
 
 
 

 
 

Macquarie University PURE Research 
Management System 

 
 
 
This is the author version of an article published as: 
 
Logan, H., McFarland, L., Cumming,   and Tamara, & Wong, S. (2021). 
Supporting educator well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic: A case study 
of leadership in early childhood education and care 
organisations. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 46(4), 309–321. 
 
Access to the published version:  
https://doi.org/10.1177/18369391211040940 
 
 
Copyright The Author(s) 2021. Version archived for private and non-
commercial, non-derivative use with the permission of the author/s. For further 
rights please contact the author/s or copyright owner. 
 

https://doi.org/10.1177/18369391211040940


EDUCATOR WELL-BEING DURING COVID-19                                                                                                  1 
 

 

Abstract 

The goal of this qualitative study was to understand the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on early childhood educators’ well-being in Australia, and to identify strategies for 

supporting educator well-being throughout this crisis. Data were gathered using a multi-site 

case study with five Senior Managers or CEOs of early childhood education and care 

organisations. Using elite interviews, participants were asked how the pandemic impacted 

educator well-being, and what strategies their organisations implemented to support educator 

well-being. Guided by a phenomenological framework, thematic analysis was used to 

interpret the interviews. Participants reported that educator well-being was negatively 

impacted by exposure to physical risk, fear and anxiety, financial stress and feelings of 

betrayal. Participants reported supporting educator well-being through crisis-planning, 

increased and focused communication, support for physical safety, well-being resources and 

programs, and advocacy for and recognition of educators’ contributions to society. 

Implications for critical incident planning in ECEC are discussed.  

 Keywords: Educator well-being, COVID-19, organisational perspectives, leadership, 

critical incidents. 
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Supporting Educator Well-being during the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Case Study of 

Leadership in Early Childhood Education and Care Organisations 

Introduction 

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) organisations provide services that enable 

families to participate in the workforce (Pascoe & Brennan, 2017). High quality ECEC 

services support children’s learning and positive long-term outcomes (Shonkoff et al., 2012). 

At the heart of quality ECEC services are the educators and their interactions with children. 

However, the ECEC workforce is typically low paid, and poorly recognised in general 

society; factors which can contribute to poor work-related well-being (Thorpe et al., 2020). 

When educator well-being is compromised, ECEC quality may be negatively impacted 

(Henry et al., 2021).  

At the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020, ECEC services were 

deemed essential to the economy (Parliament of Australia, 2020). Although ECEC services 

and educators have always been vital in the care and education of children, their value has 

become even more salient in the pandemic-affected society that relies on the consistent 

provision of quality education and care (Gide et al., 2020). If ECEC services are essential to 

the economy and to children’s early learning and development, educators’ roles should be 

recognised and their well-being supported (Thorpe et al., 2020).  

In this study, we use a holistic conceptualisation of educators’ well-being as a: 

“dynamic state, involving the interaction of individual, relational, work-environmental and 

sociocultural-political aspects and contexts” (Cumming & Wong, 2019, p. 276). As such, 

educators’ work-related well-being is the responsibility of the organisations that employ them 

(Cumming & Wong, 2019). However, there has been a lack of research investigating 

strategies used by ECEC organisations to support educator well-being, particularly during 
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critical incidents. Such understandings are important in order to prepare ECEC organisations 

for future critical incidents and disasters. The aim of this research is to better understand the 

impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the well-being of educators in Australia from the 

perspective of organisational leaders, and to identify organisational-level strategies used to 

support educator well-being throughout this crisis. 

In Australia, most ECEC services were kept open during the pandemic, except for 

those in Victoria, which were closed for six weeks to everyone except documented essential 

workers. The Federal Government introduced new legislation, including JobKeeper and free 

child care, in an attempt to keep people in the workforce. JobKeeper involved a direct 

payment to businesses impacted by COVID-19 to assist employers to continue to pay 

employees (Australian Taxation Office, 2010). Free child care was mandated by the Federal 

Government to encourage families to keep their children enrolled (Parliament of Australia, 

2020), however, due to health concerns, many families chose to keep their children home. 

