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The Covid-19 pandemic has been a major disrupter in the Australian early childhood
education (ECE) sector. ECE educators had to respond quickly to frequent surprises and
risky challenges. Their stressful, exhausting experiences as they constantly managed
change are explored in this paper. The study used an interpretive social constructionist
approach to interview six ECE leaders in order to construct a shared understanding of
their beliefs and experiences during this time. The results indicate an increased risk of
mental and physical health problems, and some impaired service quality. Although the
results are indicative of historical treatment, the consequences of government neglect
have resulted in a staffing crisis and closed services. Lessons need to be learned in how
we treat educators and services if we want future generations of children educated and
cared for by resilient educators who ate not at risk of feeling they are in "burnout
central".

Introduction

Australian early childhood education (ECE) educators experienced major upheavals
during the first 16 months (March 2020 - July 2021) of the Covid-19 pandemic when they
became an essential service (Thorpe, et al., 2020). The constant surprises and unexpected
challenges made the 16 months exhausting and not something they elected to endure.
Government supports available for schools were often not afforded to ECE services,
meaning their experiences were more difficult to endure.

Australian early childhood educators were not alone on this journey. Across the world
research has shown that early childhood educators have been significantly impacted by the
Covid-19 pandemic (Gromada et al., 2020; Hughes, 2020; Jalongo, 2021; Murray et al.,
2022; OECD, 2020; Park et al., 2021; Pattnaik & Jalongo, 2022; Rothe et al., 2022). As an
example: Jalongo (2021) identified that the pandemic threatened the wellness and quality
of life of ECE educators as they struggled to develop different teaching approaches; and
support families. Jalongo’s study was conducted in 89 countries, March of 2020, when the
pandemic was only three months old. Rothe et al. (2022) conducted an investigation of
ten countries governments’ responses to the pandemic. They found that governments
mostly were unresponsive to the impact upon young children and ECE educators. A
comparative study of five countries on the impact of Covid-19 recommended
governments and early childhood educators focus on children’s rights to ensure they are
maintained throughout the pandemic (Park et al., 2021), while Murray et al’s (2022)
Australian study highlighted that educators were able to articulate how their wellbeing was
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impacted as a result of the pandemic. While these studies highlight similarities of ECE
educator experiences around the world, Australia had its own unique experiences leading
up to the pandemic and in the way the government has responded to the sector. This is
because the pandemic in Australia was preceded by a period of significant and, in places,
catastrophic, droughts and bushfires which devastated livelihoods, resilience resulting in
loss of lives, livelthoods and whole communities (Rothe et. al., 2022; Sims et. al., 2022).
Thus, an examination of how the ECE sector experienced the pandemic as one more
trauma in a series of traumas provides an opportunity to explore resilience and coping
strategies.

Australian context

Due the drought, bushfires and floods, ECE educators were supporting children, families
and staff who had experienced trauma and many years of stress. While bushfires were still
wreaking havoc, Australia got its first Covid-19 infection on 25 January 2020 (Hunt,
2020). Once community transmission started, Australia closed external borders on 20
March 2020 and quarantined those who came into the country. Community transmission
meant social distancing measures came into effect on 21 March 2020, when much of the
country was in lockdown or restrictions, depending on which jurisdiction they were in
(Wahlquist, 2020). State borders closed, causing challenges for families, businesses and
farms near the border, and interstate travel was only available with compassionate grounds
or work permits. During this time, only workers who were considered by the government
to be essential were allowed to go to work (ABC News, 2020). Many parents worked from
home and removed their children from childcare and school (Wahlquist, 2020). Home
schooling for school students occurred with the use of online resources (Gaipov &
Brownhill, 2021) whereas children’s education in ECE services varied greatly. Eventually
restrictions were eased in many states, and then re-imposed during outbreaks of different
virus strains. Most state borders were re-opened and closed again depending on infection
numbers. Childcare and school attendance increased as restrictions eased in most areas of

Australia, however, some families continued to keep their children at home when they
could.

Australian EC education during the pandemic

From the start of the pandemic, ECE education was viewed as essential, and services were
told to stay open during the national lockdown that began in March 2020 (Logan et al.,
2021; Mortimer, 2020). This was quite different to the treatment of schools and other
educational institutions that were closed and moved completely to online learning, even
though school teachers, too, had to pivot the way they taught to continue to provide
education for their students (Davis & Phillips, 2020). Attendance in ECE services
dropped because only essential workers were allowed to use childcare, meaning most
casual educators were stood down.

Australia has a large pool of early childhood educators who are employed on a casual basis
that services rely on to meet the child to staff ratio to deliver the early childhood program
(Irvine, et al.,, 2016). In June 2020, most casual ECE educators were eligible to get a
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government assistance payment called Jobkeeper. The lockdowns and restrictions impacted
the availability of casual ECE educators in two ways. Firstly, many casual ECE educators
left the sector entirely, and secondly, other casuals did not accept work when it was
eventually offered for fear of losing the Jobkeeper payment because it was higher than what
they normally earned. A survey of 747 educators representing 3,300 sites (mainly in
Victoria and NSW) revealed 50% of services reported an increase in staff turnover caused
‘predominately by a lack of access to casuals causing additional stress’ (CELA et al., 2021,
p. 5). Almost half of advertised positions in 2021 were unfilled which had an ongoing
effect on existing staff as they tried to do extra work to compensate (CELA et al., 2021).

