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In recent years early childhood education, along with the professionalization of
staff working in this field, has been at the forefront of public interest. However, the
well-being of professionals working in early childhood education has been
explored only sporadically. In our cross-sectional, quantitative, descriptive
research we surveyed the characteristics of professional well-being among
Hungarian early childhood educators, kindergarten teachers, teaching assistants
and nurses (n=1010), with primary emphasis on mental health. The measuring tool
included questions referring to the teaching career, as well as standardized
questionnaires applied in international surveys. As for workplace atmosphere, we
can state that significant differences can be observed between professionals
working in nurseries and kindergartens: the climate indicators of educators
working is nurseries proved to be less favourable. In the sample, burnout is at low
level, but three quarters of the respondents show mild depressive symptoms. The
value measured on the depression scale shows a positive, close correlation with
time spent in the career. Between job satisfaction, the social appreciation of
workplace activity and the occurrence of depression a negative, significant
correlation can be proved, which draws attention to the need for intervention.

Keywords: preschool teachers, infant & early childhood educators, professional well-
being, mental health, workplace atmosphere

INTRODUCTION
Preschool education has been undergoing a significant change all over the world. It is
partly due to social changes such as the emancipation of women, and the growing
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financial necessity of mothers with young children to undertake employment (the
growing number of single-parent families, the effects of the economic recession).
Besides, in recent years several studies have shown that time spent in institutional
education before compulsory schooling, as an investment pays back multiple times and
has a positive effect on the individual’s career, thus, related to it, also on the reduction
of social problems and inequalities (Schweinhart et al., 1993; Barnett, 2000; Heckman
et al., 2010; Danis et al., 2011; OECD, 2012, 2017).

In Hungary, on 1 September 2013 the teacher career path came into effect (Act CXC of
2011, Government Decree No. 326/2013), with the following fundamental aims: to
make the career attractive for the most suitable, most talented candidates, to keep good
teachers in the field, to establish a predictable career path, to increase the prestige of the
teaching career and to achieve differentiated salaries based on performance (Milotay,
2004; Pete, 2016). Due to changes in legislation, teachers perform more and more
diverse tasks, which can significantly effect their motivation for teaching and their
professional well-being. From 1 January 2016, the teacher career path was extended to
early childhood educators working with a bachelor degree in nurseries.

Professional Well-Being in Early Childhood Education

The well-being of professionals working in early childhood education is a little explored
field, although their well-being can determine the standards of care and education
(Cumming, 2017) and it also has a great impact on rising generations’ quality of life. In
this respect, previous research has primarily focused on school atmosphere and the
mental health of school teachers (Timar, 2006; Cohen et al., 2009; Education Sector
Health Survey, 2017), regarding teachers working with preschool children mainly local
data are available (Whitaker et al., 2012; Royer & Moreau, 2016; Saunders, 2018).

The findings of surveys concerning individual countries are controversial in many cases,
which may be due to the fact that the institutional system of early childhood education,
the educators’ social status and qualifications differ considerably.

The exploration of the topic is made more difficult by the fact that international research
literature uses a variety of terms for professionals working with preschool children:
preschool teachers, early childhood teachers, educators, caregivers, interveners, family
child care providers, day care teachers etc.

Underlying this, we can find the fact that in several countries early childhood education
is less regulated and controlled, and thus less comparable internationally than school
systems (Royer & Moreau, 2016). Consequently, the qualification and situation of
professionals working in early childhood education differ considerably among countries.

Hall-Kenyon et al. (2014) reviewed relevant literature published in the last decades on
preschool teachers’ well-being, focusing on the following themes: compensation, job
satisfaction, stress, the role of qualification, emotional impacts, public policy and legal
background, turnover and physical health. The authors concluded that all segments of
preschool teachers’ well-being require further research, as regarding this subject few
refereed studies have been published which were based on research using large sample
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size. The authors note that preschool education is undergoing significant transformation,
but at the same time little attention is paid to the well-being of preschool teachers, with
focus primarily on the professionalization of education and on professional standards.