Thus, declining enrolments meant leaders of ECEC organisations faced decisions about 

service closures and potential job losses (Withey, 2020, March 27).  

The uncertainty and additional burdens that COVID-19 placed on ECEC services and 

educators has certainly taken a toll. Quinones et al. (2020) found that educators experienced 

more emotional labour during COVID-19 - seeming to present a calm emotional façade at 

work, whilst suppressing their feelings of stress and anxiety. This intense emotional labour 

was reported to have negatively impacted educators’ psychological and physical health, 

increasing job burnout, and symptoms of post-traumatic stress and lowering job satisfaction. 

Another study that surveyed 1500 educators in Australia found that aspects of COVID-19, 

such as physical distancing, staffing issues, and increasing cleaning and hygiene practices, 

negatively impacted their well-being and increased their sense that their own health was at-

risk (The Front Project, 2020). 
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Despite the importance of educators’ capacity to function well at work, few studies 

have investigated the work-related well-being of ECEC educators from organisations’ 

perspectives. This paucity of research is surprising, considering the extensive research on 

organisational perspectives conducted in the organisational sciences literature (Grawitch et 

al., 2006). Our study fills this gap by examining the perspectives of employers, and 

organisational strategies to support educator well-being. 

Two Australian studies are exceptions to this paucity of research (Corr et al., 2014; 

Logan et al., 2020). Corr et al’s (2014) study with family day care educators suggested that 

the quality of relationships with government, organising bodies and families all contribute to 

the quality of the mental health of educators. This study advocated for health promotion by 

organisations, with regulatory support, as critical for both educator health and workforce 

stability. Additionally, Logan et al. (2020) investigated the perspectives of senior managers at 

ECEC organisations and identified structural challenges of keeping educators physically and 

emotionally well; operational challenges to addressing educator work-related stress; and the 

need for greater recognition of the emotional complexities inherent within educators’ work. 

These studies reflect findings from organisational sciences research, suggesting that structural 

characteristics, along with cultural practices within organisations, can promote employee 

well-being (Nielsen et al., 2017).  

Nielsen et al. (2017) also suggest that improved employee well-being can lead to 

improved outcomes for organisations through reduced absenteeism, turnover, injury and 

accident rates and higher levels of employee morale and motivation. These are salient facts, 

as educator ill-being places significant financial burdens on employers, through workers’ 

compensation, absenteeism, the cost of ‘back-filling’, and recruitment costs due to staff 

turnover (Kusma et al., 2012). These burdens are particularly onerous in an industry where 
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staffing is the greatest expense. Therefore, if ECEC organisations increase attention to 

working conditions, it is likely to improve the overall outcomes for the organisation itself 

(Bloechliger & Bauer, 2016). This attention is particularly important at a time of national 

crisis, as organisations are reliant on their educators to deliver essential services.   

 Since the outbreak of the pandemic, senior managers of ECEC organisations and 

educators, have experienced “unprecedented disruption at work due to concerns for health 

and safety, job losses and the threat of the deepest recession than Australia has experienced in 

decades” (The Front Project, 2020, p. 6). In response, organisational leaders have 

implemented numerous measures to support educators who, at the front-line of the pandemic, 

have continued to work with children and families (The Front Project, 2020). One of the aims 

of this study was to gather evidence about how organisational leaders have supported 

educator well-being throughout this crisis, as this will be key to learning how to disaster-

proof the ECEC sector in the future. The study also aimed to better understand the impact of 

COVID-19 on educator well-being from ECEC leaders’ perspectives. The research findings 

may inform the development of efficacious, feasible, manageable, and cost-effective 

interventions that support educator well-being, particularly during times of crisis. Research 

questions were: 

- How has the COVID-19 crisis impacted educators’ well-being within ECEC 

organisations?  