Despite the provisions of their Awards requiring agreements to alter working
arrangements to be negotiated without coercion, and to be recorded in writing, many
ECE educators experienced significant increases in their workload without receiving
appropriate recognition (Rothe et al., 2022; Sims et al., 2022). For example, a survey of
ECE educators by Berger et al. (2020) reported the following comments:

The extra work that has had to occur from behind the scenes with staffing and rostering
and children’s numbers lowering, ensuring staff morale is maintained and anxieties are
addressed. It’s all been overwhelming at times (p. 302).

The CELA et al. (2021) study revealed almost 40% of participants reported additional sick
leave due to mental health and exhaustion, and 37% reported staff having time off to test
for Covid and isolate for 14 days. Additionally, in a study of 4,000 Australian ECE
educators revealed 73% of workers indicated that overwork and time pressure was a
reason they wanted to leave the sector (United Workers Union, 2021). The United
Workers Union (2021) survey of 4000 workers revealed 47% of educators felt
undervalued, a finding echoed in the Murray et al. (2022) Australian study of eatly
childhood educators’ wellbeing. Exhaustion and feelings of being undervalued led many
educators to feel they were in “burnout central”. Being undervalued was evident in the
different way ECE services and schools were treated during the pandemic, which for
many ECE educators highlighted their feelings of being undervalued. Schools were closed
and educators pivoted their teaching to online (Davis & Phillips, 2020) but ECE services
were encouraged to remain open. Another challenge for ECE educators was their
marginalised voice because they are not unified by a particular employer or union, unlike
school teachers who have state-wide unions in public schools. Being underpaid and
overworked reduces capacity to mobilise, speak out and be heard (Rogers, 2022; Sims et.
al., 2022).

Eatly Childhood Australia (ECA) is the peak professional body for ECE educators. They
provide professional development resources for ECE educators, publish Australian ECE
research, and advise government. When the first pandemic lockdowns occurred in
Australia, ECA consulted with the government, especially when subsidies for childcare
were offered (ECA, 2020). During the pandemic, they published a special issue of their
regular magazine for educators, Every Child (ECA, 2020), specifically to thank ECE
educators working on the frontline during the pandemic. They published stories about
how the sector had been impacted by the pandemic, and provided information for ECE
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educators on how to support families during the pandemic. While these supports were
welcome and useful, they did not carry the same weight as a sector wide union to protect
workers conditions and rights.

Logan et al. (2021) found that ECE educators were psychologically affected, particularly in
the anxiety involved with the perceived risks of being exposed to the Covid virus on the
front line. These traumatic effects were particularly acute at the start of the pandemic,
according to Logan et al. (2021). Additionally, moral injury was discovered when ECE
educators were given government or management directives to operate the service in a
way that went against their professional beliefs, for example, a lack of understanding of
the physical closeness children need. Educators reported feeling betrayed and undervalued
by those in authority (e.g. the government and policymakers). They were made to work on
the frontline, but were not afforded protective equipment and Covid-safe trained cleaners.
These feelings of moral injury were important considering the long term impacts ‘include
guilt, shame, anxiety, depression and anger’ (Logan et al., 2021, p. 315).

Twice during the pandemic, the sector received government assistance because services
were affected by low enrolments (Noble, 2020). At one stage, the government made
childcare free, meaning some families were able to use childcare for the first time
(Grattan, 2020). But this free access to childcare was withdrawn in mid-2021 (Department
of Education, 2022). While this context is useful to understand what happened in the
Australian ECE sector, further research was needed to increase our understanding of the
experience of educational leaders during the pandemic. To address this gap, the authors
designed a study to give voice to their experiences and beliefs.

Method

This study uses an interpretive ontology that posits that reality does not exist
independently. Instead, reality is created by each human being. We used a social
constructionist epistemology to accompany this ontology, where we position truth as
something that is constructed by humans in their social world. Within this world, humans
interpret their experiences. Humans’ social world impacts how individuals construct truth.
Individuals and the social world therefore impact the construction of each person’s truth.
In order to understand our participants’ truth, in-depth interviews with six leaders from
their services were conducted individually via video conferencing due to the pandemic.
The leaders from various regional NSW locations included directors of community
preschools and long daycare services, and a business leader in a family daycare service
(Table 1). In this way, we came to a shared understanding with each participant of their
perspectives.

