
This is a self-archived version of an original article. This version 
may differ from the original in pagination and typographic details. 

Author(s): 

Title: 

Year: 

Version:

Copyright:

Rights:

Rights url: 

Please cite the original version:

CC BY 4.0

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Empowered, Strained, or Stable : Teachers’ Experiences of Occupational Well-Being
During the Two-Year Pre-Primary Education Trial in Finland

© 2024 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.

Published version

Muhonen, Heli; Sulkanen, Mimmu; Alasuutari, Maarit; Lerkkanen, Marja-Kristiina

Muhonen, H., Sulkanen, M., Alasuutari, M., & Lerkkanen, M.-K. (2024). Empowered, Strained, or
Stable : Teachers’ Experiences of Occupational Well-Being During the Two-Year Pre-Primary
Education Trial in Finland. Early Education and Development, Early online.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2024.2404823

2024



Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=heed20

Early Education and Development

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/heed20

Empowered, Strained, or Stable: Teachers’
Experiences of Occupational Well-Being During the
Two-Year Pre-Primary Education Trial in Finland

Heli Muhonen, Mimmu Sulkanen, Maarit Alasuutari & Marja-Kristiina
Lerkkanen

To cite this article: Heli Muhonen, Mimmu Sulkanen, Maarit Alasuutari & Marja-Kristiina
Lerkkanen (18 Sep 2024): Empowered, Strained, or Stable: Teachers’ Experiences of
Occupational Well-Being During the Two-Year Pre-Primary Education Trial in Finland, Early
Education and Development, DOI: 10.1080/10409289.2024.2404823

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2024.2404823

© 2024 The Author(s). Published with
license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.

Published online: 18 Sep 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 2

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=heed20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/heed20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/10409289.2024.2404823
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2024.2404823
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=heed20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=heed20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10409289.2024.2404823?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/10409289.2024.2404823?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10409289.2024.2404823&domain=pdf&date_stamp=18 Sep 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/10409289.2024.2404823&domain=pdf&date_stamp=18 Sep 2024


Empowered, Strained, or Stable: Teachers’ Experiences of 
Occupational Well-Being During the Two-Year Pre-Primary 
Education Trial in Finland
Heli Muhonena, Mimmu Sulkanena,b, Maarit Alasuutarib, and Marja-Kristiina Lerkkanena

aDepartment of Teacher Education, University of Jyväskylä; bDepartment of Education, University of Jyväskylä

ABSTRACT
Research Findings: This study investigated early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) teachers’ experiences of occupational well-being during a two- 
year pre-primary education trial in Finland. Profile groups of the trial experi
mental group teachers (n = 376) were identified. We also examined whether 
the identified profiles differed with respect to different ECEC classroom and 
teacher professional characteristics. Through latent profile analysis, three 
profile groups of occupational well-being were identified among the ECEC 
teachers: empowered (n = 34), strained (n = 138), and stable teachers (n = 200). 
In the majority of the pre-primary groups of empowered teachers, children 
represented the same age group, whereas the age distribution varied more 
among the pre-primary groups of strained and stable teachers. Empowered 
teachers reported having more instructed activity sessions and distributing 
responsibility more among the personnel teams. Strained teachers reported 
having more individual responsibility for instructing group activities. Practice 
or Policy: Attention to ECEC teachers’ occupational well-being should be paid 
in dynamic and changing circumstances of their work careers, such as the 
Finnish two-year pre-primary education trial. Nationally unitary and appro
priate classroom resources should be guaranteed to support ECEC teachers’ 
well-being both in trials and in their everyday work.

Introduction

Pre-primary education refers to the initial stage of organized instruction that is designed to introduce 
young children to a school-type environment, support their emerging academic and social skills, and 
provide a bridge between home and school (Leseman, 2009; United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2021). Though their global standards vary, pre-primary 
education programs are typically designed for children three to five years of age, which is one to 
two years before they enter compulsory primary education (United Nations International Children’s 
Emergency Fund [UNICEF], 2022). Finland is a country known as one of the educational leaders in 
the world, with children entering compulsory one-year pre-primary education in the year they turn six 
and primary school as late as seven years of age (Finnish National Agency for Education [EDUFI],  
2017). However, in the fall of 2021, the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture (2021) launched 
a two-year pre-primary education trial to develop equality and the quality of Finnish pre-primary 
education. The two-year pre-primary education program followed a new pilot curriculum according 
to which the experimental group children entered preschool at the age of five (Core Curriculum for 
Two-Year Pre-Primary Education Trial; EDUFI, 2021).
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ECEC teachers play a central role in the practical implementation of the new curriculum of the two- 
year pre-primary education trial. In the context of their own work, the ECEC teachers have faced the 
challenge of how to interpret the new curriculum and implement the pre-primary education for the 
one-year younger age group of children for the first time. This type of significant work-related changes 
and challenges can support employees’ work engagement (Bakker et al., 2012), but the changes can 
also have negative effects on their occupational well-being and work performance (Bordia et al., 2004; 
Maslach et al., 2001; Wisse & Sleebos, 2016). The occupational well-being research also highlights that 
teachers’ occupational well-being is individually constructed, and that there are variations in how 
teachers experience diverse, both the positive and negative aspects of their occupational well-being 
(Hascher & Waber, 2021). Hence, in the present study, an exploratory person-centered study 
approach is applied to investigate ECEC teachers’ individual experiences of their occupational well- 
being in the dynamic and changing circumstances of their work during the two-year pre-primary 
education trial in Finland.

The present study is among the very first attempts to investigate the implementation and effects of 
the Finnish two-year pre-primary education trial. First, using latent profile analysis (LPA), the profile 
groups of ECEC teachers were identified based on their experiences of occupational well-being during 
the trial. Second, it was examined whether the identified profiles differed with respect to various ECEC 
classroom characteristics and teacher professional characteristics.

Finnish Pre-Primary Education and the Two-Year Pre-Primary Education Trial

In Finland, all children under school age have a subjective right to ECEC. Children typically 
participate in mandatory one-year pre-primary education (as a part of ECEC) at the age of six, after 
which they continue to primary school at the age of seven. Pre-primary education is typically 
organized in groups of six-year-old children, whereas among ECEC groups of younger children, the 
age distribution may vary significantly. Participation in ECEC is subject to a fee that depends on family 
income and the number of children, but participation in pre-primary education is free of charge. 
Legislation (Government Decree on Early Childhood Education and Care 753/2018, 2018) states that 
there may be a maximum of seven 3–6-year-old children in the full-time care of each adult. Typically, 
a child group in an ECEC center has about 21 children and three staff members of whom 1–2 are 
qualified ECEC teachers with university- or polytechnic-level education and 1–2 educators with 
vocational training.

