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Abstract
Early childhood teachers play a central role in children’s learning and development. Yet, they encounter stressors that can 
negatively impact their well-being, relationships with children, and, ultimately, job retention. To inform efforts to support 
early childhood teachers’ work-related well-being, the current study examines positive factors that predict work engage-
ment. Participants were 50 early childhood teachers from Head Start (34%), center-based programs (32%), and licensed 
home-based programs (34%). Consistent with a resilience framework and the Job Demands-Resources model, we examined 
both a personal resource (self-efficacy) and a workplace resource (professional support) in relation to work engagement, 
or the positive, fulfilling connection to one’s work. Teachers’ self-efficacy and professional support predicted greater work 
engagement, accounting for job demands (teachers’ compassion fatigue/work distress and children’s challenging behaviors) 
and teachers’ education and professional development. Although not causal, findings are suggestive that supporting early 
childhood teachers with what they need to do their job effectively and feel that they can make meaningful differences in 
children’s lives may help them to engage in their work with passion, dedication, and positive energy. Ultimately, supporting 
teachers’ work engagement may in turn have developmental benefits for children as well.
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Introduction

High quality early care and education (ECE) programs are 
widely recognized for their potential to strengthen children’s 
school readiness and development (Reynolds et al., 2017). 
ECE programs include home- and center-based child care 
and preschool programs, as well as Head Start and other 
publicly funded Pre-K programs (Burchinal et al., 2011; 
Soliday Hong et al., 2015). Early childhood teachers (a term 
we use as inclusive of providers and teachers across these 
settings) are fundamental to high quality programs. Young 
children’s interactions and relationships with their teach-
ers underlie many of the developmental benefits of ECE 

programs (Hatfield et al., 2016). Additionally, positive rela-
tionships with early childhood teachers may be especially 
protective for children experiencing adversity (Lipscomb 
et al., 2014).

However, teacher turnover, which interferes with 
teacher–child relationships, is common due to the stress 
and challenges of this profession (Totenhagen et al., 2016). 
ECE teachers typically receive low salaries and few benefits 
(Whitebook et al., 2018). They have little time for planning 
or professional development, and many experience exhaus-
tion while taking care of large numbers of young children 
with often complex needs for support (Grant et al., 2019; 
Totenhagen et al., 2016; Whitebook et al., 2018). At the 
same time that policy-related research and advocacy focus 
on turnover and difficult working conditions, many early 
childhood teachers continue to care for young children with 
enthusiasm and dedication. Understanding both personal and 
professional factors that contribute to these positive work 
outcomes, such as work engagement, is also paramount to 
efforts to support teachers and the children in their care. The 
current study examines personal and professional factors 
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as predictors of work engagement among early childhood 
teachers in center-based and home-based programs.

Work Engagement and Its Sequelae

Work engagement refers to a positive, fulfilling connec-
tion to one’s work, and represents a dimension of positive 
work-related well-being (Bakker et al. 2014; Schaufeli et al., 
2002). It is defined as, a high level of energy and strong 
identification with one’s work, (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008, 
p. 189) and is characterized by three dimensions: vigor, ded-
ication, and absorption. Vigor refers to energy, investment, 
and persistence, whereas dedication taps into approaches 
to the work such as pride, involvement, and enthusiasm. 
Absorption refers to a person’s immersion and concentra-
tion in the work itself. Some evidence suggests that vigor 
and dedication represent the core of the work engagement 
construct, with absorption operating more as a consequence 
of engagement (González-Romá et al., 2006; Schaufeli et al., 
2002).