Our six participants (all women) were selected using the following criteria:

1. They were the leader of a New South Wales ECE service that operated during the
lockdown periods and continued to operate from March 2020 to September 2021; and

2. They were willing to spend time with one research team member to undertake the
interview.
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Table 1: Participant demographics

Pseudonym Setvice type Position
Alice Community preschool Educational leader
Bev Long daycare Director
Casie Long daycare Director
Dana Community preschool Director
Evie Family daycare Business manager
Franky Community preschool Director

Human Research Ethics Committee approval was gained from the lead university,
University of New England. Participants were allowed to withdraw from the study at any
time and they were informed that their identity would be protected. Firstly, we developed
a conceptual framework from the literature which identified what we believed to be the
ways in which the pandemic impacted on the work of ECE professionals and our own
experiences (Figure 1).

This framework was used to guide the development of the semi-structured interview
questions and the analysis. Permission was gained from the participants to record the
interviews, and transcription of the interviews occurred. Each interview was analysed by
two of the three researchers, identifying themes by using the conceptual framework as a
guide. A second analysis involved scrutiny by the third researcher to find themes not
identified in our initial conceptual framework. The revised themes were grouped into
main themes A to F, as identified at the end of the data analysis. The rich data from the
interviews meant that we decided to write three separate papers to highlight different
major themes within the framework. This paper explores Theme F that explores managing
change. Two other papers examined Theme D and Theme E (Boyd et al., in press; Sims et
al., under review).

Results

The major theme explored in this paper is the increased stress and effort required to
manage change during the first 16 months of the pandemic as shown as Thewe F in Figure
1. In this section, this theme is divided into the subthemes of staffing, finances, parent
partnerships, deciphering and communicating health requirements, Covid-safe practices,
mental and physical health risks, and managing their own risks (see Theme A and Theme C
in Figure 1). The interplay between Themes A, C and F is evident. Additionally, many of the
stresses are caused by the themes depicted in Theme B.

Staffing

A common experience shared by the leaders was the stress associated with managing
constant changes of staffing. Leaders were required to change staff rosters, work they
often had to do in their own time at home. Along with this was the stress associated with
reframing the work that staff did (given all enrolled children were not attending) with the
aim of both maintaining some kind of service, even to those families whose children were
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework arising from the literature and data analysis

not attending, and to justify keeping staff on the payroll. Cassie, who worked for a larger
organisation said she had to work on plans to justify why she needed to keep her

permanent staff employed. She said:

... I'was having to write staff work from home plans as well as staff work at (the service)

plans, ... to advocate for staff ......

for our value and for who we are and what we do.
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Cassie further elaborated that extra work plans were needed in case they went into
lockdown, and therefore needed to work remotely.

... that had to be submitted to my supetvisor to justify if staff were working from
home, what would they ... (be) doing....professional development ... possible Zoow
meetings ... I filled in that seven-hour day.

The plans also needed to be detailed and changed to reflect the number of children
attending, which varied dramatically during the various stages of the pandemic:

... that had to be kept up to date, in case at any time, things changed, and we were
working from home.

...working from (the service), we actually had to plan - because ... at that initial stage [we
had] 5 to 10 children. I still had to (even if they were here), ... allocate professional
development, ...rotate staff... because I had to justify ... what staff (were) doing - why
they were here.

Wortk for those staff who were delivering a service also changed and leaders experienced
additional stress in managing that change. Alice identified extra rosters for cleaning as
health requirements changed. Leaders identified their loyalty towards staff and shared how
they tried to meet staff needs as well as the needs of children and families. For example,
Evie commented on the complexity of the staff rosters regarding which staff should be
working from home due to compromised health and family members who were
vulnerable to adverse health risks from the virus. Clearly, the pandemic brought with it
additional work for leaders who needed to manage new working conditions for their staff,
new requirements for the work that staff performed and new ways of explaining and
justifying the work that staff were doing. All of these changes added to the stress leaders
experienced.

Finances

Managing staff was important owing to the financial fallout from the pandemic as most
parents stopped sending their children to childcare during lockdowns and beyond,
drastically reducing income from fees. For many services, fee income was essential to pay
staff wages, and at a time of income uncertainty, the ability to cover wages for permanent
staff was in jeopardy, making the position of casual employees even more precarious.
Despite their goodwill, leaders were often unable to cover the cost of all their staff,
increasing their own stress. Leaders reflected on the tension they experienced between
their desire to support staff (particularly when they knew the devastating impact the loss
of income meant for some of their staff) and the need to ensure the service did not go
bankrupt. Cassie explained:

... we had this good group of casuals ... for a long time... it was very hard ... They didn't
have work, so there were... some emotional times with staff, ...tears, ... “what am |
gonna do now?” because we couldn't employ them.
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Not all of the eatly childhood workers who lost their income were eligible for government

payments meaning the decision making for leaders was, at times, particularly stressful.
Alice shared:

We just ... stood down our casual staff, but ... most of them can access the Covid
(Jobkeeper) payment anyway, ... but it's still difficult.

Financial planning often involved creative thinking around ways of keeping the service
viable, at a time when no-one knew how long the lockdowns would be, nor who long it
might be before the service was able to operate at full capacity again. Alice shared:

...we talked about how we could use different leave if we needed to, what kinds of
things staff may or may not have been able to manage.