National core curricula (EDUFI, 2014, 2021, 2022) guide the implementation of ECEC and pre- 
primary education, but it is the municipalities that are responsible for arranging ECEC services and 
planning their own local curricula. In pre-primary education (EDUFI, 2014, 2021), the roles of 
interaction, collaboration, and transversal skills in preschool tasks and play are highlighted, and 
diverse content areas are integrated through thematic activities to support the development of 
children’s social and emerging academic skills and motivation to learn. The goal of pre-primary 
education is to support children’s social skills and learning through child-centered activities that 
provide them with opportunities to become excited and motivated to explore, solve, and learn new 
things. Pre-primary education for six-year-olds can be organized in ECEC centers or in schools (the 
trial has been organized only in ECEC centers) and is provided at least 700 hours per year, on average, 
four hours per day.

Starting August 2021, a two-year pre-primary education trial in Finland was launched by the 
Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture (2021). In total, approximately 35,000 children (experi
mental group n ≈ 15,000, control group n ≈ 20,000), their ECEC teachers, guardians, and communal 
ECEC leaders participated in the trial. The first cohort (children born in 2016) started the trial in the 
fall of 2021, and the second cohort in the fall of 2022 (children born in 2017). The trial curriculum 
(EDUFI, 2021) was strongly based on the National Core Curriculum for Pre-primary Education 
(EDUFI, 2014) for six-year-old children. In addition, the National Core Curriculum for ECEC 
(EDUFI, 2022) for 0–5-year-old children was consulted when planning this new curriculum. The 
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purpose of the trial was to enhance education equitability by encouraging more children to participate 
in free pre-primary education as part of ECEC. The trial aimed to: 1) examine and develop the quality 
and effectiveness of Finnish pre-primary education; 2) map the continuity of ECEC, pre-primary 
education, and initial teaching; 3) investigate the effects on children’s development, learning, social 
skills, and self-esteem; and 4) examine the guardians’ service choices (Finnish Ministry of Education 
and Culture, 2021). Through child-centered activities and play, the two-year pre-primary education 
program aimed to strengthen the children’s ability to cooperate and learn emerging academic skills to 
build a solid foundation for moving to primary school. The children were given the opportunity to 
learn and explore at their own pace. A total of at least 1,400 hours of pre-primary education was 
provided over two years, with at least 700 hours in each year. Provisions on the trial were laid down in 
the Act on a Two-Year Pre-primary Education Trial 1046/2020 (2020). Concerning the practical 
changes, the trial ECEC teachers reported that the two-year pre-primary education was organized as 
more planned and goal-oriented function compared to the traditional ECEC for five-year-old children 
(Muhonen et al., 2024). They also reported that two-year pre-primary education had a stronger focus 
on practicing the emerging academic skills such as literacy and numeracy skills.

The evaluation project of the Finnish two-year pre-primary education trial investigates the imple
mentation and the effects of the trial. In the present study, the trial implementation was investigated 
through the classroom characteristics and teacher professional characteristics, and the trial effect was 
examined concerning teachers’ experiences of occupational well-being during the trial.

Teacher Occupational Well-Being

Based on their extensive review covering empirical studies over the past 20 years, Hascher and Waber 
(2021) conclude that there is no scientific consensus on the definition of teachers’ occupational well- 
being. They state that though the definition and the operationalization of teachers’ occupational well- 
being differ in prior empirical research and theoretical models, teachers’ occupational well-being 
appears as a multidimensional phenomenon that includes diverse both positive and negative aspects. 
Broadly defined, occupational well-being describes the absence of the negative aspects (in the present 
study: workload, stress, and coping) and the presence of the positive experiences (in the present study: 
vigor, enthusiasm, absorption, meaningfulness, and motivation toward work) (Baldschun, 2015). 
Investigating and promoting teachers’ occupational well-being is of great importance, since poor well- 
being lowers teachers’ work performance, for instance, in the forms of lower professional and 
organizational commitment (Hakanen et al., 2006; Klassen & Chiu, 2011), lower quality of teacher – 
child interactions (Ansari et al., 2022; Sandilos et al., 2015), lower professional self-efficacy (Klassen & 
Chiu, 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010), and higher intention to leave the teaching profession 
(Høigaard et al., 2012; Klassen & Chiu, 2011; Schaack et al., 2020). On the other hand, high 
occupational well-being and engagement have been linked to teachers’ better work performance due 
to more positive emotions and better psychological and physical health (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008).

The present study relies on the theoretical framework of the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model 
(e.g., Bakker et al., 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001), according to which the work-related demands and 
resources may evoke two different, albeit related occupational well-being processes: 1) a motivational 
process in which job resources foster teachers’ engagement and lead to experiencing positive aspects of 
occupational well-being; and 2) an energetic process of wearing out in which high demands strain 
teachers’ mental and physical resources and lead to experiencing negative aspects of occupational well- 
being (Hakanen et al., 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003). Hence, a balance between occupational 
demands and resources is important for teachers to be able to maintain positive occupational well- 
being and engagement (e.g., Hakanen et al., 2006; van Vegchel et al., 2005). On the other hand, high 
work demands and a lack of resources create the danger of increased burnout and reduced work 
engagement (Hakanen et al., 2006).

According to Schaufeli and Bakker (2003), teachers’ work engagement refers to a work-related 
positive and fulfilling state of mind, including experiences of positive aspects such as vigor, dedication 
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(in the present study, referred to as enthusiasm), and absorption. Engaged employees have a sense of 
being effectively and energetically connected with their work and a sense of ability to deal with their 
work-related demands (Schaufeli et al., 2006). Compared with other occupations, teachers typically 
experience relatively high work engagement (Hakanen et al., 2006). Since it is typical for teachers to 
experience being highly engaged with their work, in the present study, the positive aspects of ECEC 
teachers’ occupational well-being were examined in terms of the engagement-related characteristics of 
vigor, enthusiasm, absorption, meaningfulness, and motivation toward work. Vigor is characterized by 
the teacher’s experience of high energy, mental resilience, high effort, and persistence when facing 
difficulties in work. Dedication describes teacher’s enthusiastic and inspired involvement with their 
work along with feelings of significance and pride. Absorption refers to a teacher’s fully concentrated 
and deeply engrossed state of mind in their work. Furthermore, the experience of meaningfulness of 
the work describes the degree to which people consider their work meaningful, valuable, and worth
while (Hackman & Oldham, 1976; Steger et al., 2012). In terms of teacher motivation, Sinclair (2008) 
suggested a definition based on attraction, concentration, and retention of something that determines 
what attracts people to the teaching profession, how long they remain in the profession, and the extent 
to which they engage with their teaching. In the work of teachers, the abovementioned engagement- 
related characteristics have been shown to be linked to, for instance, teachers’ higher work satisfaction 
(Perera et al., 2018), the use of diverse teaching practices (Addimando, 2019), relatedness with their 
students (Klassen et al., 2012), organizational commitment (Hakanen et al., 2006), and overall higher 
work performance (Bakker & Bal, 2010).