Work engagement is positively associated with employ-
ees’ well-being (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) as well as 
other outcomes for employees, clients, and organizations 
(Shimazu & Schaufeli, 2008). Although very few studies 
have examined work engagement among preschool teach-
ers (Nislin et al., 2016; Tayama et al., 2018), patterns of 
evidence emerge by triangulating these studies with investi-
gations of work engagement among teachers in elementary 
(Burić & Macuka, 2018; Pepe et al., 2019), secondary (Abos 
et al., 2018; Arora & Dhiman, 2018), and special education 
settings (Minghui et al. 2018). Work engagement is emerg-
ing as a predictor of intent to continue working in the field 
(Tayama et al., 2018) as well as job satisfaction and organi-
zational citizenship behavior (Arora & Dhiman, 2018). Of 
particular note, in a study of over 1000 preschool teachers 
in Japan, work engagement was the only factor predicting 
intent to continue working in both younger (under 39 years) 
and older (over 40 years) teachers (Tayama et al., 2018). 
Beyond commitment and retention-related outcomes, work 
engagement is also associated with teachers’ emotional 
health and well-being (Burić & Macuka, 2018; Pepe et al., 
2019). Identifying factors that contribute to work engage-
ment among early childhood teachers is emerging as a focus 
of research and may be imperative to increase retention, 
teacher well-being, and quality interactions that support chil-
dren’s development. The current study examines predictors 
of work engagement among early childhood teachers that are 
shared across home-based (often one or two teachers caring 
for children of varying ages in a home) and center-based 
programs (typically with multiple classrooms, teachers, 
assistants, and administrators). The study examines teachers’ 
experiences of both personal and professional factors that are 

relevant across settings as predictors of work engagement. 
This work complements more in-depth organizational-level 
assessments of policies and practices specific to center-based 
ECE programs (e.g., SEQUEL; Whitebook et al., 2016).

Conceptual Frameworks

To investigate these personal and professional protective 
factors the current study applies a resilience framework 
and the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2007). Resilience presents a useful frame-
work for investigating work engagement as an indicator of 
work-related well-being. Resilience is a dynamic process of 
positive adaptation to adversity that unfolds within socio-
ecological contexts (Liu et al., 2017; Masten, 2018). Within 
contexts such as work environments, protective factors of 
individuals, relationships, and communities support positive 
adaptation in the face of adversity (Development Services 
Group, 2013; Ungar & Liebenberg, 2011). Britt et al. (2016) 
applied a resilience framework to the workplace where 
adversity is comprised of exposure to significant, intense, 
chronic stressors (e.g., physical demands, long hours). 
Employee resilience, or positive adaptation to adversity in 
the workplace, is evident by healthy relationships, positive 
well-being, and high job performance (Britt et al., 2016). 
As such, early childhood teachers who have stronger pro-
tective factors may adapt more positively at work (indicated 
by work engagement) when they face challenging circum-
stances. This study examines personal and professional pro-
tective factors as predictors of work engagement.

Consistent with a resilience framework, there is some 
indication that job resources may buffer some of the effects 
of job demands on burnout (Bakker et al., 2005). The JD-R 
model is widely used to examine how both situational (e.g., 
professional or workplace) and individual (personal) factors 
affect employee well-being across a broad range of occupa-
tions (Bakker et al., 2014). Of particular relevance to the 
current study, the JD-R model sets up a strengths-based 
investigation in which protective factors (job resources 
such as autonomy and support) predict positive outcomes 
(work engagement), while accounting for job demands (such 
as high workload, physical demands, and emotional labor) 
which contribute more directly to burnout (Bakker et al., 
2014; Hultell et al., 2011).

The JD-R model may also offer an important framework 
for strengthening understanding of the early childhood work-
force. Instead of focusing on burnout, a negative outcome 
resulting from high job demands and low resources, examin-
ing factors related to work engagement, a positive outcome, 
takes a strengths-based approach to inform interventions 
that support early childhood teachers’ wellbeing and per-
formance at work. The JD-R model and related conceptual 
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models (e.g., Christian et al., 2011) highlight the impor-
tance of understanding work engagement because it serves 
as a key mediating mechanism linking job resources and 
demands with outcomes, such as retention, which is impera-
tive to understand and improve in the early childhood field. 
Moreover, the JD-R model is advantageous to research con-
ducted with home- and center-based early childhood teach-
ers in the same study because it offers a general framework 
for conceptualizing job demands and resources rather than 
different measures for different types of programs.

Little empirical evidence is available about the factors 
that contribute to work engagement, specifically among early 
childhood teachers. In other professions, both professional 
(e.g., workplace) and personal resources have emerged as 
important predictors of work engagement. More specifically, 
job resources, such as autonomy (Bakker et al., 2008), social 
support, and supervisory feedback (Bakker et al., 2008; 
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) predict work engagement across 
multiple client-focused professions (e.g., teachers, den-
tists, home-care employees). Moreover, personal resources 
(e.g., optimism, self-efficacy, self-esteem) also appear to be 
important to work engagement across professions (Bakker 
et al., 2008). Furthermore, both the resilience framework and 
the JD-R model suggest that it will be important to consider 
factors both of individual teachers and of their support at 
work (i.e., personal and workplace resources).