Leaders reflected on the impact of this uncertainty on them, the stress associated with not
having a clear idea of numbers, of expectations and of financial stability. Dana spoke of
the extra duties this financial uncertainty brought.

... when our numbers were low, ... I was constantly trying to find out what was
happening, what we needed to do, what policies we needed, ... how we had to
communicate with families, the board of management...

In this climate of uncertainty and financial stress, leaders identified the additional work
required of themselves and their staff. For many, given financial hardship, the cost of
meeting additional requirements, such as cleaning, seemed insurmountable. Alice, for
example, asked for government support with the cost of cleaning:

I said (to the department).... We're actually forking out a fair bit for sanitiser and
cleaning products and hand (sanitiser) ... How about ... the department ... donate some
of those? ... they did.

Whilst Alice was successful in her request for additional resources, she had to experience
the stress and use of her time associated with making the request and providing
justification for it; an additional task added to the many extra tasks she had to face daily,
increasing her stress.

Managing financial viability operated in contrast with supporting children and families.
Leaders shared how they juggled these competing priorities. Alice sought support from
the committee who governs the preschool to help her manage this tension:

We worked with our committee and we made a commitment .... before the state stepped
in, that we would offer free preschool to our families ... even though it was going to
make an impact on us ... Then ... (later) the State Government ... brought in... free
preschool .... families were saying ... our space was great ...

Parent partnerships
The pandemic brought with it a reduction in the numbers of children attending the service
and a new expectation that services reach out to those families who were required to keep
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their children at home. Whilst parent partnerships are a key element of early childhood
work as identified in the Early Years Learning Framework (Department of Education
Employment and Workplace Relations, 2019), reaching out to families in their homes was
a new element in which few, if any, services had engaged prior to the pandemic. This new
work required leaders to engage with their staff and identify what they could do, and how
they could safely engage, with the resources and knowledge available to them. Again, for
leaders, this reflected additional work in supporting their staff to change their thinking and
practice and to ensure the relevant resources were available to engage in this new
undertaking. There were many challenges and successes during this time.

Some services focused on sharing resources and information with families, mainly through
online channels. Bev reflected:

... we sent them some resources for their children that we were being told about. ...
(families) appreciate(d) staying connected.

Dana’s service had a different response to an offer of physical resources:

Alot of our families ... didn't want us. You know we offered to do packs, we offered to
... open up ... resources for them but ... nobody wanted any of that.

Conversely, Franky’s parents did appreciate different types of physical resources and
communication:

... we'd send little videos and stories ... via email and ... the Facebook page... Last week
we tried to put at least one experiment plus something else, so we had educators going
around in their backyard looking for possums...Last lockdown) it was (a)... bit of
cooking, bit of science, we sent out packs of things like collage packs, play doh. We sent
out packs last week with some tomato seeds to grow, some ...science experiments. ...

Alice shared the way her service was able to support parent’s conversations with their
children about the pandemic:

They were asking what ... we were talking (about) with the children .... We shared ...
resources that we were using with them and we even supplied families with some of
those ideas around how to talk to their children (about the pandemic).

In addition to managing contact with families in their homes, leaders were required to
manage access for those families who met mandated participation requirements. In a
sense, leaders were required to police access to ensure that those families still using the
face-to-face service met the mandated participation requirements. This placed them in a
different kind of relationship with parents than they had experienced previously and many
reported this as particularly stressful. Bev commented on the challenges and strategies in
making the rules clearer about inclusion and exclusion of children, then enforcing them:

Let’s just make this line a bit clearer, let's just emphasise this. .. what if you’ve just got a
runny nose? We've got no other symptoms...referencing Department of Health,
Department of Education ... I'm not the police ... the government is. .. asking us to enact
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[the rules]. I ... think staff were a bit heartened by that ... It's not me doing it to you
because I want to be an awful person.

Bev’s words identify the tension experienced by many leaders around their need to act in a
policing role and their requitements in the Early Years Learning Framework to build trusting
and respectful relationships with parents. Adding to this tension was their understanding
of family circumstances and the difficulties they understood parents were facing trying to
both work from home and care for their children. For example, Franky’s service insisted
on a strict definition of essential work:

Dad rang up and said he was getting a bit behind on his PhD, could he send his child...
that doesn't count as essential work.

In contrast, Evie shared:

I got to a point where I thought, if I hear the word essential worker once more I will
strangle someone.

Evie went on to say:

In terms of families and the community ... I don't believe that anyone is in a position to
be able to say who does or does not need care it's not only the doctors and nutses.

Evie was different from the other leaders in taking this perspective, but this might have
been an easier position to take given she was running a family day care service rather than
a child care centre. Certainly, in taking this position Evie was demonstrating an ability to
interpret the mandated requirements flexibly in order to support her commitment to
children and families.

