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Preschool Teachers’ Experiences 
of Work-Related Stress: A Pilot Study 
of Singapore Teachers
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Abstract  Research has shown that early childhood teachers play a crucial role in 
supporting children’s development via the provision of socially and emotionally 
supportive learning environments. However, teachers’ abilities to provide such 
high-quality learning environments may be hindered by work-related stress. 
Prolonged exposure to stress is also associated with several undesirable outcomes, 
including lower job satisfaction and increased motivation to leave the teaching pro-
fession. Although research on teacher stress is actively conducted in many coun-
tries, very little has been done in Singapore. Yet, considering recent concerns about 
the high turnover rates of preschool teachers in Singapore and the scarcity of local 
studies on teacher stress, more research is needed to understand whether and how 
work-related stress affects preschool teachers in Singapore. This chapter is a first 
attempt at bridging the knowledge gap between international findings and local evi-
dence. In the first section, we provide a review of the theory and empirical findings 
on work-related stress in teachers. In the second section, we report findings from a 
pilot study involving one-to-one interviews with preschool teachers to understand 
their experiences of stress at the workplace. We highlight common themes as well 
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as unique perspectives that emerged from the interviews. We conclude with a dis-
cussion of the implications of our findings and directions for future research.

Keywords  Early childhood · Teacher well-being · Singapore · Preschool · Burnout 
· Motivation · Job demands-resources model

Research has shown that early childhood teachers play a crucial role in supporting 
children’s development via the provision of socially and emotionally supportive 
learning environments (Jennings, 2015). For example, Mashburn et  al. (2008) 
showed that effective instructional support (e.g. supporting the development of 
thinking skills and providing high-quality feedback) was associated with larger 
improvements in language and math skills in preschool. Through the provision of 
high-quality classroom interactions, teachers also foster the development of effec-
tive self-regulation skills in children (Blair & Raver, 2015).

However, teachers’ abilities to provide such high-quality learning environments 
may be hindered by work-related stress (Downer et al., 2012). Several studies have 
reported a negative association between teacher stress and quality of classroom 
interactions (Friedman-Krauss et  al., 2014; Zinsser et  al., 2013). Moreover, pro-
longed exposure to stress is associated with several undesirable outcomes, including 
lower job satisfaction, burnout and increased motivation to leave the teaching pro-
fession (Johnson et al., 2005; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2016; Zhai et al., 2011). In light 
of recent concerns about the high turnover rates of preschool teachers in Singapore 
(Ang, 2012) and the scarcity of local studies on teacher stress, it is clear that more 
research is needed to understand whether and how work-related stress affects pre-
school teachers in Singapore.

Although research on teacher stress is actively conducted in many countries, 
very little has been done in Singapore. This chapter is a first attempt at bridging this 
knowledge gap. In the first section, we provide a review of the literature on work-
related stress in teachers. In the second section, we report findings from a pilot study 
involving one-to-one interviews with preschool teachers to understand their experi-
ences of stress at the workplace. We highlight common themes as well as unique 
perspectives that emerged from the interviews. We conclude with a discussion of the 
implications of our findings and directions for future research.

15.1  �Teaching Is Stressful

Research has shown that teaching is a stressful occupation. Teacher stress is gener-
ally defined as the experience by teachers of negative or unpleasant emotions result-
ing from aspects of their work (Kyriacou, 1987). Importantly, stress involves the 
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contribution of personal and external factors, the individual’s perception of these 
and the individual’s resulting negative response or reaction (Kelly & Berthelsen, 
1995). In studies of high school and secondary school teachers (e.g. Skaalvik & 
Skaalvik, 2016), commonly reported sources of work-related stress include time 
pressure, heavy workloads, lack of support from colleagues and supervisors, low 
student motivation and management of difficult student behaviours. Similar stress-
ors have also been reported by early childhood educators (e.g. Hall-Kenyon et al., 
2014; McGrath & Huntington, 2007). However, early childhood educators also 
reported experiencing other stressors, including increased frequency of illness and 
health symptoms (e.g. backaches, general fatigue and muscle strain), dealing with 
administrative paperwork and other non-teaching tasks, maintaining early child-
hood philosophy and practice, meeting personal needs and handling issues with 
children’s parents as well as others’ perceptions about early childhood programmes 
(Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014).