Based on the JD-R model (e.g., Bakker et al., 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001), when teachers 
experience an imbalance in terms of their work-related demands, control over the demands, and 
available resources, the situation has been shown to lead to a decrease in teachers’ occupational well- 
being (Whitaker et al., 2015). In the present study, the negative-oriented aspects of ECEC teachers’ 
occupational well-being were examined in terms of the amount of work, occupational stress, and 
coping. In prior research, excessive workload (along with time pressure) has been found to be one of 
the most significant aspects contributing to teachers’ reduced occupational well-being and increased 
experience of stress (e.g., Kyriacou, 2001; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015). Hence, teachers’ occupational 
stress can be defined as the experience of unpleasant and negative emotions (such as anxiety, 
frustration, tension, restlessness, and nervousness) that originate from work as a teacher (Cumming,  
2017; Elo et al., 2003; Kyriacou, 2001). Over the long term, the experience of stress can lead to burnout, 
which is defined as a type of prolonged occupational stress characterized by experiences of emotional 
exhaustion, cynicism, and a feeling of inadequacy (Maslach et al., 2001; Pyhältö et al., 2011).

On the other hand, teachers, and people in general, differ in their experiences of stress and how they 
cope with stressful situations (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Coping with stress refers to a person’s 
continuous use of mental and physical actions to deal with agitating surroundings and the feelings 
evoked by these surroundings (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Teachers experiencing stress in their work 
environment develop strategies to resiliently cope with stressors (Howard & Johnson, 2004). Hence, 
although coping itself can be seen as a positive aspect that increases occupational well-being, initially, 
it is the demands and effort (not the resources and rewards) of the work that typically lead to teachers 
seeking coping strategies. Looking at the protecting effect of coping, prior studies have suggested 
a negative association between stress/burnout and coping: high coping can be reflected in teachers’ low 
levels of stress, whereas low ability cope with work can be reflected in higher levels of stress/burnout 
(Eddy et al., 2019; Herman et al., 2018). On the other hand, due to the highly demanding and stressful 
nature of teaching occupation in general, it is possible for teachers to experience high levels of stress 
and still report adequate coping in their work (Brenner & Bartell, 1984).

Person-Centered Approach to Teacher Occupational Well-Being

Since teacher occupational well-being appears as such multidimensional construct, we cannot expect 
all teachers to experience both the positive and negative aspects of their occupational well-being the 
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same way. The limitation of the more traditional variable-centered approach is that it assumes 
population homogeneity and tends to therefore overlook the existence of naturally occurring sub
groups within the population (Hofmans et al., 2020). Therefore, researchers have increasingly turned 
to person-centered methods to investigate subgroups of teachers exhibiting similar patterns of 
occupational well-being. Compared with the variable-centered approach, which focuses on the overall 
associations among variables, the person-centered approach enables researchers to identify groups of 
individual teachers showing different combinations (profiles) of values among study variables and 
comparing differences among the profile groups (Bergman & Andersson, 2010; Bergman et al., 2003).

During recent years, studies on different school levels have considered the relationship among 
different aspects of occupational well-being when investigating teacher profiles. These studies have 
shown that in the profile types, the balance between the positive and negative aspects varies, but 
typically, different types of lower, middle, and higher occupational well-being profiles are identifiable. 
Teacher occupational well-being profiles have been identified, for instance, in terms of experiences of 
stress and coping (Herman et al., 2018), stress and engagement (Pöysä et al., 2021), engagement and 
work-related effort and reward (Pöysä et al., 2022), and burnout and engagement (Salmela-Aro et al.,  
2019, 2020). In addition, some work has identified profiles based on teachers’ experiences of motiva
tion and different well-being and teacher professional characteristics (Collie & Martin, 2017), job 
satisfaction and stress (Huang et al., 2024), stress, emotional exhaustion, depressive symptoms and 
quality of teacher-child interactions (Penttinen et al., 2023), and job satisfaction, emotional exhaustion 
and classroom interactions (Virtanen et al., 2019).

In the present study, the Finnish two-year pre-primary education trial is considered a significant 
change in the ECEC teachers’ work as they have had to follow the new curriculum for the first time to 
conduct pre-primary education already for five-year-old children. This type of significant changes can 
have both positive and negative effects on teachers’ occupational well-being (e.g., Bakker et al., 2012; 
Bordia et al., 2004; Maslach et al., 2001; Wisse & Sleebos, 2016) that are likely to vary between and 
within individual teachers (Hascher & Waber, 2021). Hence, there is a need for person-centered 
research to capture profiles of how individual ECEC teachers experience their well-being during the 
Finnish two-year pre-primary education trial.

Classroom Characteristics, Teacher Professional Characteristics, and Occupational 
Well-Being

Building on the JD-R model (e.g., Bakker et al., 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001), classroom and teacher 
professional characteristics have been recognized as concrete work-related demands or resources that 
can either support or strain teachers’ occupational well-being. In the present study, classroom 
characteristics of ECEC group size, number of children with support needs, and age distribution of 
the ECEC group are considered. Prior research has shown that the quality of ECEC working condi
tions has an impact on educators’ occupational well-being (Bloom, 1988; Cumming, 2017), and a high- 
quality work environment has been shown to support ECEC teachers’ higher job satisfaction and 
commitment (Schreyer & Krause, 2016). Working in a structured and organized environment enables 
ECEC teachers to provide higher quality support for children (Friedman-Krauss et al., 2014; 
Mashburn et al., 2008), whereas a crowded, disorganized, and noisy environment increases negative 
interactions between teachers and children (Buettner et al., 2016). Hence, size of the child group is 
often regarded as a stressor for teachers of different educational levels (e.g., Huang et al., 2022; 
Saloviita & Pakarinen, 2021), and larger group size is related to teachers’ higher levels of burnout 
and exhaustion (French, 1993; Saloviita & Pakarinen, 2021; Travers & Cooper, 1996).

Increased variation within the child group (for instance, in terms of the age of the children and 
support needs) has been found to strain teachers’ well-being. School teachers’ experiences of stress and 
burnout have been shown to increase depending on the number of children requiring special support 
for their learning in the classroom (Saloviita & Pakarinen, 2021). In particular, pre-schoolers’ 
externalizing behavior challenges have been found to predict ECEC teachers’ experiences of stress 
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(Friedman-Krauss et al., 2014). In terms of the age of the children in the group, multi-age groups have 
been found to be beneficial for children’s social and academic development in ECEC (e.g., Aina, 2001; 
Edwards et al., 2009), but the links found to teachers’ experiences of their occupational well-being have 
varied. While some ECEC teachers have reported more concerns about educating multi-age groups of 
children (Aina, 2001), other teachers have experienced it as less stressful than educating children of the 
same age in a group (Cigala et al., 2019; Edwards et al., 2009).