Deciphering and communicating health requirements

Another stress faced by leaders was the requirement to access, understand and share
constantly changing advice and requirements coming from multiple sources. One key
element of this was a large volume of constantly changing health requirements, shared
through multiple government departments (Departments of Family and Community,
Communities and Justice, and Health, for example) along with relevant peak bodies (such
as Early Childhood Australia). Cassie said:

There (was) ... huge amounts of information to try and get your head around, to
understand the implications and the changes in our practises. (I needed to) make sure it
came from recognised authorities. .... (Initially, information was) ...through emails
...from recognised authorities ... but it’s much ... more information than was (needed)

.. Now ... information ... from the Department is very succinct ... “This is what you
must do within this time period.” ... policies, information ... I wasn't on top of it as 1
am now.

Information shared from departments such as Health was not always targeted specifically
at Early Childhood services, thus leaders had to identity relevance, and develop their own
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understanding of how the requirements applied to their service. This added to the
additional work they were required to do, increasing their stress. Alice explained:

... it's difficult navigating what's happening ... We're going by what the Education
Department and the Health Department are saying, but they're not necessarily specific to
eatly childhood.

Leaders thus often sought additional information to that provided by government
departments. For example, Dana reflected:

... the Department did send us emails ... I always found that they [arrived] later than the
information that we had already received or gathered ourselves.

Other leaders attempted to manage the stress associated with this additional research work
by approaching official sources directly. Alice revealed:

We spoke to the department early this time and said... we're getting a whole lot of
different messages. What's required?

It is clear that leaders had the responsibility to seek out, understand, and often translate
requirements to ensure their services were complying with changing requirements.
Underpinning this, but not expressed, may have been a fear that incorrect application of
unclear requirements might have jeopardised their accreditation and/or ability to operate.
We argue this fear of failure added to their workload considerably, increasing their stress
levels.

Covid-safe practices

Leaders were required to not only interpret Covid safe requirements not specifically
designed for early childhood services, but to identify any of their normal practices that
also needed modification to comply with the intention behind mandated requirements.
Thus, they faced various challenges that added to their stress. For example, not mandated,
but an interpretation of what was needed to operate in a Covid-safe manner was the way
parents dropped their children off at the service; the aim was to avoid risks of
transmission. Cassie explained how her service required parents to drop their children at
the front door with an educator, rather than entering the service. She said:

... the front door being locked (so) that we know who is in the centre, ... who they are
and we (staff) can social distance.

Alice’s service did something similar:

...we were fine to wear masks in and out of the service - greeting parents ... at the gate,
they were handing over their children.

This is a major change from previous practice, where in many centres it was common to
encourage parents to enter the service and participate in activities in the child’s room in
order to ensure a smooth transition from home to service. Managing this change thus
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required a change in thinking for leaders who needed to share that change with staff, and
support staff to enact the change. This also required a change in staff rosters as there
needed to be someone available to meet the family at the door and take charge of the
child. This was not able to be the child’s key educator so, for the child, the transition may
have become more difficult. This also meant that parents may not have contact with their
child’s key educator to share information. An alternative developed by some leaders was
to allow parents to enter the service, but to ensure social distancing applied. Dana
explained:

... one person (only) could come in, but we changed our environment so that ... we
could keep that 2.5 metres away from each other.

This change in practice may seem minor but for leaders and staff it required a major shift
in thinking about transitions and maintaining relationships with families, both key
elements of good practice as identified in the Early Years Learning Framework. Such changes
in practice are associated with higher levels of stress.

There were occasions when parents needed to enter the service and this required leaders
to organise the state government QR code check in system; again, additional work for
leaders to organise this and to ensure that compliance was monitored. Cassie shared:

... parents have to use that QR code and so do casual staff, unless you are a permanent
staff member and use your staff card ...

There were other changes in practice required and leaders needed to identify what these
were, and work with staff to make them happen in a way most efficient for their service.
Cassie discussed handwashing:

Handwashing happens everywhere we've ... got the stations (to) encourage staff-
...signage ... (has) changed

One of the key COVID safe strategies required was mask wearing. Alice talked about the
challenges of wearing a mask with young children:

It came in that you ... wear ... mask(s)... inside when you were working with children,
unless there was a child with a hearing challenge or there was a specific need for a child
to see your face moving. I said to staff ...that's all children all of the time. ... I felt it's
really difficult ... having a mask covering your face. You can't see the nuances. ... [that’s|
really tricky for children.

...we were fortunate ... we've got a big outdoor area ... well-ventilated classtoom(s), ...
I sometimes wonder about the people making these decisions at a level that aren't ... on
the floor ...

Such changes in practice were often experienced as stressful by all: children, parents and
staff. All stakeholders were likely to feel anxious about the risks of transmission and the
need to remain safe. Alice shared:
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... you can never actually say a space is completely safe and we tried to ... share
that...with families, that to the best of our ability we would follow all the protocols ....
We shared that with children and we talked about the importance of ... hygiene
practices...