- How have organisational strategies to supporting educators’ well-being changed 

during the COVID-19 pandemic?  

Method 

Participants 
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Participants were four senior managers or CEOs of large ECEC organisations across 

Australia, and one senior manager of a medium-sized organisation1. Large organisations were 

defined as those with responsibility for > 25 ECEC services, while medium organisations 

have responsibility for 2-24 services (Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality 

Authority [ACECQA] May, 2019). While the number of interviewees was small, the 

organisations for which they work employ more than 1,500 educators, Australia-wide. 

Although it was not the aim of this qualitative study to generalise to the larger population, the 

perspectives of, and the strategies implemented by our participants represent approximately 

.75 % of the 200,000 strong Australian ECEC workforce. 

Procedure 

 Participants were initially contacted by an email from the researchers to the 

CEOs/General Managers of ECEC organisations. A follow-up reminder email was sent two 

weeks later. Interested participants contacted the researchers, and together scheduled an 

online interview via Zoom. A small purposive sample was used to select participants with 

specialised knowledge of large and medium ECEC organisations as case study sites. The 

sample was drawn from researcher networks and web-based searches. Of the six senior 

managers contacted, five agreed to participate. Yin (2003) suggests that the number of case 

study sites selected is discretionary. However, when the issue at hand is an exploratory study 

of a unique event, Yin (2014) suggests approximately three case study sites will usually 

suffice. In this study, four ECEC organisations as case study sites extended the exposure of 

the study to provide a broad coverage of the event compared to one site. The use of four sites 

also permitted the researchers to explore whether the experiences of senior managers’ 

responses to the pandemic occurred in a similar fashion in different ECEC organisations.   

 
1 There were four ECEC organisations in total as two participants represented one large 
organisation. 
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Ethical considerations 

This study was approved by the researchers’ university Human Research Ethics 

Committee (approval number H20177) and conducted in accordance with the National 

Statement on the Ethical Conduct in Human Research (NHMRC, 2007). No names of 

participants, ECEC organisations, children, staff or families are included in the study. 

Transcripts of interviews were shown to participants for member checking prior to data 

analyses to ensure recording accuracy. 

Data gathering 

This study used a qualitative, multi-site case study methodology. The case study 

approach utilised in-depth individual semi-structured elite interviews to elicit the experiences 

of the participants. Senior managers and CEOs are considered to be elite informants because 

they hold key positions that give them access to specialised organisational knowledge, and 

are responsible for educator well-being policies and practices (Dexter, 1970). A critique of 

elite interviews is that they are subjective and selective (Thomson, 2006). However, we 

considered this a strength as it provided opportunities for participants with specialised 

knowledge to deeply reflect on ECEC educator well-being and their work environments.  

Case study methodology is used when an understanding of a particular topic is 

developed, using a case or cases, as a particular illustration (Yin, 2014). Using a 

phenomenological approach, case studies consider various aspects of a real environment to 

provide a holistic understanding of a phenomenon with pre-established boundaries that 

indicate the depth and scope of the study (Stake, 1995). A case can be ‘bounded’ by activity, 

time and place and by context (Stake, 1995). In this study, the case was bounded by the 

COVID-19 pandemic in Australia. Yin (2014) suggests that a case study should focus on 

answering “how” and “why” questions. This method was well-suited to our research because 

it presented an opportunity to explore in depth how COVID-19 impacted educator well-being, 
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and how strategies used by organisations to support their educators had changed during the 

pandemic.  

Online, semi-structured interviews lasting approximately one hour, were conducted 

between July-August 2020 - four to five months after the beginning of the pandemic in 

Australia in March 2020, and during the time that free childcare and JobKeeper were in 

place. Interview questions (see Appendix A) were developed by the authors based on a 

previous literature review on educator workplace well-being, particularly the important role 

of leadership (Cumming, 2017), as well as anecdotal evidence of the impact of COVID-19 in 

the ECEC sector.  