In her study, Cumming (2017) also draws attention to the complexity of professional
well-being, and summarizing the most important surveys she mentions the following
areas: work environment, workplace relationships, job satisfaction, psychological and
emotional well-being. Royer & Moreau (2016) examined the well-being of early
childhood educators in the context of autonomy at work. During the first five years in
the job position a decline in well-being can be observed, later it improves, and after the
20th year spent in early childhood education, there is a considerable improvement.

Several authors call attention to the subjective dimensions of well-being of professionals
working in early childhood education, which can be an important component of the
quality of early childhood education (Shpancer et al., 2008; Kusma et al., 2012;
Williamson et al., 2011; Royer & Moreau, 2016).

Considering the complexity of the topic and factors relevant in Hungary, in our study,
during the examination of well-being of professionals working in early childhood
education we focus on the following factors: qualification, institutional climate, mental
health, sense of coherence, subjective well-being and burnout.

The System of Early Childhood Education in Hungary

In Hungary, early childhood education takes place fundamentally in two types of
institutions: infants and toddlers are provided day care in nurseries between the ages of
20 weeks and 3 years; then it is compulsory for all children to go to kindergarten,
starting from the pedagogical year (Ist September to 31st August) following the
completion of their 3rd year of age, until the age of 6 (Act CXC of 2011 on Public
Education).

In nursery care, qualified early childhood educators deal with the daily care and
education of young children (2 early childhood educators attend a group containing up
to 14 children). The first three-year training course which provided a degree for the
participants in early childhood education was launched in 2009 (ISCED 61). Prior to
that, qualification could be obtained through various secondary and postsecondary level
vocational training (ISCED 4-5).

In kindergarten education, the work of kindergarten teachers is supported by nurses and
teaching assistants. The maximum number of children is 33 in each kindergarten group
(the groups usually consist of 20-30 children), with two kindergarten teachers and a
nurse, moreover, a teaching assistant is employed for every three groups. Since the late
1980s, kindergarten teachers have been participating in three-year graduate courses;
prior to that, they could obtain qualification in various secondary and tertiary level
vocational training courses. Nurses and teaching assistants obtain their qualification in
shorter training courses (ISCED 3-4).

'"ISCED = International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED, 2011)
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Kindergarten and nursery care is regulated by operative government and ministerial
decrees (National Core Programme for Kindergarten Education, 2012; National Core
Programme of Nursery Education and Care, 1998), adaptation to these is mandatory in

all Hungarian institutions.
METHOD

The aim of our quantitative, cross-sectional, descriptive research is to explore the
professional well-being and mental health of early childhood educators and the
connection between these, seeking answers to the following questions:

o What features characterise the well-being of professionals working in early childhood
education?

e What is their opinion about the institutional atmosphere in which they do their
everyday activities?

e What characteristics describe the mental health of professionals working in early
childhood education (subjective well-being, burnout, depression, sense of coherence)?

o How is the mental health of professionals working in early childhood education related
to the perceived workplace atmosphere?

e Along what factors does the professional well-being of early childhood educators
differentiate?

During the elaboration of the questionnaire the following major issues were focused on
taken in consideration the studies of Aelterman et al. (2007), Cumming (2017) Hall-
Kenyon et al. (2014), Horn (2004) and Yldirim (2014): questions about job position,
education, qualification, furthermore, questions about professional well-being and, in
relation to it, questions concerning mental health (subjective well-being, burnout,
depression, sense of coherence).

During the development of the measuring tool, in addition to standardised
questionnaires used in international and Hungarian surveys (Beck Depression
Questionnaire, Maslach Burnout Questionnaire, European Health Interview Survey,
relevant question groups of the Psychological Immune System Inventory) we also used
our own questions in order to explore the subject in greater depth.

