respiratory and skin) and other occupational 
hazards such as musculoskeletal pain (Bradley, 2003; King 
et al., 2006), the respondents to our survey rated their over-
all health as similar to those in a national sample (National 
Center for Health Statistics, 2015). However, the early child-
hood educators who participated in our study reported mark-
edly worse mental health stress. Even before the pandemic 
early childhood educators reported more moderate (32.8 
vs 18.6%) and serious distress (3.9 vs 3.4) than a national 
sample. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

Table 1   Kessler 6 stress 
index—percentage reporting 
“How often did you feel…”? for 
each item before and after the 
covid-19 stay-at-home order

Item Sad Restless 
fidgety

Worthless Nervous Everything an 
effort

Hopeless

Response Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After Before After

All 0.7 1.4 2.8 8.6 0 2.3 2.8 8.6 2.1 5.8 0 4.2
Most 2.8 6.3 2.8 15.8 1.4 6.5 4.9 19.3 5.5 15.8 2.9 8.5
Some 7.6 30.3 19.7 34.5 3.5 13 18.9 35 9 23 7.2 23.9
A little 26.4 19 28.2 25.2 19 21.7 37.1 25.7 30.3 23 20.1 21.1
None 62.5 43 46.5 15.8 76.1 56.5 36.4 11.4 49.7 32.4 69.8 42.3

Fig. 2   Psychosomatic symptoms before and after the pandemic stay-
at-home order—response to “Did worry or stress cause…”?

Table 2   Portion of early childhood educators reporting how often 
they have money left over at the end of the month and concern the 
money wouldn’t last

Response Money left over Concern money wouldn’t 
last

Before (%) After (%) Before (%) After (%)

Always 30.1 12.3 13.2 24.6
Often 21.7 14.5 20 25.4
Sometimes 29.4 27.5 29.9 27.5
Rarely 15.4 32.6 23.6 10.9
Never 3.5 12 13.2 11.8

Fig. 3   Personal financial stressors before and after the pandemic stay-
at-home order
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in nationally conducted surveys using the Kessler-6 scale, 
documented rates of “psychological distress” of between 3.2 
and 4.0% (Reeves et al., 2011). Early childhood educators 
are reporting a high level of overall psychological symptoms 
compared to individuals in the community and the portion of 
early childhood educators experiencing moderate of serious 
distress nearly doubled during the pandemic. In 2019, over 2 
million paid early childhood educators represented a highly 
vulnerable workforce (Linnan et al., 2017; Whitebook et al., 
2018), with overrepresentation of women, people of color, 
and people of low socioeconomic status who experience 
inequities related to well-being, financial and psychological 
stress (Whitebook et al., 2004, 2018). Whitaker et al. (2015) 
reported that external factors such as family caregiving and 
personal financial stress—factors likely highly impacted 
by the pandemic—increase educator stress and influence 
teacher–child interactions.

Physical and behavioral symptoms of stress were 2–3 
times higher during COVID-19 as compared to before. Per-
haps the most troubling, from an early childhood perspec-
tive, is reports of difficulty controlling their temper with 
almost one out of ten reporting difficulty before and nearly 
one out of four early childhood educators reporting difficul-
ties during COVID-19. Early childhood educators’ mental 
health (depressive) symptoms are known to influence the 
quality of their teaching practice and their interactions with 
children (Jeon et al., 2014; Sandilos et al., 2015). At times 
(such as during a pandemic) when children may also be 
experiencing stress and behavior issues providing a safe, 
structured nurturing environment is even more important, 
so the health and mental health of their providers is para-
mount. Early childhood educators reported markedly higher 
rates (ranging from 24 to 77% higher) in each item than 
Kaiser Family Foundation national sample taken at a similar 
time (trouble with sleep 71 vs 40%; poor or overeating 56 
vs 33%, headaches or stomachaches 40 vs 18% and worsen-
ing chronic conditions16 vs 9%) during COVID-19. They 
reported similar responses to increases in alcohol or drug 
use (14.3 vs 13% respectively) (Kirzinger, 2020).

Early childhood educators also reported financial con-
cerns exacerbated by the pandemic. Reports of financial con-
cerns were 2 to 4 times higher during COVID-19. Although 
early childhood educators reported similar rates of falling 
behind on their rent or mortgage as compared to a national 
sample (15.3 vs 15%, respectively) they had increases of 
30–70% for financial concerns in paying for food (24 vs 
14%), paying for utilities (21 vs 16%) and paying for credit 
card bills (30 vs 21%). Most striking was that, even before 
COVID-19, early childhood educators reported twice as 
many problems affording health insurance and affording pre-
scription medicines than the national sample did at the time 
of COVID-19. After COVID-19, responses were as much 
as 4 times higher than the national sample with one in four 