Data analysis 

Participants’ responses to the interview questions were recorded and transcribed. Text 

from each of the approved transcripts was collated according to the interview questions and 

entered into NVivo to manage the data and aid the analysis process. Phenomenology, which 

holds that important knowledge can be gained through the understanding of others’ 

experiences, guided the analysis of data (McMillan & Wergin, 2006). Thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2019) was used to interpret the data beyond the initial coding by NVivo. 

Themes and patterns were identified by the researchers, each reading, then collaboratively 

discussing their inferences regarding this collated data. The analysis included the following 

six phases: 1) Familiarisation with the data, 2) Coding, 3) Searching for themes, 4) 

Reviewing themes, 5) Defining and naming themes, and 6) Writing up (Braun & Clarke, 

2019). 

This inductive data analysis method allowed the researchers to describe participants’ 

views without imposing preconceived categories. Several strategies were used to ensure 

rigour in the analysis. Given the data-driven coding, credibility was established by portraying 

the voices of the participants (Milne & Oberle, 2005). Analytical integrity was maintained by 
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reviewing phases in an ongoing “recursive process” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 86) to re-

examine existing themes as new themes emerged.  

Results  

Results will now be presented and interpreted in relation to each research question, 

supported by specific examples. The first research question was: 

How has the COVID-19 crisis impacted educators’ well-being within ECEC organisations?  

Physical risk 

Participants indicated that due to the uncertainty about COVID-19, in relation to 

transmission and the impact on people’s health, the staff were working in a potentially 

physically risky situation. Although in Australia, schools were closed due to these physical 

risks, ECEC services remained open, creating situations where it was impossible to socially 

distance. ECEC services, due partly to close contact between children and educators, and 

frequent touching and mouthing of toys and materials, tend to be environments where 

microbes are easily passed along (Canadian Paediatric Society, 2000). Although participants 

indicated that additional disinfecting and cleaning procedures were implemented, educators 

were nevertheless exposed to physical risk. For example:  

I had a lot of empathy for them [educators] and that feeling of, ‘my safety is on the 

line’ and into that unknown sphere, because there's still a lot of uncertainty on the 

long term impacts of COVID-19 (P3). 

 It is noteworthy that although ECEC educators were considered essential workers 

during the pandemic, they were denied Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), unlike 

frontline workers in other sectors. One participant said:  

I said to our Board and I said to directors and I'll say to anyone who listens, in other 

professions, all sectors where people were considered essential workers, they were 
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able to use and access PPE. Early childhood educators were not using PPE. In fact, 

it was recommended that they didn't use PPE for a range of reasons, including face 

masks and gowns and gloves. Not only are they being required to come to work, they 

are not able to socially distance and they are not able to use PPE like every other 

sector. (P2) 

In a sector where educators are already exposed to a high level of physical risk and injury 

(Cumming & Wong, 2019), the COVID-19 crisis seemed to only increase physical risks to 

educators.   

Fear and anxiety 

  Another theme that emerged was fear and anxiety. Although ECEC is a field where 

educators typically experience high stress (Faulkner et al., 2016), participants indicated that 

many educators were experiencing more fear and anxiety than usual, which sometimes 

contributed to increased staff conflict. For example: 

We had people just completely under stress and really have a very reactive response 

to a decision which was again, fuelled we think by emotion and fear and uncertainty 

and that kind of thing. (P3) 

  Related to this heightened fear and anxiety, some participants stated that it 

exacerbated existing mental health issues for their staff. For example:  

For some people it was almost like picking off a scab and a lot of other mental health 

stuff came out, you know? It wasn't necessarily tangibly related to COVID but 

COVID was a key influence for bringing all that out to the surface. (P3) 

 Certainly, the threats of job losses and financial insecurity contributed to educator 

stress and anxiety during the pandemic. Some services closed down, or reduced their hours, 
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which resulted in job losses, and/or fewer hours of paid work. One participant mentioned 

that educators’ “financial well-being” was negatively impacted by COVID-19:  

 Probably one thing I didn't talk about is financial well-being. So we identified that we 

 were in a space where many of our educators were suddenly the sole income earner 

 when they used to be the second income earner. (P1)  

This observation concurs with those made in other studies, where educators reported 

lower general stress, higher self-worth and practice quality when they had greater financial 

well-being (King et al, 2016).  