The target group of the survey were professionals working with children in Hungarian
nurseries and kindergartens (kindergarten teachers, early childhood educators, teaching
assistants and nurses). Their selection was done with simple, non-random sampling.
The sample included educators working in institutions which have professional
connections with the Faculty of Pedagogy of Kaposvar University. In Kaposvar full-
range sampling was applied, besides, three quarters of the sample were professionals
working in rural and urban kindergartens and nurseries in Budapest, furthermore, in
Somogy, Zala, Baranya, Tolna, Fejér, Jasz-Nagykun-Szolnok and Vas counties. After
coordination with the heads of institutions respondents filled in the questionnaires in
paper form, then sent them to the researchers in closed envelopes with the university
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seal. In the survey, respondents volunteered, and their anonymity was granted. The
survey was completed in January 2018, the element number of the sample was 1,010
persons after recording and cleaning the data (Csima et al., 2018).

Method of Statistical Analysis

Data processing was performed used SPSS version 23.0 statistical software. For the
descriptive statistical analysis absolute and relative frequency rows and average
calculation were used; to explore the correlations between variables mathematical
statistical probes, correlation calculations, ¥2 probes were used; for simultaneous
comparison of multiple groups one-way variance analysis (ANOVA) was used, and in
the case of the absense of normality the proper non-parametric method, the Kruskal-
Wallis test was applied.

FINDINGS
The Characteristics of the Sample

As for the job position of the respondents, we can state that 41% of the sample work as
early childhood educators in nurseries, 37% as kindergarten teachers, 16% as nurses and
6% is the proportion of teaching assistants. Due to the characteristics of the profession,
the sample inlcudes only female respondents.

The respondents’ highest level of education is closely related to their job positions:
while more than 95% of those who work as kindergarten teachers have a college or
university degree (ISCED 6-7), in the case of early childhood educators we get a more
nuanced picture on education: the majority have post-secondary vocational qualification
(ISCED 5), at the same time, in the sample employees with bachelor degree (ISCED 6),
as well as ones with secondary school qualification (ISCED 4) are present. Teaching
assistants mainly have secondary school qualification (ISCED 3), while nurses typically
have completed vocational school training (ISCED 3) (Table 1).

Table 1
The Distribution of the Sample’s Highest Level Completed Education According to Job
Position (n=992)

Education, highest level Job position

completed Early Kinder- Teaching Total
childhood  garten assistant Nurse sample
educator teacher

Primary school 0% 0% 0% 4.4% 0,7%

graduation

Vocational school 5.2% 0% 0% 60.4% 11.8%

Secondary school 18.2% 2.1% 49.2% 29.6% 15.9%

graduation

Post-secondary vocational  55.9% 0% 32.2% 3.8% 28.1%

training

College/Bachelor degree 20.0% 95.7% 18.6% 1.8% 42.4%

University/Master degree  0.7% 2.2% 0% 0% 1.1%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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The problem of ageing teacher population in Hungary is strongly perceptible in the age
of the sample: the average age is over 45, and several persons work in retirement. From
the data (Table 2) it is clear that in the sample kindergarten teachers are the oldest
(48.42+8.93 years of age), while the teaching assistants are the youngest (38.12+9.29
years of age). According to ANOVA, the age difference proved to be significant (F=
28.845; p<0.001).

Table 2
Respondents’ Age and Time Spent in Their Career According to Job Position
Mean Standard deviation Min  Max
Age, year (n=970) 45.29 10.78 21 68
kindergarten teacher 48.42 8.93 24 68
early childhood educator 42.81 12.11 21 65
teaching assistant 38.12 9.29 24 63
nurse 46.92 8.52 24 63
Time spent in career, year (n=963) 17.75 13.03 0.3 44
kindergarten teacher 24.26 11.47 0.5 44
early childhood educator 15.75 13.49 0.3 41
teaching assistant 6.457 7.67 0.5 36
nurse 12.15 9.2 0.5 35

Professional Well-Being

Firstly, we explored professional well-being and examined the main components of
institutional climate. A total of eleven statements were formulated, of which the first
eight are in accordance with the climate dimensions defined by Halasz (1980) based on
Halpin & Croft’s work (1963) and on the climate taxonomy of Tagiuri & Litwin (1968),
namely: efficiency of management, democratism of leadership, social awareness of
management, coherence of teaching staff, extra-institutional relationships, activity,
generational harmony, and the emotional climate of teaching staff. The items originally
developed for the study of school teaching atmosphere were adapted to kindergarten and
nursery environment. Furthermore, we added three extra statements to the measuring
tool, and with the help of these, respondents were able to globally evaluate job
satisfaction, the appreciation of colleagues and of society.