15.2  �Effects of Work-Related Stress on Teachers 
and Children

Prolonged exposure to job stress has been linked to a variety of undesirable out-
comes on teachers’ well-being and motivation, including lower job satisfaction 
(Chan et  al., 2000) and poorer psychological and physical well-being (Johnson 
et al., 2005; Tsai et al., 2006). Chan et al. (2000) reported that teachers, alongside 
nurses, were the least satisfied among six professional groups (including lawyers, 
general practitioners, life insurance personnel and engineers) involved in the study. 
For teachers, performance pressure was found to be the most stressful aspect of 
work and was also most strongly linked to job satisfaction and mental health (Chan 
et al., 2000). In a comparison among 26 occupations, Johnson et al. (2005) found 
that teachers were ranked the second least physically and psychologically healthy. 
Together, these findings imply that teachers are highly susceptible to poor physical 
and mental health, as well as dissatisfaction at work. Moreover, teacher stress leads 
to exhaustion, which in turn leads to an increased motivation to leave the profession 
(Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2016).

Teacher stress also has significant consequences for children’s learning and 
development. Work-related stress hampers teachers’ abilities to provide a high-
quality learning environment, which is crucial for supporting children’s cognitive, 
language and socio-emotional development (Blair & Raver, 2015; Jennings, 2015; 
Whitebook et  al., 2014). Several studies have reported a negative relationship 
between teacher stress and the quality of emotional support that they provide in the 
classroom (Friedman-Krauss et  al., 2014; Zinsser et  al., 2013). According to 
Jennings and Greenberg (2009), highly stressed teachers are susceptible to having 
conflictual interactions with their students and are less likely to establish supportive 
relationships with them, which could negatively influence the classroom’s 
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emotional climate. More recently, Jennings (2015) found that preschool teachers 
who reported higher levels of emotional exhaustion were less able to provide quality 
instructional support (e.g. provide scaffolding to promote deeper engagement and 
understanding in learning activities) in the classroom.

Teacher stress has also been associated with various child outcomes, including 
poorer social skills (Siekkinen et al., 2013) and poorer socio-emotional functioning 
(Zinsser et al., 2013). For example, children in classrooms with more stressed teach-
ers tended to display less productive involvement, emotional regulation and proso-
cial behaviours compared to their peers with less stressed teachers (Zinsser et al., 
2013). From the perspective of stress-contagion theory (Milkie & Warner, 2011), 
stressful experiences can spill over from one stressed individual to another within a 
classroom. In a recent study involving elementary school teachers, higher levels of 
teacher burnout predicted higher levels of morning cortisol (indicative of higher 
stress) in students (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016). This finding provides support 
for the notion that higher levels of occupational stress in teachers could transfer to 
their students. Another study found that elementary school children who were part 
of stressful classroom environments exhibited more behavioural and adjustment 
problems (Milkie & Warner, 2011).

To summarise, teacher stress has serious consequences for both teachers and 
children, as well as the quality of classroom interactions. Because teachers play a 
crucial role in supporting preschoolers’ cognitive and socio-emotional develop-
ment, it is important to understand the impact of teacher stress on teaching and 
learning in preschool and to identify ways to alleviate teacher stress. Although 
research on these issues is currently ongoing in many countries, very little has been 
done in Singapore.