This study focuses in on two resources that have strong 
support for inclusion in an initial study of work engage-
ment among early childhood teachers: self-efficacy as a per-
sonal resource, and professional supports as a workplace 
resource. These resources may be more malleable through 
workplace interventions than structural resources such 
as compensation, which is addressed in a related body of 
work (e.g., Whitebook et al., 2018). In the current study, we 
acknowledge the role of stressors and job demands, which 
are more often linked with burnout (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007; Hakanen et al., 2006; Hultell & Gustavsson, 2011; 
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), while taking a strengths-based 
approach by focusing on the links between resources and 
work engagement among early childhood teachers.

Personal and Professional Job Resources 
Contributing to Work Engagement

Self‑efficacy

Self-efficacy refers to individuals’ perceptions that they can 
competently meet demands in a given context and may there-
fore be an important personal resource that contributes to 
work engagement. Indeed, Xanthopoulou et al. (2007) found 
that self-efficacy was a significant factor of employees’ 
personal resources, which was positively associated with 

work engagement. Specifically within the teaching field, 
self-efficacy represents teachers’ beliefs and perceptions 
about their teaching abilities and the extent to which they 
can impact positive change with children (Tschannen-Moran 
et al., 1998). There is some evidence to suggest that teach-
ers’ self-efficacy promotes work engagement. For example, 
in a study of 2569 teachers from 127 Norwegian elementary 
and middle schools, self-efficacy positively predicted both 
work engagement and job satisfaction (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 
2014). Other studies document links between teachers’ self-
efficacy and commitment to teaching (a concept related to 
work engagement; Klassen & Chiu, 2011; Klassen et al., 
2013).

Although very little is known about associations between 
teaching self-efficacy and work engagement among early 
childhood teachers, a qualitative study of 63 early child-
hood teachers in Australia identified self-efficacy as a key 
contributor to teachers’ commitment to continuing to work 
as a teacher (Kilgallon et al., 2008). Guo et al. (2011) also 
documented associations between preschool teachers’ self-
efficacy and their sense of community at work. Moreover, 
initial evidence suggests that early childhood teachers’ self-
efficacy is malleable and can be strengthened through prepa-
ration, effective professional development, and support from 
leaders (Ciyer et al., 2010; Pas et al., 2012; Von Suchodoletz 
et al., 2018). Thus, it may be particularly important to exam-
ine how self-efficacy may help early childhood teachers to 
engage in their work with dedication, vigor, and absorption.

Professional Supports

Although workplace resources that contribute specifically 
to early childhood teachers’ work engagement have not yet 
been examined, teachers have clearly articulated that work-
ing conditions affect their ability to effectively do their jobs 
(Irvine et al., 2016; Whitebook et al., 2016). In addition to 
policies related to wages, benefits, and time for planning or 
professional development including mentoring, which are 
difficult to equate across center- and home-based settings, 
there is growing evidence that a general feeling of profes-
sional support may be of central importance to work engage-
ment. The sources of support may vary, but the underlying 
construct is a teachers’ feeling that they have the support 
they need to be effective. For example, Minghui et al. (2018) 
found that special education teachers with more perceived 
social support reported more positive work engagement. 
Additionally, a study of over 2000 Finish primary, second-
ary, and vocational teachers found that job resources, includ-
ing professional support from supervisors when needed, 
predicted greater work engagement (Hakanen et al., 2006).

Additionally, prior research among preschool teachers 
indicates that those who have a stronger sense of community 
at work experience more job satisfaction and commitment 
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to their careers (Collie et al., 2011; McGinty et al., 2008), 
tend to engage in more professional development (Wagner 
& French, 2010), and provide higher quality care to chil-
dren (McGinty et al., 2008). In their qualitative work with 
early childhood teachers in Australia, Kilgallon et al. (2008) 
found that professional support from colleagues and men-
tors contributes to job satisfaction and motivation. Findings 
from a study in the United States indicate that the inclu-
sion of a reflective individual discussion with the instructor 
in professional learning protected teachers from emotional 
exhaustion, a component of burnout (Roberts et al., 2020). 
In Brisbane, findings from the National Early Care and Edu-
cation Workforce Development Policy Workshop point to 
mentorship and learning communities of practice as effec-
tive supports for the workforce overall, and to support from 
directors such as breaks, appreciation and support in dif-
ficult situations as specifically helpful to younger workers 
(Irvine et al., 2016). Hence, the current study examines early 
childhood teachers’ perception of professional support as a 
job resource that may be important to their work engage-
ment, while accounting for their professional development 
activities.