The findings show that among climate dimensions, efficiency, the coherence of teaching
and professional cooperation with partner institutions can be regarded as the strengths of
the institutions. However, it is a problem that respondents feel that partnership within
the teaching staff is less effective. Accordingly, the professionals involved in the
research feel that their colleagues do not appreciate their work properly. It has to be
highlighted that their social appreciation is even lower, which can fundamentally
determine the professional identity of a profession’s representatives (Table 3).
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Table 3
The Climate Characteristics of Professional Well-Being

Statement N Mean  SD

1. In our institution, the teaching staff carry out teaching 962  4.38 0.79
activities along the same educational values.

2. In our institution, professionals/teachers of different 969  4.16 0.84
generations can work together in harmony.

3. The employees of our institution take part in tasks beyond 966  4.10 0.86
care and education activities in a committed and innovative
way.

4. Within the teaching staff, intimate, peer-to-peer 963  3.81 0.96
partnerships dominate.

5. Our institution has developed excellent professional 954  4.30 0.82
cooperation with partner institutions and professionals (e.g.
pedagogical professional services, primary pediatric health
care, nurseries, kindergartens, schools)

6. The flow of information between the head of the institution 969  4.01 0.94
and the subordinate employees functions properly.

7. Our kindergarten/nursery functions efficiently under the 971  4.42 0.75
management of the institution head.

8. The management style of the institution head is democratic. 947  4.27 0.94

9. Overall, I am satisfied with my current workplace. 970  4.28 0.81

10. I feel that my work is highly appreciated by my colleagues. 968  3.95 0.84

11. I feel that my work is highly appreciated by our society. 971 3.04 1.13

The value of Cronbach’s Alpha, calculated on the eight statements based on the
dimensions of institutional climate is 0.882, which shows high internal consistency.
Adding to it the overall satisfaction with the institution and with the appreciation of the
colleagues, Cronbach’s Alpha is 0.901.

The Job Position - Related Features of Climate Characteristics

During the study of climate characteristics we mapped the differences according to job
position using ANOVA. Except for one statement (No.10), the differences between
early childhood educators, kindergarten teachers, teaching assistants and nurses are
strongly significant in all cases (p<0.05). Table 4 shows the differences concerning the
most important dimensions from the aspect of teaching practice and professional well-

being.
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Table 4
The Differences in Climate Characteristics of Professional Well-Being According to Job
Position

Std. 95% Confidence Interval
N Mean  Deviation Lower Bound Upper Bound
In our institution, the teaching staff carry out teaching activities along the same educational
values. (p=0.014)

Early childhood educator 386 4.28 .858 4.19 4.36
Kindergarten teacher 366 4.46 745 438 4.53
Teaching assistant 57 4.46 734 4.26 4.65
Nurse 144 4.42 753 4.29 4.54

In our institution, professionals/teachers of different generations can work together in
harmony. (p=0.007)

Early childhood educator 394 4.05 .878 3.96 4.14
Kindergarten teacher 363 4.25 759 4.18 4.33
Teaching assistant 57 4.26 917 4.02 4.51
Nurse 147 4.17 .887 4.03 431

The flow of information between the head of the institution and the subordinate employees
functions properly. (p<0.001)

Early childhood educator 394 3.82 .993 3.72 3.92
Kindergarten teacher 361 4.14 .878 4.05 4.23
Teaching assistant 56 4.21 967 3.96 4.47
Nurse 149 4.11 .909 3.96 4.25
I feel that my work is highly appreciated by our society. (p<0.001)