Concerning teacher professional characteristics, variables of teaching experience, qualified person
nel, instructed activity sessions, and distribution of responsibility within the personnel team were 
included in the present study. Prior research has shown diverse associations between teachers’ 
occupational well-being, professional characteristics, and classroom practices. In terms of teachers’ 
educational attainment and length of work experience, contradictory findings exist. Some prior studies 
have shown that ECEC teachers’ educational attainment and length of work experience are linked 
positively with their job satisfaction and negatively with burnout (Bloom, 1988; Manlove, 1993). On 
the other hand, there is also research showing no link with work experience or ECEC teachers’ 
educational level (e.g., Jeon et al., 2018), and there is even research showing evidence that novice 
teachers are likelier to experience burnout and leave the job within the first five years of their 
employment compared with their more experienced colleagues (Wells, 2015). In the work of Kwon 
et al. (2022), ECEC teachers with higher educational qualifications had greater resources available for 
their work and provided a higher quality of care; however, they also reported poorer occupational 
well-being than teachers with less education.

Furthermore, greater autonomy, supportive relationships (Hur et al., 2016; Whitaker et al., 2015), 
and collaboration with colleagues (Løvgren, 2016; Nislin et al., 2016) have been found to support 
ECEC teachers’ regulation of stress and management of work demands. It has been shown that ECEC 
teachers who work well together and share responsibility as a team are more energized and able to 
manage work demands more efficiently (Nislin et al., 2016). At the same time, a lack of opportunities 
to collaborate has been found to be linked with educators’ losing their commitment to ECEC practices 
and experiencing symptoms of burnout (Løvgren, 2016). On the other hand, in terms of the quality of 
ECEC teachers’ teaching practices, teachers’ higher work engagement has been shown to link 
positively with their higher quality of instructional support practices (Penttinen et al., 2020), whereas 
exhaustion and feelings of stress have been found to link negatively with observed emotional support, 
classroom organization, and instructional support (Hamre & Pianta, 2004; Penttinen et al., 2020; 
Sandilos et al., 2015).

In order to fully comprehend the ECEC teachers’ occupational well-being during the Finnish two- 
year pre-primary education trial, these classroom and teacher professional characteristics should be 
considered as work-related demands and resources that can potentially contribute to how the 
individual teachers experience the positive and negative aspects of their occupational well-being. 
Especially in the context of the Finnish two-year pre-primary education trial, in which the munici
palities, ECEC centers, and individual ECEC teachers have a great independence to organize their 
education, the demands and resources may vary significantly. Hence, there is a need to identify 
features related to the ECEC classrooms and teachers that may characterize the ECEC teachers’ 
experiences of occupational well-being during the trial.

Aim of the Study

Both in Finland and globally, ECEC systems are constantly being developed to support the development of 
children, and at the same time, ECEC teachers are under growing pressure to meet the high and changing 
requirements (Stipek, 2006). Since the well-being and development of children is closely linked to the well- 
being of the teachers, it is evident that high-quality pre-primary education programs require healthy ECEC 
teachers (Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014). During the Finnish two-year pre-primary education trial, attention 
should be given to the investigation of how the changing situation may be reflected in ECEC teachers’ 
occupational well-being. In the changing situation of the two-year pre-primary education trial, the work- 
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related demands and resources (JD-R model; Bakker et al., 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001) are likely to lead 
to changes in teachers’ individual experiences concerning both positive and negative aspects of their 
occupational well-being. The varying aspects of the teachers’ occupational well-being require a careful 
person-centered study approach that considers different classroom and teacher professional character
istics. Though the two-year pre-primary education trial was conducted as randomized controlled trial, it 
did not aim to influence on teachers’ occupational well-being. Hence, despite the original trial nature, the 
nature of the present person-centered study is exploratory. The research questions were as follows:

RQ1: What kinds of profile groups can be identified based on the ECEC teachers’ experiences of 
occupational well-being during the two-year pre-primary education trial?

RQ2: To what extent do the identified ECEC teachers’ occupational well-being profiles differ in 
terms of various ECEC classroom characteristics (group size, children with support needs, age 
distribution of the ECEC group) and teacher professional characteristics (teaching experience, qua
lified personnel, instructed activity sessions, distribution of responsibility within the personnel team)?

Method

Participants

The present study is part of the evaluation project of the Finnish two-year pre-primary education trial 
(2021–2024) and focuses on the first trial cohort. The study was ethically evaluated and approved by 
the Aalto University’s Research Ethics Committee prior to the data collection. Concerning the first 
cohort, the sampling of the experimental and control groups included 144 municipalities, 991 eligible 
ECEC centers, and approximately 1,842 ECEC groups (more information on the sampling, see Izadi 
et al., 2022; Sarvimäki et al., 2023). In the spring of 2022, an invitation to participate in an electronic 
Webropol survey was sent to the trial contact persons of the 144 municipalities selected for the two- 
year pre-primary education trial. The municipalities’ contact persons were asked to forward the survey 
invitation to all the municipality’s corresponding ECEC teachers in the experimental and control 
groups of the trial. One teacher per ECEC group (i.e. classroom; approximately 1,842 ECEC groups in 
total) was requested to complete the survey. Out of the total trial sample, 872 ECEC teachers (from 120 
municipalities) answered the survey. Hence, the response rate remained relatively low, covering 47.3% 
of the total sample ECEC groups (from 83.3% of the participating municipalities) in the two-year pre- 
primary education trial. In the survey, the teachers were asked for information about their ECEC 
centers and the organization of the trial in them, groups of children, and the teachers’ pedagogical 
beliefs, practices, and experiences regarding the two-year pre-primary education trial. The survey was 
conducted anonymously, and no identifiable information, such as the name, age, or gender of the 
teachers, was required.

Of the total sample pool, 376 teachers represented the experimental group, and 496 teachers 
represented the control group of the two-year pre-primary education trial. Since it was the trial 
experimental group teachers who conducted the two-year preprimary education, potential changes in 
their work-related demands and recourses, and hence, more change in their occupational well-being 
may be expected. Therefore, the present study focuses on investigating the experimental group ECEC 
teachers. Table 1 presents the descriptive background information concerning the experimental group.

Measures

Occupational Well-Being

ECEC teachers were asked to assess: “To what extent has the two-year pre-primary trial affected your 
experience of your work in terms of the following aspects: 1) amount of work, 2) occupational stress, 3) 
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coping at work, 4) vigor at work, 5) enthusiasm toward work, 6) work absorption, 7) meaningfulness 
of work, and 8) work motivation.” The teachers rated their occupational well-being in terms of eight 
items on a 5-step Likert scale (1 = decrease to a high extent, 2 = decrease to some extent, 3 = no change, 
4 = increase to some extent, and 5 = increase to a high extent). The first three items measured the 
negative aspects of teachers’ occupational well-being: amount of work (measure inspired by the Effort- 
Reward Imbalance [ERI] model; Siegrist et al., 2004), occupational stress (measure inspired by the 
one-item measure of Elo et al., 2003), and coping at work (measure inspired by the Teacher Stress and 
Coping Strategies Survey [SCSS]; Richards, 2012). The last five items measured the positive aspects of 
teachers’ occupational well-being: vigor, enthusiasm, and absorption in respect to their work (measure 
inspired by the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale [UWES-9]; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003; Seppälä et al.,  
2009), meaningfulness of work (measure inspired by the Work and Meaning Inventory [WAMI]; 
Steger et al., 2012), and work motivation (measure inspired by the Motivation at Work Scale [MAWS]; 
Gagné et al., 2010). Individual item mean scores were used for the analysis.