Feelings of betrayal 

 Educators also felt betrayed by the Australian Government, unions, and health 

officials. This theme reflected the concept of ‘moral injury’. Moral injury refers to: “a 

particular type of trauma characterized by guilt, existential crisis, and loss of trust that may 

develop following a perceived moral violation” (Jinkerson, 2016, p. 1). Sugrue (2020) 

examined three types of moral injury experienced by primary school teachers: transgressions 

by others, transgressions by the teachers themselves, and feelings of betrayal from school 

leaders, or other educators or policy-makers. Participants indicated feelings of betrayal in 

relation to policy-makers, unions and the government. For example: 

 There's a dissonance between the ethical and professional standards that they've 

 been trained to do as educators and to provide high quality care. And the 

 compromising that they having to do because of staffing because of COVID because 

 of cleaning because of all these other factors. It's very reminiscent  of that moral 

injury concept. (P1) 

This participant discussed educators’ feelings of being undervalued and unprotected: 
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I think the teachers’ unions were being quite vocal about safety, and safety of 

children and what that looks like. And those [messages were] devastating for the 

early learning sector. It was like, ‘you're not important. Your union’s not out there 

fighting for you.’ You're just expected to turn up and look after these children’. (P1) 

Some participants described how, despite feeling unsafe at work and unrecognised by 

the government for the importance of their work, many educators felt a moral responsibility 

to show up and be there for the children. It could be that the ethical and social justice 

imperatives that many educators feel in general (Logan et al., 2020) have been heightened by 

COVID-19. For example: 

 All of our educators, they’d still show up every day. They would still go, ‘No, I need 

to be there for the children’, and put their lives at risk, and there was a lot of 

uncertainty. They didn’t have any of the PPE and they were still cuddling, consoling, 

kissing, fixing injuries or whatever, and they weren't getting the public recognition as 

frontline workers. (P3) 

 The long-lasting impacts of moral injury include guilt, shame, anxiety, depression, 

and anger (Dombo et al., 2013). Jinkerson (2016) suggests that these impacts can lead to a 

loss of trust in oneself or others and deep demoralisation. An implication of this finding is 

that for a sector reliant on the emotion work of educators, these problems could surface in 

poorer quality experiences and outcomes for children and families if left unaddressed. 

The second research question in this study was: 

How have organisational strategies to supporting educators’ well-being changed during the 

COVID-19 pandemic?  

  Several themes emerged as being core strategies implemented by organisations to 

support educator well-being throughout the duration of COVID-19, including: preparation, 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0002831219848690
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increased focused communication between leadership and staff, provision of support for 

physical safety, well-being resources and programs, and advocacy/recognition. Each theme 

will now be discussed, and examples given. 

Preparation 

  Some participants indicated feeling somewhat prepared for the pandemic due to their 

existing critical incident plans. “A critical incident is any event or series of events that is 

sudden, overwhelming, threatening or protracted” (Victoria State Government, 2020, para 1). 

In an ECEC setting, a critical incident can include a natural disaster, death of an educator, 

child or family member, and a pandemic, among other things. Critical incidents can be 

stressful, and have long-term adverse impacts on educator well-being (Raman, 2020). 

Critical incident plans enable ECEC services to be prepared for unexpected events by 

outlining a procedure for coordination, communication and collaboration to keep people safe 

and minimise negative impacts on all stakeholders (Raman, 2020). ECEC organisations with 

existing pandemic or critical incident plans seemed better prepared than those without, to 

respond quickly and effectively to the uncertainty that accompanied the pandemic. One 

participant stated: 

I think we were in a fortunate position in that over the last three or four years, the 

exec and I have worked really hard to put in place some overall organisational plans. 