Early childhood educator 393 2.78 1.111 2.67 2.89
Kindergarten teacher 363 3.24 1.072 3.13 3.35
Teaching assistant 55 2.96 1.186 2.64 3.28
Nurse 151 3.24 1.165 3.05 3.43

Notes: Kruskal-Wallis p — significance level at p < 0.05

In the case of each examined dimension, we found that early childhood educators assess
the climate characteristics as the most unfavourable. The reason for that may be that the
professionalization of early childhood education entered in a new phase in the last one
and a half decades in Hungary. The former ’caregiver’ label has been replaced by the
title *early childhood educator’; at the same time, the qualifications of professionals
working in nurseries vary greatly: they come from different fields of specialization
(health care, social sphere, pedagogy), their educational levels are different.
Consequently, their salaries differ and can cause pestige fights, professional jealousy
and conflicts. All these do not favour the pedagogical activity along the same
educational principles and professional values within an institution.

Besides, the lay ideas associated with the qualification are changing as well, which can
be related to the potential process that, in wider public thinking, a degree in pedagogy
can increase the prestige of professionals working in early childhood education.

The items concerning workplace atmosphere showed very high internal consistency
according to Cronbach’s Alpha values, so during the analysis, based on the statements
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referring to workplace environment, by adding up the scale values we created an
aggregate indicator, with the maximum value of 50. Comparing this indicator with job
position, the differences are even more marked (p<<0.001) (Table 5).

Table 5
Aggregate Indicator of Climate Characteristics of Professional Well-Being According to
Job Position

Std. 95% Confidence Interval
N Mean Deviation Lower Bound  Upper Bound
Early childhood educator 349  40.312 6.250 39.654 40.970
Kindergarten teacher 341  42.906 5914 42.276 43.536
Teaching assistant 54 43.314 4.921 41.971 44.658
Nurse 133 42.240 6.536 41.119 43.361
Total 877  41.798 6.207 41.386 42.209

Notes: Kruskal-Wallis p — significance level at p < 0.05

No significant correlation was found between the years spent in work and the climate
dimensions studied (p>0.05).

Mental Health Indicators

We think that professional well-being — besides institution-related factors — includes
certain dimensions of mental health (such as burnout), and on the other hand, it may
show a correlation with them (such as depression or life satisfaction). Defining mental
health, certain disciplines highlighted different aspects, so different approaches
emerged.

During the exploration of early childhood educators’ mental health indicators, we
focused on certain dimensions of the health psychological approach (Buda, 2003), such
as subjective well-being, mental balance, coping, the ability to manage stress and sense
of coherence. Thus, we studied general satisfaction with life (subjective well-being), the
presense of depressive symptoms, burnout and sense of coherence. According to
Cronbach’s Alpha values all examined variables (except for the depersonalization
dimension of burnout) show high internal consistency.

Life satisfaction — subjective well-being

In our survey, in order to measure subjective well-being, we used the question
containing the 11-grade scale concerning overall life satisfaction used by the European
Health Interview Survey (2014/2015) during the data collection in Hungary (0 stands for
’the least satisfied” and 10 stands for "absolutely satisfied”).

Regarding the sample, it can be concluded that the index of satisfaction is the highest
among kindergarten teachers (p=0.001) (Table 6). The background to this may be the
relative homogenity of kindergarten teachers in terms of qualification and waging,
furthermore, their role as teachers is socially more embedded in Hungary compared to
the other examined groups.
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Table 6
Differences in Subjective Well-Being According to Job Position
Std. 95% Confidence Interval
N Mean Deviation Lower Bound  Upper Bound
Early childhood educator 394  7.72 1.686 7.55 7.89
Kindergarten teacher 351 791 1.534 7.75 8.08
Teaching assistant 58 7.09 1.866 6.60 7.58
Nurse 155 743  1.780 7.15 7.71
Total 958 7.71 1.673 7.60 7.81