to one in five early childhood educators in our study having 
problems affording health insurance and paying for prescrip-
tion medications. This is reflective of reports demonstrat-
ing a lack of benefits available to early childhood educators 
(Whitebook et al., 2016). Otten et al. (2019) reported that 
early childhood educators earn lower wages, experience poor 
mental well-being, and have higher rates of food insecu-
rity. The majority of early childhood educators worked full 
time, had a college degree and at least ten years of teach-
ing experience. Of those interviewed 23 percent reported 
using public assistance due to low wages. Despite the crucial 
nature of the ECCE workforce (especially during COVID-
19), they remain among the country’s lowest paid workers, 
and rarely receive health insurance, retirement benefits or 
other job-based benefits (Gould, 2015). Half of all early 
childhood educators are enrolled in at least one public sup-
port program, such as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program or public health insurance i.e., Medicaid (Lessard 
et al., 2020). Over 14% of early childhood educators live in 
families with incomes below the official poverty line, twice 
as many as workers in other occupations (6.7%) (Gould, 
2015). Three times as many workers in other occupations 
receive employer-sponsored health insurance compared to 
ECCE workers (49.9 vs 15%, respectively) (Gould, 2015). 
These financial stressors, in particular, likely contributed to 
the increased stress seen in our study during this national 
health pandemic. Interestingly, in the Whitaker et al. (2015) 
study, many teachers remarked on the impact of financial 
hardships, but it was not significantly associated with the 
quality of relationships they had with children in their care. 
Regardless, multiple studies have shown the association of 
economic deprivation (food, housing, clothing) and stress 
associated with low incomes to have large impacts on indi-
vidual’s health, rates of chronic diseases, and a  shortened 
life expectancy (Evans & English, 2002; Kanjilal et al., 
2006; Singh & Siahpush, 2006).

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted all sectors of the 
workforce, in particular those considered “essential”. A large 
portion of individuals working in healthcare are parents of 
young children and found an increased reliance on early 
childhood education programs. In a recent study, Nagasawa 
and Tarrant (2020) reported that the calls to “reopen the 
economy” intensified the attention given to the early child-
hood and care workforce, recognizing that child care is not 
just a parent responsibility but a societal one. Further stat-
ing that the United States must understand that early care 
and education is a foundational part of the economy that 
impacts both early childhood well-being and psychological 
stress seen in the workplace.

Our study has several limitations. First, we utilized 
a cross-sectional design with all the data collected at the 
same time via a survey. Participants were asked to respond 
to items before the onset of the COVID-19 stay-at-home 
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order and may not have recalled it accurately. It is not 
known whether re-call bias would systematically increase 
or decrease prior ratings of physical health, emotional stress 
and financial stress. Using survey or self-reported data does 
not allow triangulation or validation of our findings through 
multiple data sources. Our data, however, are consistent 
with other reports of stress in early childhood educators. 
Additionally, other variables, such as educational back-
ground, years of experience, teachers of specific age groups 
of children (infant/toddlers, preschoolers), and work status 
(full-time work, unemployed, part-time work etc.) have been 
shown to be related to teacher stress and were unmeasured 
in our sample. It would be interesting to sample only infant 
and toddler educators in the aftermath of the COVID-19 
pandemic, as early childhood educators may have different 
needs, as well as physical and emotional risks, depending 
on both the age group they work with and their level of edu-
cation (Kwon et al., 2020). Our sample size was small but 
with good geographic distribution within our state. A large 
longitudinal sample to monitor outcomes for early childhood 
educators is needed—even if COVID-19 is controlled, the 
baseline data reported are concerning enough that national 
attention should focus on early childhood educators as vul-
nerable, essential providers dealing with multiple stressors.

Conclusion

Before the pandemic, 43% of children 0–5 years of age 
worldwide were estimated to be at risk of not achieving their 
optimal developmental potential (Roberton et al., 2020). 
This percentage reflects the importance of early childhood 
educators’ health and well-being, a largely neglected issue 
in the early childhood and care workforce. Hall-Kenyon 
et al. (2014) stated “efforts to improve education for young 
children should not only emphasize what teachers do when 
teaching but also who they are and how they are affected 
by the doing”. This current study contributes to a growing 
literature on early childhood educators’ physical, psycho-
logical and financial stress and illuminates how a global 
pandemic, such as COVID-19, increases those disparities 
in this educator group. Deemed “essential workers” during 
the COVID-19 crisis, our study further supports the growing 
call (Linnan et al., 2017) for administrators, policy makers 
and stakeholders to provide improved supports for the psy-
chological, physical and financial well-being of the ECCE 
workforce that is consistently overworked, underpaid, and 
yet, invaluable. Knowing the varying dimensions and time 
period of the COVID-19 global pandemic, the time is now 
for educators, policymakers and advocates to share this 
knowledge and gain better insight into the risk factors prior 
to the pandemic and those exacerbated by the pandemic 

that impact the overall physical, psychological and financial 
well-being of this vulnerable essential workforce.
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