Accounting for Early Childhood Teachers’ 
Job Demands

When studying associations between resources and posi-
tive aspects of work well-being such as engagement, it 
is important to account for teachers’ experiences of job 
demands and stressors. Although the JD-R model posits 
that job demands predict burnout while job resources are 
linked with work engagement (Bakker et al., 2014), this 
model has not yet been studied with early childhood teach-
ers. However, two demands may be particularly important 
to account for among early childhood teachers: distress and 
child behavior. Prior research suggests stress and burnout 
interfere with teacher–child relationships (Whitaker et al., 
2015; Yoon, 2002) and affect children’s stress system activa-
tion (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016). Teachers’ stress may 
serve as a marker for a host of challenges they experience 
related to work, which in turn may affect their work engage-
ment. In particular, prior research indicates the importance 
of accounting for psychological distress and/or compassion 
fatigue in studies of work-related outcomes among human 
service professionals (Adams et al., 2006; Cole et al., 2014).

Children’s challenging behaviors are another specific job 
demand reported by early childhood teachers. Behaviors 
such as aggression, defiance, and inattention pose difficul-
ties for teachers as well as children. Children’s challenging 
behaviors appear to negatively impact teachers’ job satis-
faction (Bullough et al., 2012) as well as caregiving and 
children’s learning (NICHD, 2005; Vandell et al., 2010). 

Evidence from additional research conducted in elementary 
and secondary schools affirms that student misbehavior and 
discipline problems are key sources of teacher stress and 
burnout (Hastings & Bham, 2003; Kokkinos, 2007; Tsou-
loupas et al., 2010).

When considering how children’s behaviors affect their 
teachers, it is important to measure teachers’ perceptions 
of children’s behavior because up to 30% of the variance 
in teacher ratings of preschool children’s behavior can be 
attributed to teacher perception (Mashburn et al., 2006). 
Thus, the current study accounts for early childhood teach-
ers’ ratings of children’s behavior when examining associa-
tions between personal (self-efficacy) and job (professional 
supports) resources and their work engagement.

Current Study

In light of a pressing need to support early childhood teach-
ers in their important work with young children, the current 
study examines both a personal and a workplace resource 
in relation to work engagement. Work engagement is not 
yet understood among early childhood teachers, whose lives 
and impacts in society may greatly benefit from increased 
knowledge of work-related well-being. A resilience frame-
work (Lui et al., 2017; Masten, 2018) and the Job Demands 
and Resources Model (JD-R; Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) 
provide a theoretical rationale for examining both personal 
and professional resources as predictors of work engage-
ment. Prior research identifies self-efficacy and professional 
supports as important resources for early childhood teachers 
(Collie et al., 2011; Kilgallon et al., 2008; Tschannen-Moran 
et al., 1998) that the current study examines in relation to 
work engagement. Given prior evidence that children’s 
behavior and teacher stress and/or compassion fatigue can 
pose challenges (Adams et al., 2006; Bullough et al., 2012; 
Cole et al., 2014), the current study also accounts for these 
factors. We hypothesized that teachers’ self-efficacy and 
professional support will predict unique variance in their 
work engagement, while accounting for children’s behav-
iors, work stress, and teachers’ education and professional 
development.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 50 early childhood teachers from 
Head Start (34%), center-based (32%), and licensed home-
based (34%) programs. Teachers were selected to partici-
pate in this study because of their interest in a professional 
development program on promoting resilience with children 
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impacted by trauma. This study utilizes data collected at 
baseline, prior to teachers’ participation in the professional 
development program. Teachers held the following posi-
tions: 60% lead teacher, 16% assistant teacher, 8% aid, 20% 
director, and 2% other (8% had more than one position). 
Most identified as female (96%) and White (88% White only; 
4% White and another race/ethnicity). Other race/ethnicities 
represented include Latino/Hispanic (6%), Native American 
(2%), Black/African American (2%), and Native Hawaiian/
Pacific Islander (2%). All identified English as their primary 
language. Their highest level of education included high 
school (8.2%), some college (20.4%), associates’ or bach-
elor’s degree (59.2%), and graduate degree (12.2%). The 
majority of participants had been teaching at their current 
early childhood program for 3 years or fewer (63.2%).