So we had a pandemic plan and we obviously updated that to meet what was 

happening with COVID. (P5) 

Another participant discussed the existing connections their organisation already had with the 

public health sector, which allowed them to react very quickly to the pandemic. 

We were quite fortunate as an organisation that we had a safety team [that included] 

an experienced infectious disease specialist. So we've had a long term relationship 



EDUCATOR WELL-BEING DURING COVID-19                                                                                                  14 
 

with all of the public health units nationally. We also had a good understanding of 

infectious disease and how these types of diseases spread. So we were able to come 

out of the box quite quickly and understanding the risk profile and what mitigation we 

needed to put in place. (P1) 

One implication of this finding is that although a critical incident plan may not be something 

an ECEC service will need to use regularly, it is something that, when it is needed, is 

essential to responding quickly and effectively to an unexpected critical event. 

Increased focused communication  

  Another strategy discussed by participants as being important to supporting educator 

well-being during COVID-19 was increased, and more focused communication between 

leadership and staff. Although regular communication channels already existed, within the 

participating organisations, participants reported that communication increased, in order to 

keep educators informed and reassured. Participants discussed the importance of balancing 

the risk of overwhelming staff with too much communication (potentially creating additional 

fear and anxiety), with the need to keep them well-informed. Some participants reported that 

managers began communicating directly and/or daily with educators, and, seeking educators’ 

feedback and input. This focused communication seemed to instil a sense of trust in 

management. For example:  

At a time when there was so much being said an, having that really clear voice 

internally that was saying ‘I understand the problem and this is the way we're going 

to fix it. Just get on board with me and trust me, I'm going to be able to lead you 

through this…’ From an organisational sense, people weren't quite willing to buy 

into that, but people who still expressed concern or had dissenting voices … we made 

sure that they were heard … and allowed them to be heard in front of everybody else 

because the more people who know how to answer the dissenting voice means that 
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we can deal with those problems at a local level versus having them flare up. So 

being able to really let people have their voice from the beginning. (P1) 

As this quote also suggests, being open to dissension enabled organisations to build trust, but 

also to build the capacity of leaders to address dissent in their contexts. 

Support for physical safety 

  Participants expressed concerns about educators’ exposure to potential physical risks 

whilst working on-site during the pandemic. Strategies were implemented to mitigate some 

of risks, such as increased cleaning and disinfecting and providing better ventilation in 

classrooms. Other examples were: 

We’ve got five centres [in Melbourne] that are required to remain open. Most of them 

are in the city where people are travelling on public transport. So on Friday we 

shipped down 4000 masks to them so they’ve got enough to wear to and from work. 

(P5) 

And 

We immediately put in place an illness register for children and educators, because 

we were conscious that contact tracing would be really important in the event that 

someone did contract COVID, but also we wanted it to be clear about how we will be 

monitoring the illness within the centres. (P2) 

Although all ECEC services in Australia are required to maintain environments to support 

children’s health and safety (ACECQA, 2012), and to protect workers’ health and safety 

(Work Health and Safety Act, 2011), participants indicated that they went above and beyond 

to provide additional measures of protection for educators. 
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Well-being resources and programs  

All participants indicated that educators’ well-being was compromised during the 

pandemic, and a variety of resources and programs were introduced in an effort to alleviate 

some of the negative impacts. Some of these resources and programs were ad-hoc and 

localised, for example: 

Managers and service directors have done some really wonderful things to keep their 

teams engaged and supported, like creating wellness corners in the staff room with 

colouring books. Just really little things, trashy magazines. Some of our services have 

gone on a health kick, some have gone the other way like if you're into chocolate and 

do whatever it takes. We've also got after hours groups doing trivia. (P4) 

Other well-being resources and programs focused on providing staff well-being 

information, such as newsletter articles, webinars, and participation in the Be You program. 