To validate the structure of the occupational well-being measure, aligning with prior research 
knowledge, exploratory factor analysis was conducted. The Kaiser‒Meyer‒Olkin measure verified the 
sampling adequacy for the analysis: KMO = .84. Bartlett’s test of sphericity indicated that the correla
tion structure was adequate for factor analyses, χ2 (28) = 2944.52, p < .001. The principal axis factoring 
with a cutoff point of .30 and the Kaiser’s criterion of eigenvalues greater than 1 (see Field, 2009) 
yielded a two-factor solution as the best fit for the measure, accounting for 57.78% of the variance. The 
two factors were: 1) negative aspects of occupational well-being that included three items (amount of 

Table 1. Descriptive background information of the experimental group tea
chers (n = 376).

n %

Occupational education
University or polytechnic degree 343 91%
Vocational school degree 32 8.5%
No degree 2 0.5%
Teaching experience
Less than one year 11 2.9%
1–5 years 57 15.1%
6–10 years 65 17.2%
11–15 years 51 13.5%
More than 15 years 193 51.2%
Qualified personnel in the ECEC group
1–2 people 85 22.5%
3 people 232 61.5%
4 people 48 12.7%
5 people or more 12 3.2%
Number of children in the ECEC group
1–13 children 56 14.9%
14–21 children 275 73.1%
More than 21 children 45 12%
Age of children in the ECEC group
Children born only in 2016 123 32.7%
Children born in 2016 and later 141 37.5%
Children born in 2016 and earlier 83 22.1%
Children of diverse age groups 29 7.7%
Major regions in Finland
Helsinki-Uusimaa 102 27.1%
Southern Finland 103 27.3%
Western Finland 74 19.6%
Northern and Eastern Finland 98 26.0%
Statistical grouping of municipalities
Urban municipalities 244 64.7%
Semi-urban municipalities 67 17.8%
Rural municipalities 66 17.5%

p *< .05, ***< .001.
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work, stress, and coping, α = 0.66) and 2) positive aspects of occupational well-being that included five 
items (vigor, enthusiasm, absorption, meaningfulness, and work motivation α = 0.89). For the entire 
eight-item measure, both Cronbach’s alpha and McDonald’s omega were 0.84.

ECEC Classroom Characteristics

The teachers reported the number of children in their ECEC group, the number of children needing 
support (including intensified support, special support, or other types of support), and the age of the 
children in the group (which years the children were born). For the analysis, the age distribution of the 
ECEC group was categorized into four groups: children born only in 2016, children born in 2016 and 
later, children born in 2016 and earlier, and children of diverse age groups.

Teacher Professional Characteristics

The ECEC teachers reported their teaching experience on a scale from 1 to 5 (1 = less than one year, 
2 = 1–5 years, 3 = 6–10 years, 4 = 11–15 years, 5 = more than 15 years), the number of personnel 
under different job titles in the group, and the average number of planned and instructed activity 
sessions (either instructed play or group sessions) that they organized for the five-year-old children 
in their group per week. For the analysis, the number of qualified personnel was merged into one 
variable including all personnel under different job titles except for assisting personnel (who are not 
officially required to have a degree in ECEC). The teachers also assessed the distribution of 
responsibility within their personnel team by means of a six-item measure that was developed for 
the teachers participating in the present trial. Teachers were asked to rate their answers on 
a continuous scale from 1 (responsibility is distributed among the whole team) to 10 (only the 
reporting ECEC teacher has responsibility), depending on the situation in their team. The six items 
measured the distribution of responsibility within the personnel team regarding: 1) planning group 
activities, 2) instructing group activities, 3) observing group activities, 4) assessing group activ
ities, 5) developing group activities, and 6) overall pedagogy. Both Cronbach’s alpha and 
McDonald’s omega were 0.84 for the six-item measure.

Data Analysis

First, a person-centered approach with LPA (Lubke & Muthén, 2005; Vermunt & Magidson, 2002) was 
utilized to identify profiles of the experimental group ECEC teachers, based on the mean scores of the 
eight variables of occupational well-being. LPA is a model-based variant of traditional cluster analysis 
that aims to identify latent groups that describe the associations among different continuous variables 
(Vermunt & Magidson, 2002). A series of LPAs was executed to explore profile solutions that differed 
regarding the number of profiles. The following fit indices were used to identify the best-fitting profile 
solution: log likelihood (logL), Akaike’s information criterion (AIC), Bayesian information criterion 
(BIC), adjusted Bayesian information criterion (ABIC), entropy, Vuong‒Lo‒Mendell‒Rubin test 
(VLMR), Lo‒Mendell‒Rubin test (LMR), and parametric bootstrapped likelihood ratio test (BLRT). 
Good fit of the model is typically indicated by low logL, AIC, BIC, and ABIC values, and an entropy 
value close to 1 indicates distinct group solutions. Statistically significant p-values of VLMR, LMR, and 
BLRT indicate that the current number of groups is better than the previous solution with one less 
group (e.g., Lo et al., 2001; Nylund et al., 2007). Along with the statistical criteria, we also evaluated 
whether the profile solutions were practical (the number of teachers in each group was sufficient for 
further analysis and generalizable for a larger population) and theoretically reasonable. The LPAs were 
performed with the Mplus statistical package (version 7.4; Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2017).

Second, one-way analyses of variations (ANOVAs) and post hoc pairwise comparisons (with 
Bonferroni correction) were conducted to validate the chosen profile solution in terms of the eight criterion 
variables of occupational well-being. A similar analysis was also used to examine differences between the 
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identified profiles in terms of diverse ECEC classroom characteristics and teacher professional character
istics. Age distribution of the ECEC group was investigated with the Pearson chi-square test among the 
identified profiles. The analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 28.

The dataset included 0–1.6% missing values. Little’s (1988) missing completely at random (MCAR) 
test showed that the data were missing completely at random, χ2 (193) = 155.948, p = .977. Pairwise 
deletion was used to deal with the missing data.