Procedures

Teachers completed an online survey prior to participa-
tion in a new professional development program focused 
on resilience and trauma (Lipscomb et al., 2021). Recruit-
ment took place in a region of the Pacific Northwest, and 
occurred through outreach to ECE programs, and then to 
their teachers. Teachers working in licensed ECE programs 
in this area are required to attain a minimum of 15 h of con-
tinuing education annually. Teachers opted to participate in 
this study because they desired professional development 
and support related to early childhood trauma. This research 
was conducted in accordance with American Psychologi-
cal Association guidelines: Informed consent was obtained 
from participants and the study was approved by the authors’ 
Institutional Review Board. All data for the current study 
were collected at baseline, prior to participation in the pro-
fessional development program. The authors declare that 
they have no conflict of interest.

Measures

Work Engagement

Teachers completed the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 
(UWES; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli et al., 2002). 
This scale includes 17 items to measure vigor (e.g., “At my 
work, I feel bursting with energy”), dedication (e.g., “I find 
my work full of meaning and purpose” and “I am proud of 
the work that I do”), and absorption (e.g., “Time flies when 
I’m working”). Response options range from 1 (never) to 6 
(always/everyday). The 17 items were averaged in the total 
work engagement score (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.83), with 
higher scores indicating greater work engagement.

Teaching Self‑efficacy

Teachers completed the Teacher Self-efficacy Short Form 
(TSE; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001), measuring a teach-
er’s sense of self-efficacy related to dealing with classroom 
challenges. Each of the 16 items asks teachers to indicate 
how much they can do to overcome various classroom dif-
ficulties. Example items include, “Get through to the most 
difficult children” and “Help your children think critically.” 
Response options ranged from 1 (nothing) to 6 (a great 
deal). Items were averaged (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92).

Professional Support

One global item was used to represent teachers’ feelings of 
professional support, “Our program provides me with the 
professional support I need to do my job most effectively.” 
Response options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 
(strongly agree).

Child Classroom Behavior

Teachers responded to 1 item about classroom behavior: “At 
this point, how would you rate the behavior of children in 
your group/class?” (Von Suchodeltz et al., 2018). Response 
options ranged from 1 (This group behaves exceptionally 
well) to 5 (The group very frequently has behavioral chal-
lenges and is almost always difficult to handle).

Compassion Fatigue/Distress

Teachers completed a 13-item measure of Compassion 
Fatigue and Psychological Distress related to work (Adams 
et al., 2006). Each item asks about the frequency of thoughts 
and feelings at work with response options ranging from 1 
(never/rarely) to 6 (very often). Example items include, “I 
have felt trapped by my work” and “It’s hard to stop think-
ing about an especially difficult child.” Items were averaged 
(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84).

Covariates

Teacher education and professional development were 
included as covariates in the analysis. Teacher education 
was measured by responses to the question, “What is the 
highest level of education that you have ever completed?” 
Response options ranged from 1 (8th grade or less) to 9 
(Graduate degree). Teacher professional development was 
measured by teacher responses to whether they had profes-
sional development in the previous year related to eight 
different areas, coded as 1 for “Yes” and 0 for “No” to 
each item. Example items include “Supporting children’s 
mental health/social emotional development,” “Skills and 
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activities for teaching early literacy,” and “Caring for chil-
dren who experience trauma or other serious adversities.” 
The eight items were summed (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87).

Results

Preliminary Analyses

On average, teachers’ ratings of work engagement were 
high (M = 5.73), with ample variability (Table 1). A first 
step in developing the analytic model was to identify pos-
sible variation in work engagement and/or predictor vari-
ables by setting (i.e., Head Start, center-based, and home-
based). Results from Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 
tests revealed that only two covariates varied by setting: 
teachers’ education level F(2, 46) = 3.18, p = 0.05) and 
professional development F(2,46) = 21.30, p < 0.001). 
Tukey’s post hoc analyses indicated that the education 
level of Head Start teachers was significantly higher 
(M = 7.47, SD = 1.23) than home-based teachers (M = 6.19, 
SD = 1.56). Similarly, the number of professional develop-
ment experiences of Head Start teachers was significantly 
higher (M = 7.41, SD = 1.27) than center-based teachers 
(M = 3.00, SD = 2.10) and home-based teachers (M = 3.71, 
SD = 2.64). Because none of the primary study variables 
differed by setting type, and because the sample size is 
small, setting type was not included in further analysis.