15.3  �Prior Research on Teacher Stress in Singapore

To our knowledge, only two studies have investigated the phenomenon of teacher 
stress in Singapore. In a survey conducted with 316 secondary and junior college 
teachers, Ko et al. (2000) presented a list of 49 items pertaining to work-related situ-
ations and asked respondents to indicate whether or not they had experienced those 
situations and the level of stress experienced on a 5-point scale (0 = not a source of 
stress; 4 = extreme stress). Of the 49 items, teachers rated 35 items as stressful (i.e. 
average rating was larger than 0). Ko et al. (2000) grouped these items under seven 
categories of teacher stress, of which the most commonly experienced source of 
stress were “work overload”, “work interfering with personal and family life” and 
“unfulfilled job responsibilities and self-expectations”. Less commonly experienced 
stressors were “unnecessary tasks and red tape”, “insufficient support from col-
leagues”, “low evaluation of teachers from society” and “conflicting or insufficient 
support from superiors”. In another study, Chan et al. (2000) found that teachers 
reported the most stress compared to general practitioners, lawyers, engineers, 
nurses and life insurance personnel. Similar to Ko et al.’s (2000) results, teacher 
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stress was attributed mainly to performance pressure and work-family conflicts. It is 
important to note that both studies did not involve preschool teachers. In addition, 
there are as yet no local studies examining how stress impacts on teaching and 
learning in the classroom.

In a study commissioned by the Lien Foundation (a Singapore-based philan-
thropic organisation), Ang (2012) examined leading professionals’ perspectives on 
improving the preschool sector in Singapore. The study participants comprised key 
stakeholders from the early childhood sector, including teachers, principals and 
training providers. A key finding that emerged from this study is “…an overwhelm-
ing concern over the turnover of qualified and experienced preschool teachers” 
(p. 51). The study also revealed that high turnover rates were mainly due to teachers 
either moving from one setting to another or leaving the profession altogether. Some 
media reports have also documented the substantial amount of stress that preschool 
teachers face on a daily basis (e.g. Foo, 2013).

Given that scant research has been done to understand the stressors faced by 
preschool teachers in Singapore, we still know very little about the extent to which 
work-related stress is a salient problem for our preschool teachers. As most 5- to 
6-year-old children in Singapore spend a substantial portion of their time in pre-
school (“Childcare enrolment surges as more mums go back to work”, 2016), it is 
essential to address this knowledge gap. Prior research indicates that an appropriate 
starting point would be to identify preschool teachers’ job-related demands and 
resources, as these factors influence their well-being.

15.4  �The Job Demands-Resources Model

Within the broader context of the occupational health literature, empirical studies 
have shown that job characteristics (comprising job demands and job resources) are 
predictive of employee well-being. The job demands-resources (JD-R) model 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) provides an overarching theoretical framework of the 
associations between job demands and resources, employee well-being (strain and 
motivation) and organisational outcomes. The JD-R model assumes that there are 
specific psychological, physical, organisational and social aspects of any particular 
job. These can have either positive or negative influences on occupational outcomes. 
The JD-R model makes a distinction between job resources and job demands. The 
former refers to aspects of the job that either facilitate the attaining of work goals, 
minimise job demands and its related psychological and physiological costs or 
encourage personal growth, development and learning. Job demands refer to aspects 
of the job that require prolonged psychological and/or physical effort and are thus 
associated with specific psychological and/or physiological costs.

According to the JD-R model, job demands and resources influence organisa-
tional outcomes via different pathways (see Fig. 15.1). First, job demands are asso-
ciated with negative individual and organisational outcomes via increased physical 
and/or psychological strain. For example, chronic job demands (e.g. work overload, 
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emotional demands) or poorly designed jobs exhaust employees’ physical and men-
tal resources, which may lead to health concerns and a state of exhaustion. Second, 
job resources are linked to positive organisational outcomes via increased motiva-
tion and work engagement. Either job resources may play an intrinsic motivational 
role by fostering employees’ growth and learning, or they may play an extrinsic 
motivational role because they are contributing to achieving work goals (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2007). In the former, appropriate feedback from one’s supervisor fosters 
learning, thereby increasing job competence. In the latter, having supportive col-
leagues increases the likelihood of successfully achieving one’s work goals. In both 
cases, the presence of job resources (i.e. proper feedback and social support from 
colleagues) leads to increased motivation (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Conversely, 
a lack of job resources may have negative effects on teachers’ well-being, i.e. 
increase levels of strain and burnout. In addition, recent findings suggest that job 
resources can buffer the adverse of job demands on strain (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2017). In other words, employees with more job resources available are better able 
to cope with their job demands.