...we ...look(ed) at the different needs of the team and ... make ... it so that it wasn't
more work, but then (staff)... were actually getting what they needed out of that ...
making sure that there was supplies ... of sanitiser or the materials that we used to clean
... non-toxic...so that ... they could visibly see ...we were prepared ... that made a
difference.

Bev also highlighted the need to keep families and staff calm:

...we really tightened up our infection control policy ... (we are) very clear about
children who can come and can't come when you're sick or not sick. I think that was

good for staff.

... it took us about three or four goes to get the infection control, .... I'm actually
redoing it again... there (were) ...so many reviews of that last year, every couple of
months.

Dana talked about decision making as a team to keep staff safe as well as utilising extra
staff doing jobs that volunteer parents had once done because ECE services were not
given extra hours of cleaning services as NSW schools were:

....as a team (we) ...looked at what strategies we might need to implement... regarding
children coming back...the health guidelines, ... keeping ourselves safe ...how much
change... to our daily routine as far as cleaning. How will we .... maintain that?

... we were really lucky... we have a very supportive board of management ... we looked
(at)... how we were going to manage this...We needed to ... have extra staffing to do it,
and so we were able to employ somebody, ... to statt eatlier so that ...there was a role,
we shared the role, but we actually had the person that we could release to be able to go
around (and) wipe surfaces ... and document all of that.

... we usually have ... families helping out so, ... we as educators took on those extra
roles ... we used our washing machine and became washerwomen too.

All these changes in practice increased stress levels for all those involved but leaders were
particularly susceptible as they carried the responsibility of ensuring the service operated
legally, effectively and safely whilst still meeting the needs of children, families and staff.
Along with this was the additional stress of needing to be prepared should a lockdown be
imposed at little or no notice. Leaders shared their inability to relax. For example, Cassie
talked about the need to be hyper-vigilant, to carry a list of phone numbers of staff,
educators, families, cleaners, and the wider organisation in case of closure:

I now catry phone numbers with me (up to date) within the 24-hour period. If we got
a...message tonight to say we can't come to work tomorrow 'cause there’s a case. 1
would have to have that on me.
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Mental and physical health risks

Anxiety about the pandemic, the risk of exposure, and the hardships associated with
lockdown and restricted access to services increased stress levels for parents, children and
staff. Leaders shared their feelings of responsibility in ameliorating this anxiety where they
could. Alice revealed how she helped to reduce staff anxieties about risks to their health:

Staff members that wanted things cleaned twice a day, when normally... once... We were
okay with that.

Dana talked of the need for two-way communication and trust with families:

...'cause it was a long weekend, ... (I sent) an email out on Friday to say if you're
travelling ... and you are going to a hotspot .... or somewhere please let us know.

Dana also said families were helpful in reducing risks:

... I've had families ring this week (and) say ... we’re sick, going in to have a Covid
test... I think it's because it's ... what society expects.

Cassie revealed the extra stresses some staff carried, especially those who were immune
compromised or lived with vulnerable family members. This was highlighted when new
families came to the centre when free childcare was introduced:

Yes, they were stressed - they were concerned about themselves, (and) their family. I had
older staff, ... Indigenous staff ... trying to support ... and care for them.

Franky discussed the different way she approached the various lockdowns to minimise
risks to staff:

The first time around, we asked patents to keep the children ... home and then started
implementing some remote learning. This time it's been a lot different because the
community's been locked down ... it was ... providing more remote learning and
support, this time has been a lot more stressful ... a lot of parents were wanting to bring
their children and didn't really get ... that we are trying to protect educators, as well as
...other children, as well as the community.

...last time we found people are just getting through the doors and while we can see

them coming in once they're in it's harder to say well actually (you) can't come today, ...
then you have meltdowns with the children.

Alice highlighted the risks for her staff and families:
Because we're a large service, there's capacity for transmission ... lots [of people] ...
coming in and out. Children go home. They've got siblings at school. They've got other

families ... and grandparents ...work people.

Managing their own risks
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All of this additional work, responsibility and uncertainty impacted the leaders. Franky
revealed risks to leaders’ health and mental health through exhaustion:

The Department of Education regularly send SMS and email updates late on Friday
afternoons and Sunday nights and then today ran a Covid webinar while community
educators were on annual leave.... No wonder we are burnt out when even our
weekends and annual leave are interrupted.

Cassie talked of her hyper-vigilance, worrying about the service going into lockdown and
not having her list of contacts 24 hours a day, and other stresses with staff:

No, I'm still there (on high alert). (I) look at the news and see there's a case in Sydney,
(and I think) OK, which parents (might have been there).

Franky shared:

I think it's just ... overload... it's just a matter of getting through to the other side ....
climb through all the information ...hyper vigilance -what's going to happen
tomorrow?... it's always a bit like that in this role, but it's amplified when you've got to
be... the policeman.

Whilst acknowledging the additional stress they experienced, few leaders shared any
positive strategies they used to manage this stress. An exception was Bev who reflected:

I guess it comes down to how we talk about dispositions ... you need to have your own
good health and wellbeing or you're not going to be any good to anybody.