Be You is an evidence informed, national initiative in Australia that includes a ranges of 

online resources, professional development opportunities, and support from Be You 

consultants to assist schools and early learning services to implement whole service 

approaches to support mental health (Beyond Blue, 2018). These resources provided staff 

with individual stress-management and mental health support strategies. Other participants 

said that well-being support measures at the organisational level, such as Employee 

Assistance Programs, were implemented to provide counselling for individual educators who 

sought it.   

Advocacy/recognition 

While the Australian Prime Minister acknowledged the ECEC sector was providing 

an ‘essential service’ during the COVID-19 pandemic, there was widespread disappointment 

among educators and organisations at the lack of appreciation expressed for their work:  
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They’re a fantastic sector, but even to get our NSW Premier to acknowledge the work 

they were doing. …I don’t take away from the emergency hospital or nursing staff but 

it took a long time for them [the educators] to be recognised for what they were 

doing. But we’ve done a lot of work, contact with our staff, Zoom meetings, individual 

staff meetings, a lot of comms, just to keep reassuring them that we’re thinking of 

them. (P5) 

At the same time as they worked to support educators’ well-being during the rapidly 

changing situation regarding COVID-19, organisations also took the opportunity to advocate 

for educators and the sector: 

We bunkered down and were strategically focused internally on educators, supporting 

them and being clear with them about the situation and what we were doing… one of 

the things we were very clear about was how seriously we were taking their well-

being… We also called out with them how profoundly unfair it was [withdrawal of the 

Federal government’s financial support for employers from the EC sector] and that 

any opportunity we had we’d be advocating and calling out the injustice of that. (P2) 

This organisation went on to organise families to write letters of support to the Federal 

Education Minister advocating the importance of free ECEC education, and the value of the 

ECEC workforce.  

Discussion 

 During the COVID-19 pandemic in Australia, our participants noted many impacts 

on educators’ well-being, and implemented a variety of supports.  Participants reported that 

educators were psychologically impacted by the physical risks of COVID-19. The increased 

perception of physical risk is important to address, particularly since ECEC environments 

tend to harbour microbes more so than other environments (Canadian Paediatric Society, 



EDUCATOR WELL-BEING DURING COVID-19                                                                                                  18 
 

2000). At a time when the physical risks of COVID-19 were not fully understood, educators 

experienced fear and anxiety in response to the need for them to continue to work, whilst at 

the same time, demonstrating ongoing commitment to children and families by choosing to 

continue doing so. Previous research has found that keeping educators physically and 

mentally safe are dominant concerns for ECEC organisational leaders (Logan et al., 2020). It 

seems that the COVID-19 pandemic has only exacerbated these concerns.  

 Participants also reported experiences of moral injury in relation to needing to 

compromise on professional standards in line with government requirements. Moral injury 

has the potential to invoke long-term negative impacts to one’s mental health (Jinkerson, 

2016). Therefore, it is important for not only for organisational leaders to have in place 

strategies to support educators during these experiences, but for governments and policy-

makers to be more aware of the impact that COVID-19 has had on the ECEC sector in order 

to better protect the sector during future crises.  

 In recognition of the value of their ECEC workforce, as well as in response to a 

perceived lack of appropriate political recognition for the efforts of this workforce in 

continuing to provide their ‘essential service’, participants introduced and/or adapted 

existing supports for educators’ well-being in their services. Critical incident plans were 

implemented by those who had plans in place, while others quickly discerned requirements 

and acted on them. Critical incident plans are important for minimising negative experiences 

and confusion during crises (Raman, 2020). It is hoped that the COVID-19 experience has 

highlighted to ECEC organisational leaders, the importance of preparedness for future 

critical incidents.  