Table  1 shows correlations among study variables. 
Work engagement was moderately-to-strongly correlated 
with self-efficacy and professional support in a positive 
direction, and with children’s behavior challenges in a neg-
ative direction. Additionally, children’s behavioral chal-
lenges were negatively correlated with both self-efficacy 
(r = − 0.32, p < 0.05) and professional support (r = − 0.41, 
p < 0.01). Self-efficacy and professional support were also 
positively correlated (r = 0.39, p < 0.01).

Hypothesis Testing

All analyses were completed in STATA Version 14 (Stata-
Corp, 2015). Full information maximum likelihood (FIML) 
methods were used to address missing data. A three-step 
hierarchical linear regression was conducted predicting 
teacher work engagement. Teacher education level and pro-
fessional development were entered as covariates at step 1 
(Model 1); children’s behaviors and compassion fatigue/
distress were entered at step 2 (Model 2). Finally, teacher’s 
self-efficacy and professional support were entered at step 
3 (Model 3).

Results are displayed in Table 2. Consistent with our 
hypothesis, both of the job resources (self-efficacy and 
professional supports) significantly and positively pre-
dicted teacher work engagement. Additionally, one of the 
job demands (child behaviors) significantly and negatively 
predicted teacher work engagement, controlling for other 
variables. Teacher work compassion fatigue/distress did not 
significantly predict work engagement. Model 3, with all 
variables included, predicted 55% of the variance in work 
engagement.

Discussion

The current study examined work engagement, a positive 
dimension of work-related well-being, among early child-
hood teachers who care for children across a variety of 
home- and center-based settings. Informed by a resilience 
framework (Lui et al., 2017; Masten, 2018) and the Job 
Demands and Resources (JD-R) model (Bakker & Demer-
outi, 2007), we examined two resources including both a 
personal factor (self-efficacy) and a workplace resource 
(teachers’ impressions of professional support). Findings 
supported the hypothesis: both teachers’ self-efficacy and 
their professional supports predicted greater work engage-
ment, while accounting for children’s challenging behav-
iors, compassion fatigue/work distress, education level, and 

Table 1  Correlations and descriptive statistics for key study variables

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Min Max M SD

1. Work engagement 3.94 6.71 5.73 0.62
2. Education − 0.08 4.00 9.00 6.92 1.55
3. Professional development 0.25 0.24 0.00 8.00 4.78 2.83
4. Children’s challenging behavior − 0.55** 0.18 − 0.13 1.00 5.00 3.48 0.71
5. Compassion fatigue − 0.13 0.28 − 0.06 0.00 1.00 4.69 2.25 1.10
6. Self-efficacy 0.51** − 0.39** 0.01 − 0.32* 0.06 4.00 6.00 5.12 0.56
7. Professional support 0.52** − 0.11 0.08 − 0.41** − 0.12 0.39** 2.00 4.00 3.45 0.65
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professional development attended in the past year. This 
study provides an important foundation for future research 
to deepen our understanding of potentially malleable fac-
tors that support early childhood teachers to engage in their 
important and often challenging work with dedication and 
passion.

Work Engagement Among Early Childhood 
Teachers

This is the first study of which we are aware to utilize the 
Work Engagement Scale (UWES; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; 
Schaufeli et al., 2002) with early childhood teachers in the 
United States. The 17-item scale showed good internal 
consistency. Teachers reported high mean scores on work 
engagement, with meaningful variation across individuals, 
but no significant differences by setting type (home-based 
versus Head Start or other center-based programs). These 
findings provide initial evidence of the utility of study-
ing work engagement in a variety of ECE settings; future 
research with larger samples should examine psychometric 
properties of the measure within each type of care and exam-
ine measurement invariance of the construct itself.