Results

ECEC Teachers’ Profiles of Occupational Well-Being

The trial experimental group ECEC teachers’ (n = 376) experiences of occupational well-being during 
the two-year pre-primary education trial were investigated in terms of amount of work (M = 4.26, 
SD = 0.67), stress (M = 3.81, SD = 0.81), coping (M = 2.98, SD = 0.85), vigor (M = 3.45, SD = 0.86), 
enthusiasm (M = 3.73, SD = 0.87), absorption (M = 3.51, SD = 0.85), meaningfulness (M = 3.86, 
SD = 0.88), and motivation (M = 3.69, SD = 0.97).

The first research question aimed to explore what types of profile groups could be identified based 
on the ECEC teachers’ experiences of occupational well-being during the two-year pre-primary 
education trial. The LPA goodness-of-fit indices demonstrated that the logL, AIC, and ABIC 
decreased when the number of profiles increased without providing a point of elbowing (Table 2). 
The entropy value showed an ideal fit for the three- and four-profile solutions (value 1.000), indicating 
clear classification. However, for the four-profile solution, the best log likelihood value could not be 
replicated (despite the increase in starting values), and therefore, the solution may not be trustworthy 
due to local maxima. The BLRT p-value was significant for all the profile solutions, whereas the 
p-values for both the VLMR and LMR tests suggested no statistical significance for either of the profile 
solutions. Moreover, profile solutions five and six included very small groups with only three or four 
teachers, which may be weakly generalizable to a larger population. To conclude, the profile solution 
was not clear in terms of varying goodness-of-fit indices. Nevertheless, the three-profile solution was 
determined to provide the most optimal fit with the data, as it indicated an ideal entropy value, 
statistically significant BLRT p-value, better VLMR and LMR values than the four-and five-profile 
solutions, and reasonable group sizes, and it was also theoretically and practically rational.

In the three-profile solution (Table 3 and Figure 1), the first profile group comprised 9.1% (n = 34) 
of the ECEC teachers. Teachers in this profile group were found to have the lowest levels of work and 
stress. In addition, they reported the highest levels of coping, vigor, enthusiasm, absorption, mean
ingfulness, and work motivation. Thus, profile group 1 was named empowered teachers. The second 
profile group comprised 37.1% (n = 138) of the ECEC teachers. Profile group 2 ECEC teachers 
reported the highest levels of the amount of work and stress. Furthermore, they reported the lowest 
levels of coping, vigor, enthusiasm, absorption, meaningfulness, and work motivation. Therefore, 
profile group 2 was named strained teachers. The third profile group applied to 53.8% (n = 200) of the 
ECEC teachers. Teachers in this profile group were found to report the average levels in terms of the 
variables of occupational well-being. On average, they experienced an increase in the amount of work 

Table 2. Goodness-of-fit statistics and group sizes for the estimated unconditional latent profiles.

No. of Profiles logL AIC BIC ABIC Entropy VLMR LMR BLRT Group sizes

2 −2880.422 5866.844 6074.545 5906.393 0.983 0.2644 0.2706 0.0000 10/362
3 −2666.867 5457.734 5700.706 5503.999 1.000 0.7087 0.7108 0.0000 34/138/200
4 −2275.098 4692.197 4970.438 4745.177 1.000 0.8379 0.8403 0.0000 29/138/5/200
5 −2214.355 4588.711 4902.222 4648.407 0.999 0.8200 0.8221 0.0000 22/193/106/4/47
6 −2200.068 4578.136 4926.918 4644.548 0.998 0.1028 0.1067 0.0500 4/3/193/22/106/44

logL = log likelihood, AIC = Akaike’s information criterion, BIC = Bayesian information criterion, ABIC = adjusted Bayesian information 
criterion, VLMR = Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin test, p-value; LMR = Lo-Mendell-Rubin test, p-value; BLTR = parametric bootstrapped 
likelihood ratio test, p-value.
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(M = 4.00) and a slight increase or no change in terms of stress, coping, vigor, enthusiasm, absorption, 
meaningfulness, and work motivation. Thus, profile group 3 was named stable teachers.

The three-profile solution was validated with one-way ANOVAs and with post hoc tests (with 
Bonferroni correction) in terms of the eight occupational well-being variables on which the LPA was 
based (Table 3). The results suggested that all three profiles differed from each other in all variables 
representing negative aspects of occupational well-being: amount of work, stress, and coping. In terms of 
positive aspects of occupational well-being, the three profiles differed from each other in the variables of 
vigor, enthusiasm, and motivation. The findings of the post hoc tests complemented this by suggesting 
that the profiles had their own unique features when compared pairwise with the other profile groups. In 
terms of meaningfulness, the differences among the three profiles were marginally statistically signifi
cant, and for absorption, no statistically significant differences were found among the profiles.

Profile Group Differences Regarding ECEC Classroom Characteristics and Teacher Professional 
Characteristics

The second research question examined whether the three identified ECEC teachers’ occupational 
well-being profiles differed according to diverse classroom characteristics and teacher professional 
characteristics. Age distribution of the ECEC group was investigated with the Pearson chi-square test 
among the three profiles. As can be seen by the frequencies cross-tabulated in Table 4, the three 

1
1.5

2
2.5

3
3.5

4
4.5

5

Profile 1: Empowered Teachers Profile 2: Strained Teachers Profile 3: Stable Teachers

Figure 1. The Three-Profile Groups Based on ECEC teachers’ experiences of occupational well-being during the two-year pre-primary 
education trial.

Table 4. Age distribution of the ECEC group among the three teacher profiles of occupational well-being.

Teacher profiles

Age distribution of the ECEC group

Profile 1 
Empowered Teachers 

(n = 34, 100%)

Profile 2 
Strained Teachers 
(n = 138, 100%)

Profile 3 
Stable Teachers 
(n = 200, 100%)

Significance/ 
Effect Size Phi φ

Children born only in 2016 20 (58.8%) 41 (29.7%) 61 (30.7%) x2 = 20.740, p = .002**/ 
.23

Children born in 2016 and later 5 (14.7%) 64 (46.4%) 69 (34.7%)
Children born in 2016 and earlier 8 (23.5%) 26 (18.8%) 49 (24.6%)
Children of diverse age groups 1 (2.9%) 7 (5.1%) 20 (10.1%)

p *< .05, **< .01, ***< .001.

12 H. MUHONEN ET AL.



profiles differed statistically significantly in terms of the age of the children in their groups. In the 
majority of the pre-primary groups of empowered teachers, children represented the same age groups 
and were all born in 2016 (58.8%). In 46.4% of the preschool groups of the strained teachers, children 
were born in 2016 and later. Among the stable teachers, the greatest distribution regarding the age of 
the children in the ECEC group was found. In addition, one-way ANOVAs and post hoc tests (with 
Bonferroni correction) showed no statistically significant differences among the profiles in terms of 
the classroom characteristics of group size and the number of children with support needs in the group 
(Table 3).