 Participants also introduced or re-focused their internal communication strategies, 

recognising the need for a single, trusted source of authoritative information, and for 

reassurance and acknowledgment of the range of feelings the pandemic elicited from 
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educators. Some participants’ organisations introduced or increased universal support 

strategies such as Employee Assistance Programs, or additional leave, while others funded 

individual services to provide what they considered the most appropriate forms of ‘well-

being’ supports. Although some of the strategies implemented were somewhat piecemeal, 

others reflected a more embedded organisational approach, which Logan et al. (2020) 

suggest are more effective and sustainable to support educator well-being. 

 The findings of this study illustrate the necessity for all ECEC organisations to have 

disaster-readiness plans in some form, knowing that these will have to be rapidly honed to 

the situation at hand. This in turn requires governance systems that are flexible, and regularly 

updated information on appropriate bodies to contact for advice and information during a 

crisis. Our findings show that many different well-being interventions were introduced 

during COVID-19. Evaluation of their effectiveness could assist in developing knowledge to 

sustain support and inform future efforts to support educators’ well-being.  

 The findings relating to the psychological burdens and impacts for educators of 

COVID-19 are a key area for future study. Given what is known about the ongoing effects of 

trauma (whether direct or vicarious), and of moral injury (Jinkerson, 2016; Sugrue, 2020), it 

is paramount that educators in all services are aware of, and have access to, mental health 

supports on an ongoing basis. This should not be limited to organisationally-provided EAP 

services, as not all services have the means to provide these services to their employees. 

Other existing free services, such as Be You in Australia, may need to be additionally 

resourced to address the kinds of psychological challenges educators are facing as a result of 

COVID-19. One positive implication of the COVID pandemic could be greater 

organisational trust and cohesion, with educators’ feelings of moral injury potentially 

moderated by their own organisations’ advocacy and support for them. 
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 Findings relating to compromised financial well-being may also have longer term 

effects for the ECEC sector. With some educators now the sole wage earner in their family 

due to COVID-related job losses, the choice to remain in a poorly-paid sector may no longer 

be possible. Along with the effects of moral injury reported here, the need to seek higher-

paid work may further exacerbate the existing shortages of educators experienced by the 

sector. 

 Lastly, the recognition of ECEC as an ‘essential service’ in Australia during COVID-

19 is a status which can and should be amplified by all involved in the sector – whether 

educators themselves, families, children, service providers, advocates and/or academic 

researchers. Advocacy for better pay, conditions and public recognition of the commitment 

and skill of educators can build on the recognition of ECEC being ‘essential’ to society and 

the economy, as well as to children. This could play out through reforms to the existing 

National Quality Standard, and, through the formalisation of a National Workforce Strategy 

that recognises the importance of educators’ well-being.  

Conclusion 

 Overall, the findings from this study broaden knowledge of the increased burden on 

educators due to dealing with and implementing unprecedented changes in ECEC services. 

They also shed light on organisational and leadership approaches which aimed to support 

educator well-being for the delivery of safe ECEC services for children and families. 

Gathering and acting upon this evidence is key to learning how to future-proof the ECEC 

sector in the case of other crises. 
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Appendix A 

Interview questions 

 

1. What is your work experience in the ECEC sector? 

2. Can you give some background about your organisation?  

3. What is your role? 

4. Has Covid-19 changed the operation of your service? If so, how? 

5. Describe your experience of when Covid-19 began.  

6. How did the pandemic unfold at your organisation? How did you respond to 

educators? 

7. What were your initial situations? How have these situations evolved and changed? 

8. What were the reactions of educators to the Covid-19 situation? How did you manage 

these? 

9. What were your concerns for educators and, how did you manage them? 

10. What strategies did you implement to manage concerns for educators? 

11. What strategies/measures have been most effective? Why? 

12. Have the Government relief packages been effective at your organisation? If so, how? 

13. Did you experience any barriers in managing support for educator well-being? If so, 

what were they? How did you manage them? 

14. Is there anything you know now that you wish you knew then? 

15. Is there anything you would do differently? If so, what? 
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