Given that related fields have found the Work Engage-
ment Scale useful to the study of work-related well-being, 
the early childhood field may benefit from additional 
research on malleable factors that contribute to work engage-
ment. The presence of a special issue dedicated to research 
on the well-being of early childhood teachers (see Hindman 
& Bustamante, 2019) is an indicator of increasing atten-
tion to this issue. However, much of this research continues 
to focus on threats to well-being (e.g., depression, stress) 
rather than on contributors to positive aspects of well-being, 
such as engagement. The current study offers a platform for 
additional research on work engagement as an important 

part of the growing body of literature on teacher well-being, 
as well as environmental conditions (e.g., Whitebook et al., 
2016, 2018) that affect well-being, and its implications for 
children and families.

Job Resources Predicting Work Engagement

Consistent with the JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007), and with prior research conducted with teachers of 
older children (Mingui, 2018; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014), 
early childhood teachers who reported more personal and 
professional resources also exhibited greater engagement 
in their work. This finding extends prior research, suggest-
ing that the associations between self-efficacy and work 
engagement that have been documented among elementary 
and middle school teachers (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014) 
also apply to teachers working with preschool-aged chil-
dren within a variety of ECE settings. This body of evidence 
shows that teachers who believe that they can effectively 
support children’s learning and development report engaging 
in their work with a more positive motivational state char-
acterized by dedication, vigor, and absorption. Given that 
self-efficacy also predicts teachers’ commitment to teach-
ing (Kilgallon et al., 2008; Klassen & Chiu, 2011; Klas-
sen et al., 2013), and that work engagement predicts intent 
to continue working as a preschool teacher (Tayama et al., 
2018), self-efficacy may emerge as a particularly important 
personal resource that supports teachers to continue working 
with enthusiasm and dedication to their work with young 
children.

Moreover, in addition to the effect of self-efficacy on 
engagement, teachers’ reports of having the supports they 
need to do their job effectively predicted unique variance 
in their work engagement. Teachers’ global reports (one 
survey item) of support may serve as a marker for a wide 

Table 2  Hierarchical regression 
results: predictors of teacher 
work engagement (N = 50)

+ p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Work engagement Work engagement Work engagement

B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β

Constant 5.83 (0.39)** 6.84 (0.40)** 3.13 (0.89)**
Education − 0.06 (0.06) − 0.14 0.00 (0.05) 0.01 0.07 (0.05) 0.17
Professional development 0.06 (0.03) 0.29+ 0.04 (0.03) 0.18 0.03 (0.02) 0.15
Challenging behavior − 0.46 (0.10) − .53** − 0.30 (0.10) − 0.31**
Compassion fatigue − 0.07 (0.07) − 0.12 − 0.08 (0.06) − 0.15
Self-efficacy 0.40 (0.13) 0.40**
Professional support 0.24 (0.11) 0.30*
R2 0.08 0.35 0.55
F for change in R2 2.21 8.36** 8.75**
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variety of supports that may differ by individual teacher. 
While some teachers may need more health or safety sup-
ports, others need emotional support or training; the under-
lying concept is teachers’ feelings of having the support 
they need. Findings from the present study provide initial 
evidence that when they do feel supported to do their job, 
even in a global sense, they report more vigor, dedication, 
and absorption in their work with young children. This find-
ing, coupled with evidence from related professions link-
ing job resources and work engagement (e.g., Bakker et al., 
2014), helps advance understanding of work engagement 
as a facet of positive work-related well-being. Findings not 
only extend prior work to early childhood teachers, but also 
add that personal and professional resources may contribute 
uniquely. This focus on work engagement as a positive facet 
of work-related well-being complements research on work-
ing conditions (e.g., Whitebook et al., 2018) and threats to 
well-being (e.g., Roberts et al., 2019) among early childhood 
teachers. Future research should bring these related lines of 
research together more intentionally, such as through study-
ing individual teachers’ work engagement as a mediator 
between organizational-level working conditions and posi-
tive outcomes such as teachers’ physical health, retention 
and/or quality interactions with children.

Although this study focused on positive factors, or 
resources, associated with engagement, findings also 
revealed that teachers’ perceptions of children’s challeng-
ing behavior contribute negatively to their work engagement, 
even when accounting for resources, work stress and com-
passion fatigue, professional development, and education 
level. This suggests that children’s challenging behavior may 
be a particularly important job demand to better understand. 
In the current study, children’s behavior was measured by 
teachers’ report of children in their classroom overall; future 
research may investigate the importance of teachers’ percep-
tions of more specific types of behaviors, or their attributions 
of the reasons behind children’s behaviors.