15.4.1  �Job Demands and Resources of Teachers

The JD-R model has been used to investigate the associations between job demands, 
resources and well-being in teachers. We provide a brief review of these findings 
from studies conducted in the United States and Europe to demonstrate how various 
job demands and resources are linked to different indicators of well-being (e.g. 
burnout, ill health, motivation and work engagement).

Fig. 15.1  The job demands-resources model. (Adapted from Bakker & Demerouti, 2007)
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Job Demands  Work overload is one of the major sources of psychological strain 
among teachers (Hakanen et  al., 2006). Teachers may have too many work 
demands and too few resources or have to perform complex tasks that are not in 
line with their experience and skills (Leiter & Maslach, 2003). Work overload 
may also refer to having to work quickly under time pressure (Ilies et al., 2015; 
Van der Doef & Maes, 1999) and being burdened with non-teaching-related 
tasks, such as meetings and administrative paperwork (Van Droogenbroeck et al., 
2014). In particular, non-teaching-related tasks may be viewed as a burden, 
which distracts teachers from their core job of teaching (Van Droogenbroeck 
et al., 2014). Work overload has been linked to undesirable outcomes, including 
lower job satisfaction and general psychological well-being (e.g. Kusma et al., 
2012), increased work-family conflict (Ilies et  al., 2015) and burnout (Van 
Droogenbroeck et al., 2014). Another major reason for teachers’ strain pertains 
to the social-psychological aspects of teaching, such as managing teacher-stu-
dent relationships, student behaviour (Baumgartner et  al., 2009; Dicke et  al., 
2018) and parent-teacher relationships (Faulkner et al., 2014). Teachers’ percep-
tions of student misbehaviours in the classroom were linked to increased emo-
tional exhaustion and reduced work enthusiasm (Aldrup et  al., 2018). Poor 
parent-teacher relationships contributed to poorer teacher-student relationships 
and increased stress in childcare teachers (Faulkner et al., 2014). Lack of rewards, 
which refers to whether professionals feel properly recognised for their work, in 
either financial or social terms or both (Maslach et al., 2001), is another major 
stressor for teachers. For example, Blöchliger and Bauer (2018) found that lower 
satisfaction with one’s pay was negatively associated with burnout in preschool 
teachers.

Job Resources  Autonomy refers to the extent to which individuals have control 
and influence over their jobs according to their own ideas and wishes (Kusma et al., 
2012; Leiter & Maslach, 2003). Empirical studies have shown that autonomy is an 
important resource for teachers. Autonomy is positively correlated with psychologi-
cal well-being, work engagement and job satisfaction (Bakker & Bal, 2010; Kusma 
et  al., 2012; Royer & Moreau, 2016) and negatively associated with burnout 
(Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018). Another important resource for teachers is interper-
sonal relationships at work, which reflects the extent to which one feels socially 
connected and supported at work by either their supervisors or co-workers (Leiter 
& Maslach, 2003). As teaching is a people-oriented job and involves a significant 
amount of interaction with others, having a positive social climate is crucial in facil-
itating teachers’ work. In a study involving childcare teachers, Kusma et al. (2012) 
found that job resources associated with interpersonal relationships at work (i.e. 
sense of community and quality of leadership) were most strongly predictive of job 
satisfaction compared to other resources (e.g. opportunities for development, auton-
omy and meaning of work). Similarly, other studies have shown that social support 
from colleagues and supervisors is associated with increased engagement and lower 
levels of burnout and emotional exhaustion (e.g. Hakanen et  al., 2006; Løvgren, 
2016; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011).
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In summary, our review has shown that teachers are exposed to many differ-
ent job demands, which in turn leads to an increase in job strain, burnout and 
exhaustion. However, there is also evidence to show that teachers with access to 
job resources are more likely to report an increase in motivation and engage-
ment at work, as well as increased job satisfaction. In light of these findings, 
what do we know about the job demands and resources of preschool teachers in 
Singapore?