Thus, the data exposed the various themes encountered by the leaders. To bring Theme A
and Theme C (from Figure 1) together, the next section discusses the risks they pose to
mental and physical health, and the risk to the quality of education and care (Theme I).

Discussion

The findings of this study revealed that the additional requirements imposed on ECE
leaders to keep their services operating during the pandemic caused ongoing additional
stress that posed a risk to their own health. There is considerable research identifying the
high risk to health and wellbeing of chronic stress and the allostatic load that this stress
generates in the body (see for example, Gustafsson, et al., 2010; Liu et. al., 2020; Arifi et
al., 2022). For Australian early childhood leaders, the combination of the pandemic, bush
tires and floods over several years have significantly increased the risk of chronic stress
related physical and mental illness.

There is also evidence that chronic stress impacts on the ways in which females interact
with babies (Scatliffe et al., 2019), suggesting that it is possible that the chronic stress
experienced by leaders could reduce the quality of their practice with children. The health
requirements associated with the pandemic also posed a risk to the quality of their service
because of the extra time that was taken away from other tasks that are essential for
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quality education and care. These requirements included cleaning, implementing Covid-
safe practices, additional record keeping, rosters (justification of staff), and deciphering
and disseminating information resulted in many doing additional ‘voluntary’ work. This
work was necessarily ‘voluntary’ because many services were operating well below service
capacity (many were open for children of essential workers only) and whilst there was
some funding provided by government to enable them to remain open, many were
struggling to retain their staff due to the financial constraints. This reinforces the findings
of other studies that demonstrated for many the financial juggle was extremely stressful
for leaders, as identified by Quifiones et al (2022): T have worked many, many additional
(unpaid) hours to ensure that my centre remains viable (p. 99).

The findings indicated that the mixed messaging about essential work and essential
workers added to the stresses the ECE leaders faced. The government told the public that
childcare services needed to stay open to care for healthcare workers’ children. This meant
they were viewed as essential but did not benefit from the terminology of essential
worker, and thus did not have a change in status of their work, nor their place in society
(Jaggers, 2020). This was shown in the continuation of low pay which is the 13t lowest in
Australia (Indeed, 2022; Payscale, 2021). Indeed, there was no increase in pay or
conditions despite the health risks to themselves and their family by working on the front
line (Kerrissey & Hammond, 2020). This was echoed in other studies, such as Berger et al.
(2022).

We as educators haven't been acknowledged as much as others in the media. Each night
we hear about the “heroes” of the pandemic, such as medical personnel, cleaners, and
now even courier drivers are considered heroes of the pandemic. And the attention that
ptimary/secondary teachers have also received, again very well desetved, but we are also
teachers. It would be nice to be acknowledged and celebrated as much as our
ptimary/secondarty counterparts (pp. 302-303).

Logan, et al’s (2021) study of five ECE leaders discovered ‘educator well-being was
negatively impacted by exposure to physical risk, fear and anxiety, financial stress and
feelings of betrayal’ (p. 309). That sense of betrayal was echoed in the data from this study
when leaders were having to decipher and disseminate government requirements in their
own time. The lack of respect governments displayed in giving them information late on
Friday afternoons, on Sunday evenings and during enforced leave periods reinforced the
feelings of betrayal. There was an expectation that the changes needed to be read,
understood and enacted by the next working day, so this meant extra work at home.

These feelings of betrayal were also evident when children were able to return to the EC
services (encouraged by the provision of free child care whilst government Covid support
funding remained available), EC professionals hoped that their work with children would
be more highly valued. Craig (2020) pointed out: “The coronavirus crisis has made
brutally clear that care work, both paid and unpaid, is fundamental to our economic and
social survival” (p. 4), a sentiment also echoed by Burgess, Rogers and Jeffries (2022).
However, many experienced a reversal of the hoped-for improved valuation of their work
as parents struggled with the increased health restrictions and their need to continue
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working. Children presenting with what were likely to be normal colds and seasonal
allergies, for example, were usually sent home, requiring parents to make alternative care
arrangements or remain home themselves. This was dependent on whether they had
sufficient sick leave owing to them, the flexibility to take time off work or the ability to
work from home — the latter not always possible particularly for parents in essential
service sectors such as health care. The findings of this study that educators’ wellbeing
was impacted during the global pandemic echo other studies — see for example Davis and
Phillips, (2020); Gromada et al., (2020); Hughes, (2020); Jalongo, (2021); Murray et al.,
(2022); Park et al., (2021); Rothe et al., (2022), Sims et al., (2022).

The educational leaders in this study found it stressful to balance the health risks of their
staff, themselves, other children and families with the needs of the families who were
wanting care. Having to act as quasi health professionals and police in these matters was
very challenging to leaderships’ ongoing partnerships with parents. This requirement
forced changes in practice and a tension between what had previously been identified as
good practice in parental relationship building and practices required as Covid-safe. Some
leaders focused more strongly on compliance to Covid-safe requirements whilst one took
a different view of required safe practices. Questioning practice and changing established
patterns of practice are stressful as they require a re-imaging of understandings and
priorities (Kern & Zapf, 2021). Leaders were required to not only manage their feelings
around the changes but support their staff to manage their reactions to, and compliance
with, the changes made to practices.