In terms of teachers’ professional characteristics, the one-way ANOVAs and post hoc tests showed 
that the three profiles differed from each other regarding the number of instructed activity sessions per 
week (Table 3). Empowered teachers reported having more instructed activity sessions for children 
than the strained and stable teachers. The three profiles also differed from each other in terms of the 
distribution of responsibility within the personnel team regarding instructing group activities and 
assessing group activities. Strained teachers reported having more individual responsibility for 
instructing group activities than stable teachers. Compared with strained teachers, empowered 
teachers reported distributing responsibility more among the personnel teams when assessing group 
activities. There were also marginally significant differences among the profiles in terms of distributing 
responsibility among the personnel teams for developing group activities. In terms of distributing 
responsibility among the personnel team for planning and observing group activities and for overall 
pedagogy, no differences among the three profiles were found. Furthermore, there were no statistically 
significant differences among the profiles in terms of ECEC teachers’ teaching experience and the 
number of qualified personnel in the group.

Discussion

The present study investigated the experimental group ECEC teachers’ experiences of occupational 
well-being during the two-year pre-primary education trial in Finland. Through LPA, three profile 
groups of occupational well-being were identified: empowered teachers, strained teachers, and stable 
teachers. It was found that the three profiles differed from each other with respect to the age of the 
children in the groups, number of instructed activity sessions per week, and distribution of respon
sibility within the personnel team.

The first research question aimed to determine what types of profile groups of occupational well- 
being could be identified among the ECEC teachers. The person-centered approach and LPA enabled 
the identification of three homogeneous profile groups within the ECEC teacher population (Bauer & 
Curran, 2004), which indicates varying experiences of the teachers participating to the two-year pre- 
primary education trial. The three profile groups of empowered, strained, and stable teachers differed 
from each other in terms of the quality of experienced occupational well-being as well as the size of the 
groups. In the three identified profiles, the clearest differences were seen regarding the negative aspects 
of occupational well-being, whereas the experiences concerning the positive aspects of occupational 
well-being were somewhat more even. Prior research has shown that despite the many challenges in 
their everyday work, teachers often experience their work as satisfying and rewarding (Bakker et al.,  
2007; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2015), and they typically experience relatively high work engagement 
(Hakanen et al., 2006), which is also reflected in the profiles found in the present study. Since the 
feeling of engagement has been linked to teachers’ higher work performance (Bakker & Demerouti,  
2008), it may be suggested that despite the change in demands and negative aspects of their occupa
tional well-being during the trial, stable work-related engagement is likely to support the ECEC 
teachers’ work performance in each profile group. Also, the protecting effect of coping in the changing 
work situation may have played a significant role in teachers experiences of their occupational well- 
being. The three profiles varied in terms the relation between coping and the other negative aspects of 
occupational well-being. The findings support prior research knowledge suggesting that high coping 
can be reflected in teachers’ low levels of stress (such as the empowered teachers), whereas low coping 
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may not protect teachers from the demands of their work and, therefore, may be reflected in teachers’ 
lower occupational well-being (such as the strained teachers) (Eddy et al., 2019; Herman et al., 2018).

The group of empowered teachers (n = 34) can be considered somewhat exceptional, since 
they were the smallest group experiencing increased work engagement and coping, and the 
lowest levels of workload and stress. These teachers reported predominantly positive changes 
in their occupational well-being during the trial; therefore, this can be seen to represent an 
ideal balance between the occupational demands and resources (see Hakanen et al., 2006; van 
Vegchel et al., 2005). However, it should be noted that the group of empowered teachers was 
relatively small when compared with the entire sample pool of experimental group teachers, 
which may indicate that experiencing this ideal work engagement may be unusual for ECEC 
teachers.

On the other hand, experiencing an imbalance among work-related demands, control over the 
demands, and available support has been shown to lead to teachers’ decreased occupational well-being 
(Whitaker et al., 2015), especially experiences of extended work-related stress (Unterbrink et al., 2007; 
Wang et al., 2015). This imbalance was evident in the group of strained teachers (n = 138) who 
experienced the highest increase in workload and stress, along with reduced coping and the lowest 
work engagement. The strained teachers comprised approximately one-third of the experimental 
group teachers, which indicated a potential area of serious concern: a significant proportion of the 
experimental group teachers experienced the demands and effort of their work as overpowering the 
reward during the two-year preschool trial. Nevertheless, stable teachers (n = 200) were the largest 
identified group, comprising more than half of the experimental group teachers. They experienced an 
increase in workload and no change in coping, but also a slight increase in terms of the aspects of work 
engagement. These teachers can be seen to represent the prevailing state of the teaching profession in 
which both the negative and positive aspects of occupational well-being exist simultaneously: teachers 
experience their work as demanding but rewarding at the same time (Johnson et al., 2005; Kyriacou,  
2001).

Since different classroom and teacher professional characteristics have been recognized as work- 
related demands or resources that can either support or strain teachers’ occupational well-being (JD-R 
model; Bakker et al., 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001), the second research question investigated the extent 
to which the identified ECEC teachers’ occupational well-being profiles differed in terms of the 
specific ECEC classroom characteristics and teacher professional characteristics. Concerning class
room characteristics, the three profiles differed from each other in terms of the age of the children in 
their groups. In prior research, multi-age ECEC groups have been suggested as beneficial for children’s 
social and academic development (e.g., Aina, 2001; Edwards et al., 2009), but the links between 
teachers’ occupational well-being and age distribution of the child group have varied: some ECEC 
teachers have experienced more concerns when educating multi-age groups (Aina, 2001), whereas 
others have experienced educating multi-age groups as less stressful than children of the same age 
(Cigala et al., 2019; Edwards et al., 2009). In the present study, the pre-primary groups of the 
empowered teachers were characterized with children of the same age (five-year-old children), 
whereas within the strained and stable teachers, there was more variation in the age of the children. 
Targeting pre-primary education only for children of the same age (here, five-year-old children) may 
be more practical and less stressful for the teachers in the unique situation of the Finnish two-year pre- 
primary trial in which the teachers are still learning ways to instruct children according to the new 
curriculum guidelines. However, from a broader perspective, based on the study findings, it is not 
possible to draw conclusions regarding the link between the ECEC teachers’ well-being and groups of 
the same-aged children.

In terms of the teachers’ professional characteristics, the empowered teachers reported more 
instructed activity sessions per week and more distribution of responsibility within the personnel 
team. In prior research, distribution of responsibility and collaboration with colleagues have been 
shown to support ECEC teachers’ regulation of stress and management of work demands (Løvgren,  
2016; Nislin et al., 2016). The distribution of responsibility can be seen as a resource that may 
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positively contribute to the higher quality of ECEC teachers’ occupational well-being, which, again, 
has been shown to further support their higher instructional practices (e.g., Penttinen et al., 2020). 
Hence, the empowered teachers’ higher work commitment and quality may be manifested in a higher 
number of instructed activity sessions that are organized for the children. On the other hand, the 
strained teachers reported having more individual responsibility for instructing group activities. This 
finding supports prior literature that has shown that educators’ lower resources for collaboration are 
linked with their lower work commitment and burnout (Løvgren, 2016). Especially in the Finnish 
ECEC context, in which the role of interprofessional teamwork among educators has long roots 
(Karila & Nummenmaa, 2001), lack of teamwork or otherwise unfunctioning collaboration may cause 
strain for the educators.