Notes: Kruskal-Wallis p — significance level at p < 0.05
Depressive symptoms

In our survey, we used the abbreviated 9-item version of the Beck Depression
Questionnaire to assess depressive symptoms among early childhood educators. Based
on our findings, it can be stated that among the respondents severe depression occurred
only in the case of one early childhood educator, however, the fact that regardless of job
position, 72.6% of the sample show mild depressive symptoms, draws attention to the
need of intervention and to the setting of its directions as soon as possible. The
appearance of depressive symptoms shows a positive, weak significant correlation with
the years spent at work (r=0.133; p<0.001). Financial appreciation associated with
professional well-being may also have an impact on mental health. The starting monthly
gross salary of an entrant graduate teacher is approximately 600 EUR in Hungary, which
hardly exceeds 60% of the national average salary). In our questionnaire we asked the
respondents to give a subjective assessment of their financial situation, which was
compared with the appearance of depressive symptoms. The results demonstrate that the
more uncertain the respondents feel their financial situation, the more likely the
appearance of depressive symptoms is (y2= 18.450; df=8; p=0.018).

Burnout

Academic literature acknowledges it as a fact that ’professions dealing with people’
carry the risk that the persons exercising the profession become saturated with the
problems which they face on a daily basis, so somatic, behavioural, emotional and
mental symptoms appear in their lives (Fekete, 1991; Vitalyos et al., 2018). Burnout, a
result of the interaction between the individual and the working environment is physical
and mental exhaustion as a response to chronic emotional and interpersonal stress
processes (Maslach & Jackson, 1981).

As for professionals working in early childhood education, it can be stated that burnout
is not typical among them. The one-way ANOVA did not confirm any differences in any
dimensions of burnout among people working in different job positions (p>0.05) (Table
7). Time spent at work shows a significant (p<0.05), but only weak correlation. All this
may suggest that daily work with children and its emotional charge functions as a
protective factor against burnout.
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Table 7
The Main Characteristics of Burnout
N Mean SD 95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound Upper Bound
depersonalization 914 6.64 2.67 6.47 6.82
emotional exhaustion 868 23.96 9.31 23.34 24.58
reduced personal accomplishment 872 48.32 5.97 47.93 48.72

Notes: ANOVA p — significance level at p < 0.05
Sense of coherence

In Antonovsky’s interpretation (1996) coherence is in fact the experience that the
individual has a place in the world, which means an interaction between the individual
and his environment. It also means that the individual controls his life and is not
exposed to the impacts that affect him because he is able to shape them. Moreover,
sense of coherence also shows a correlation with subjective well-being, a central
element of quality of life, and this correlation is also confirmed by the results of the
Hungarostudy 2002 survey (Kopp & Kovacs, 2006).

Sense of coherence was measured on the basis of the relevant subscale of the
Psychological Immune System Inventory, according to which the Hungarian average is
15.97 (Kopp & Kovacs, 2006) and the same value is 17.63 among professionals
working in early childhood education (SD=2.55). Both job position and the highest level
of education proved to be differentiating factors (p<0.001): the strongest sense of
coherence can be proved among those with the highest level of education, mainly among
kindergarten teachers (Tables 8-9).

Table 8

Differences in Sense of Coherence According to Job Position
Job position N Mean SD 95% Confidence Interval

Lower Bound Upper Bound

Early childhood educator 369 17.71 2.51 17.45 17.97
Kindergarten teacher 328 18.04 2.33 17.79 18.30
Teaching assistant 56 17.14 2.60 16.44 17.84
Nurse 134 16.56 2.81  16.08 17.04
Total 887 17.63 2.55 1746 17.79

Notes: Kruskal-Wallis p — significance level at p < 0.05

Table 9

Differences in Sense of Coherence According to Highest Level of Completed Education
Education, highest level completed N Mean SD 95% Confidence Interval

Lower Bound Upper Bound

primary school 5 16.4 3.50 12.04 20.75
vocational school 97 16.37 2.99 15.76 16.97
comprehensive school, grammar school 141 17.34 2.53 16.92 17.76
post-secondary vocational training 252 17.71 2.45 17.40 18.01
college/bachelor degree 384 17.96 2.39 17.72 18.20
university/master degree 12 19.16 1.19 18.40 19.92
Total 891 17.63 254 1746 17.79

Notes: Kruskal-Wallis p — significance level at p < 0.05
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According to the well-being and quality of life questionnaire of the WHO, high sense of
coherence is associated with better quality of life (Skrabski et al., 2006), which was also
proved by our study. Among professionals working in early childhood education, a
moderate, positive, significant correlation can be found between sense of coherence and
subjective well-being (r=0.457; p<0.001).