Foundation for Future Research

Within a resilience framework (Masten, 2018), it will be 
important for future research to examine the extent to which 
resources, such as self-efficacy and professional supports, 
help to buffer teachers from their experiences with job 
demands, such as challenging behavior, poor compensa-
tion, or large group sizes or ratios of children to teachers, 
on their work engagement. Furthermore, future research 
should explore the processes that teachers use to cope with 
adversity in the workplace and the processes that promote 
positive adaptation (Britt et al., 2016). Given that not all job 
demands can be eliminated or reduced, it is important to 
consider how to support teachers’ resilience.

Moreover, supporting teachers’ work-related well-being 
and resilience could have important implications for chil-
dren’s educational resilience. Educational resilience, the 
increased likelihood of academic success despite adverse 
conditions, is nurtured in part by students’ relationships 
with their teachers (Schroeter et al., 2015; Strolin-Goltzman 
et al., 2016). Young people who have experienced adversity 
have identified positive relationships with adults as the most 
powerful influences on their educational success (Strolin-
Goltzman et al., 2016). Since teacher stress and burnout can 
hinder teacher–child relationships (Whitaker et al., 2015; 
Yoon, 2002), supporting teachers’ work-related well-being 
may be important to children’s educational resilience.

Another extension from the current research will be to 
examine the effects of participation in professional support 
programs, such as coaching or increased knowledge from 
trainings or coursework, on teachers’ feelings of being sup-
ported and efficacious at work. Initial evidence indicates that 
coaching may support increases in preschool teachers’ self-
efficacy (Von Suchodeletz et al., 2018). Interventions that 
increase these types of personal or professional resources 
may be able to help strengthen teachers’ dedication, enthu-
siasm and investment in their work, all important aspects of 
work engagement.

Moreover, recognizing that the study of job resources 
among early childhood teachers is emerging, future work is 
needed to operationalize and measure job resources, as well 
as job demands in the early childhood field. It will be impor-
tant for this work to clarify the aspects of resources that 
may be common to teachers working in various home- and 
center-based programs as well as those specific to certain 
types of settings. While regulations, standards, and profes-
sional development opportunities often differ by setting type, 
efforts to create more inclusive and diverse early childhood 
systems also require knowledge of the processes and experi-
ences that are shared by teachers working in various settings.

Limitations and Strengths of the Current 
Study

The current study’s inclusion of teachers working in a vari-
ety of early learning settings, such as home-based care, 
centers, and Head Start programs is an important strength. 
Additionally, accounting for children’s challenging behavior 
and teachers’ compassion fatigue/distress, as well as other 
covariates, increases confidence in the unique effects of self-
efficacy and professional supports on work engagement.

Yet, the current study has a number of limitations that 
will be important to address in future research. The sample 
size was small and lacked diversity with respect to race, 
ethnicity, language, and gender. The cross-sectional design 
precludes identification of causal links; it could be that 
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being more engaged in one’s work contributes to self-effi-
cacy and feelings of support at work. Moreover, teachers’ 
reports of professional supports were measured with only 
one item, as were their impressions of children’s behavior. 
Shared method variance (all measures were reported by 
teachers) likely contributes to some of the variance in the 
work engagement outcome that is attributed to the predic-
tor variables of self-efficacy and professional supports. 
Although it would be difficult to measure constructs such 
as self-efficacy and feelings of support without self-report, 
in future research these measures could be complemented 
by another informant’s report of professional resources, 
and/or with objective measures of demands such as chil-
dren’s challenging behaviors or child-teacher ratios. More-
over, the current study could have been strengthened by 
inclusion of teachers’ total years of experience, which is 
not yet understood in relation to work engagement among 
early childhood teachers.

Conclusion

Work engagement represents a positive work-related out-
come that has implications for teachers’ retention and 
well-being (Burić & Macuka, 2018; Pepe et al., 2019; 
Tayama et al., 2018) and therefore warrants further inves-
tigation. Findings suggest that supporting early childhood 
teachers to have what they need to do their job effectively 
and feel that they can make meaningful difference in young 
children’s lives may help teachers to engage in their work 
with passion, dedication, and positive energy. Given the 
central role that early childhood teachers play in the lives 
of the young children they care for (Hatfield et al., 2016; 
Lipscomb et al., 2014), supporting teachers’ engagement 
in their work may ultimately have developmental benefits 
for children as well as for teachers.
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