Regarding the other investigated teacher professional and classroom characteristics, there were no 
statistically significant differences among the profiles in terms of group size, the number of children 
with support needs in the group, and the number of qualified personnel in the group. This may be due 
to somewhat little variation in the ECEC groups since, in Finland, the child-adult ratio in ECEC is 
regulated by law (Act on Early Childhood Education and Care 540/2018, 2018). In ECEC groups, there 
should not be more than seven children aged over three per one adult (Government Decree on Early 
Childhood Education and Care 753/2018, 2018). The ratio applies to children who spend more than 
five hours a day in ECEC. Also, the number of children in the ECEC group cannot exceed the number 
of children allowed for three adults. Children with special support needs should be considered in the 
child-adult ratio of the ECEC group. In addition, the three profiles did not differ in terms of ECEC 
teachers’ teaching experience. In the light of prior research, this finding should not be considered 
surprising, since there is no clear consensus concerning the link between teachers’ work experience 
and occupational well-being (see e.g., Bloom, 1988; Jeon et al., 2018; Manlove, 1993; Wells, 2015).

Implications, Future Directions, and Limitations

In the international context, the study findings align with prior research suggesting that teachers’ 
occupational well-being is individually constructed and there are different types of lower, middle, and 
higher occupational well-being profiles identifiable that show variation among the positive and 
negative aspects (e.g., Collie & Martin, 2017; Herman et al., 2018; Huang et al., 2024; Pöysä et al.,  
2021, 2022; Salmela-Aro et al., 2019, 2020). However, what makes the present study stand out from the 
prior literature are the contexts of pre-primary education and work-related change. It is important to 
acknowledge that prior person-centered occupational well-being research have predominantly 
focused on teachers of older students. Adding to the limited person-centered occupational well- 
being research conducted in the context of pre-primary education (e.g., Penttinen et al., 2023), the 
present study is among the first to identify well-being profiles of ECEC teachers that have just 
experienced a significant change in their work. In future research, a stronger person-centered 
approach applied to large datasets in ECEC is needed to further investigate how to support the well- 
being of ECEC teachers of different profiles. The findings indicate that the majority of the ECEC 
teachers (stable teachers) balanced between the negative and positive aspects of their occupational 
well-being. Still, research is needed on how to prevent negative aspects in any type of dynamic and 
changing circumstances of ECEC teachers’ work careers.

In the Finnish context, the study findings provide evidence-based information about the state of 
ECEC teachers’ occupational well-being when conducting two-year pre-primary education for the first 
time. The findings should be considered by educational policymakers when further developing, 
formulating, and implementing the Finnish pre-primary educational system. Since higher teacher 
occupational well-being links with their high-quality instruction (e.g., Addimando, 2019; Bakker & 
Bal, 2010; Hakanen et al., 2006), attention to ECEC teachers’ occupational well-being should be paid, 
especially if the two-year pre-primary education is to be included as a permanent part of the Finnish 
educational system. In Finland, municipalities, ECEC centers, and individual ECEC teachers have the 
autonomy to organize their function. This creates a challenge to guarantee nationally unitary and 
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appropriate classroom resources to support ECEC teachers who deal with the high demands of their 
work when providing pre-primary education for children as young as five years of age. For instance, 
collaboration, and the distribution of responsibility among educators should be promoted to support 
their occupational well-being, especially when facing significant changes in their work. Furthermore, 
the age distribution of the children in the pre-primary education groups should be considered. Paying 
attention to these diverse classroom and teacher professional characteristics does not only support 
ECEC teachers’ occupational well-being but enhances the structural and process quality of the pre- 
primary education (Early et al., 2007; Melhuish et al., 2015).

The present study was not without limitations. First, the study did not have a longitudinal 
design. Hence, caution is needed before making causal inferences. Second, the measures of 
teachers’ occupational well-being were adapted from their original measures, since there was 
a need to condense the survey that covered broadly different aspects of the trial. Hence, the eight- 
item measure did not thoroughly assess teachers’ occupational well-being, but it did nevertheless 
provide an overall assessment of teachers’ experiences. In addition, some of the measures of 
teachers’ professional characteristics were developed specifically for the two-year pre-primary 
trial and were therefore used for the first time. Hence, it is important to test the measures in 
other studies to validate them and gain more experience in their applicability. Third, since it was 
the municipalities that conducted the local implementation of the trial, there could have been 
variations among the municipalities and ECEC centers regarding the introduction schedule and 
management practices of the trial. It is possible that inconsistencies and limitations in the 
introduction scheduling could have affected teachers’ perspectives on their experiences of well- 
being; this potential link should be investigated in future research. Furthermore, it is vital to 
acknowledge that the broader social context (including various social, cultural, economic, and 
political factors) could have contributed to the teachers’ well-being. Most importantly, the trial was 
conducted in 2021–2022, while the COVID-19 pandemic was still ongoing, which may have 
caused excessive and varying strain for the teachers, the ECEC centers, and the municipalities. 
Fourth, the sex and age of the investigated ECEC teachers were not considered in the present 
study though, in prior research, they have been considered as important control variables linking 
with diverse teacher-related factors. Hence, teacher sex and age should be taken into consideration 
in future research. Finally, the response rate to the teacher survey remained relatively low, 
comprising 47.3% of the total sample ECEC groups of the two-year pre-primary education trial. 
Although the teacher responses were available from 83.3% of the participating municipalities, the 
low response rate should be considered when generalizing the results to the whole sample of the 
Finnish two-year pre-primary education trial.

Conclusions

To conclude, the present study contributes to the prior scant person-centered research on ECEC teachers’ 
occupational well-being. Despite the specific trial context, the identified occupational well-being profiles 
can be applicable to other types of dynamic and changing circumstances of ECEC teachers’ work careers. 
The profiles support prior knowledge showing that well-being is individually constructed and there are 
variations how teachers may experience the different positive and negative aspects. In the Finnish context, 
the findings are of great importance to education professionals and policymakers because they provide 
a first glance at how the two-year pre-primary education trial may be associated with the ECEC teachers’ 
occupational well-being. The three identified teacher profile groups indicate that there were variations 
among the trial experimental group ECEC teachers’ experiences, but the majority of the teachers were 
identified as stable teachers who experienced balance between their workload and levels of stress and the 
various aspects of work engagement. Since different classroom characteristics and teacher professional 
characteristics can contribute to the quality of teachers’ occupational well-being, appropriate resources 
should be provided for ECEC teachers to support their well-being both in trials and in their everyday work.
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