DISCUSSION

Educators’ professional wellbeing is essential for the quality of early childhood
education (Cumming, 2017; Hall-Kenyon et al. 2014). As for institutional climate
dimensions determining professional well-being, based on our research, it can be said
that efficiency, coherent educational principles and good professional cooperation with
partner institutions can be regarded as strengths, but respondents feel that the social
appreciation of their profession is rather low.

We compared the aggregate institutional climate indicator created by adding up the
scale values of the workplace environment, as well as the social appreciation of
workplace activity and job satisfaction with various indicators of mental health such as
burnout, depression and subjective well-being (Table 10).

Table 10
The Correlations of Institutional Climate and Mental Health
Depersonalization ~ Emotional Reduced personal Depression Subjective
exhaustion accomplishment well-being
Institutional r=-0.235% r=-0.225% r=0.295% r=-0.249* r=0.194*
climate
indicator
Social r=-0.049 r=-0.190* r=0.180* r=-0.180* r=0.243*
appreciation
Job r=-0.222* r=-0.302* r=0.275% r=-0.290* r=0.256*
satisfaction

Notes: r — Pearson's correlation coefficient; * — p — significance level at p < 0.01

Our findings prove that, with only one exception (social appreciation Vs
depersonalization), in all cases there is a weak, significant correlation among the
examined variables. Depersonalization, emotional exhaustion and depression correlate
negatively with institutional climate indicators, so the more unfavourable the
environment is in which educators do their work, the more unfavourable their mental
health indicators are. Personal accomplishment and subjective well-being have a
positive correlation with mental health, which means that a more favourable assessment
of the working environment has a positive effect on subjective well-being and on the
values measured on the subscale of personal accomplishment concerning burnout. It
would be interesting to examine our results in an international context, but due to
differences in the early childhood education systems in each country, currently, no
relevant data are available.

CONCLUSIONS

This study was initiated to explore the relationship between professional well-being and
mental health of early childhood educators in Hungary. In terms of the examined climate
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dimensions, it has been found that early childhood educators working in nurseries assess
the climate characteristics of their workplace as the most unfavourable, which may be
due to their heterogeneus composition and the professionalization of their education,
which is still in progress in Hungary.

Regarding mental health, it can be stated that though mild depression affects a
considerable proportion of respondents, burnout is not typical among them. Mild
depressive symptoms are definitely present in Hungarian society, especially in those
social groups where constant chronic stress and insecurity are parts of everyday life
(Kopp & Skrabski, 2006). In the case of the respondents, depressive symptoms have a
correlation with their unfavourable financial situation and the resulting existential
insecurity. The low level of burnout found in the sample may be due to the
characteristics of the career: dealing with young children appears as a protective factor.

Certainly this does not mean that burnout does not endanger early childhood educators,
as, on the one hand, emotional exhaustion shows an increasing trend in relation with the
length of time spent in the career. On the other hand, this study focused on the
emotional, mental and behavioural symptoms of burnout, and somatic factors were not
dealt with.

Low salaries and ongoing professionalization impact the social appreciation of teachers
working in early childhood education unfavourable which may long-term decrease the
attractiveness of the career path and endanger the professional recruitment. Based on the
explored correlations, depression and burnout are closely related to workplace
atmosphere, which draws attention to the need to improve educators’ well-being starting
from an institutional level.

LIMITATIONS

The instrument for this study was a self-reported questionnaire that may have influenced
the answers to questions about the institutional climate. The respondents of our research
were selected by simple, non-random sampling, therefore it may not be representative
for the whole population of professionals working in early childhood education in
Hungary. Despite this limitation the results of our study are promising.
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