The frustration, anger and solidarity, echoed by Quinofies et al., (2020) was summed up by
Alice in this study:

... I think it's a good opportunity for the policymakers and the leaders to ... havea ...
voice for us ... and ... show that we are out here. We're visible ....everyone's doing the
best job they can ... my hat goes off ... to ... my colleagues.

Need for further research

The results in this study reveal the toll the pandemic has taken on leaders in the ECE
sector. Further research into ECE educators within these services who are not leaders
would be interesting, to explore how their experiences differ to the leaders in this study.
Research with larger numbers of leaders could potentially identify new themes and
confirm existing ones raised in this paper. A larger study might be used to formulate a list
of recommendations for government agencies and policy makers. Additionally,
exploration of the pre-existing stresses ECE educators face that were exacerbated during
the pandemic would be worthwhile.

Conclusion

The work of all six ECE leaders was profoundly impacted by the pandemic in the 16
months covered by this study. The leaders had different experiences and beliefs within the
various service types and communities during this time period; however, common themes
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emerged. One theme was the constant and consistent need to manage change in the
service as they scrambled to keep track of daily changes to the health requirements as their
communities went in and out of lockdown. The constant changes affected their mental
and physical health and that of their staff. At times, this also put the quality of their
service at risk through this exhaustion, the impact of chronic stress on their capacity to
deliver a quality service, and the extra work required that detracted from what they
normally do. Overall, educators felt they were in “burnout central” with no clear idea of
when the extreme stress and exhaustion would end. Early childhood educators are at
significant risk of burnout that was heightened during the pandemic. A systematic review
into the determinants of burnout and the effectiveness of interventions in early childhood
education found that ‘weak or incoherent organisational structure, weak professional
relationships, [and] low professional status’ were determinants of burnout (Ng, Rogers &
McNamara, 2023, p. 173. During the pandemic an incoherent structure was evident due to
constantly changing health requirements, and relationships might have been harder to
maintain with staff in and out of the workplace due to lockdowns. Additionally, educators
were subjected to constant reminders about their low status due to their invisibility in
media reporting.

Despite attempts to professionalise the Australian early childhood sector, including efforts
to improve educators’ qualifications (Thorpe, et al., 2020), the sector is in crisis. The plan
to increase qualifications did not coincide with a plan for more pay and better conditions
(Thorpe, et al., 2020). A brutally honest participant in the CELA et al. (2021) summarised
this by saying

Who would want to work in a minimum paying job pay $3000-5000 for ... a Cert 3. ...
study again whilst working full time ... (pay) another $5,000-$10,000 .... (for more study).

Unfortunately, staff turnover has imposed cost on governments because they contribute
to the training of educators. Importantly, it also has a toll on staff, family and children. As
one educator from the CELA et al. (2021) study noted

When continuity of care is interrupted because of staff turnover, it is impossible to build
this type of relationship ... children ... (and) families, ... (feel) insecure and anxious
because of a lack of consistency and continuity of care ... their wellbeing is
compromised (p. 17).

Eatly childhood ‘education and care services are considered vital as we move into the
post-COVID economy’ (CELA et al., 2021, p. 10). The ongoing effects of the pandemic
have taken their toll on ECEs with chronic staff shortages occurring across Australia. By
2022, Lucas (2022) reported on the doubling of early childhood job advertisements. The
stresses have been ongoing because the pandemic has been with us for a number of years
and are experienced post and concurrent with other traumas including bush fires and
floods, and the impact of these traumas is unlikely to abate quickly. Ongoing neglect of
the sector has had serious consequences that have worsened during the pandemic.
Government departments, agencies and policy makers need to learn from these events so
they are better able to support a sector that is in crisis. The government needs to offer fee
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support to encourage people into the industry, and some state governments have done
this already (e.g. NSW and Victoria).

However, to retain educators, the government needs to fix working conditions and award
rates that value the emotional cost of caring and the risks it brings to educators’ mental
health (Rogers, Jeffries & Ng, 2022). There have also been calls for funded peer
mentoring support programs available in Canada (Doan, 2016; Rogers, Doan & Bhullar,
2023). A systematic review found that intervention programs that included coaching and
reflection were effective interventions to reduce educator burnout (Ng, Rogers &
McNamara, 2023). Our educators need to have reasonable levels of wellbeing and be well-
prepared in order to engage in high quality interactions with children, the hallmark of
quality education. Our children deserve the best education and our educators deserve
much, much more from our government to not only survive, but thrive. As Alice stated:

We have to stand up and really shout out to the policymakers and the government that
it's fine to call on us, great, and we keep answering, but you'd better show us some
respect.
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