15.4.2  �Job Demands and Resources of Preschool Teachers 
in Singapore: A Pilot Study

We conducted a pilot study to gain some initial insights about the job demands 
and resources of preschool teachers in Singapore. One-on-one interviews were 
conducted with three preschool teachers, L, A and F (all pseudonyms), to gather 
information about their work experiences. The interviews were conducted in a 
semi-structured format, guided by a set of questions around the topics of teach-
ers’ job demands and resources. Table  15.1 provides a summary of the job 
demands and resources reported by the teachers during the interviews. It should 
be noted that each teacher had a different story to tell. Teacher L reported having 
multiple job resources but very few job demands. In comparison, Teacher A and 
Teacher F both reported multiple sources of job demands, but Teacher A had sig-
nificantly more job resources than Teacher F. The following excerpts from the 
teachers’ interviews provide more detailed descriptions about each teacher’s 
experience.

Table 15.1  Job demands and resources reported by three preschool teachers

Teacher L Teacher A Teacher F

Job demands
1. Managing children with different needs • • •
2. Demands and expectations from parents •
3. High workload and time pressure • •
Job resources
1. Opportunities for professional development • •
2. Positively valued by society •
3. Job security • • •
4. Support from supervisors • •
5. Support from colleagues • • •
6. Support from family and friends • • •
7. Autonomy at work • •

E. Ng and E. Meow



311

15.4.2.1  �Teacher L (Low Job Demands; High Job Resources)

Teacher L is 55 years old and has 10 years of experience as a preschool teacher. She 
is currently teaching a K2 class. Teacher L’s teaching career began at Sunday school 
in church. She was later inspired to become a preschool teacher after seeing how her 
Sunday school mentor made a difference in the children’s lives. Teacher L is very 
interested in children’s development and views teaching as a meaningful job as it 
prepares children for a lifelong journey of learning:

Especially when you see the lights in the children’s eyes. And you see the joy. Especially 
[when] they discover something they can do. Of course, children … tend to say “I can’t 
do” … but once you see them actually doing it, and they see they can do it, it brings joy to 
them…. I am so especially privileged to be working here… it brings me much joy.

For Teacher L, it is a challenge to manage children with different developmental 
needs and issues within the same classroom:

There will be some [children] who have difficulty adjusting socially, emotionally… Or 
sometimes when the child comes to K2, they may not have had the grounding in K1. Or this 
might be their first experience to school life. So that means I have to start from the basics 
with each child... And so you have different children at different stages of their develop-
ment. Some children may have come to the school from N1 so they are familiar to the cul-
ture, familiar with the ways but for some children [they may only come] in term 2. So I have 
to ensure that the child has all the basic foundation.

Teacher L does not have many issues with excessive demands and expectations 
from parents. While she acknowledged that parents are more demanding now due to 
their concerns about their child’s readiness for primary school, she feels that “they 
have been very supportive”. Similarly, Teacher L finds her workload to be manage-
able although there are occasions where she would be “under time pressure”, espe-
cially when handling several projects simultaneously. Compared to when she first 
started as a preschool teacher, Teacher L has more work-life balance now as she has 
time to attend to personal matters and to rest during the weekends.

Teacher L has multiple resources at work. She has some degree of autonomy in 
implementing her lesson plans and enjoys a good relationship with her supervisors 
and colleagues. Her family and friends also provide an additional source of social 
support:

I like my colleagues and the environment. Where we all come in to help. For example, [for] 
the kids’ graduation, we have the other teachers coming to help in doing the props. It really 
helps a lot. And also if you’re not sure of something, we can always go and ask… I also have 
sources outside work and it really helps as well... family, friends, [and] children. Just lately, 
they have been calling me Teacher L … to [affirm] that [I am] a teacher.

Teacher L also thought that society’s impression of preschool teachers has changed 
for the better over the years, “There is such a tremendous change that is something 
I am grateful for, especially now when they see the significance of preschool educa-
tion…”. Although there are opportunities for job advancement, she was not inter-
ested because she preferred to work directly with children and to witness their 
development:
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Yes, we are encouraged to go for courses and classes. It equips us with more…. But I don’t 
really go for job advancement at the moment [because] I am interested in seeing the chil-
dren develop. That’s my key. To see them be able to do something they cannot do. That 
brings great joy.

Overall, Teacher L’s experience as a preschool teacher has been largely positive. 
She works in a supportive and happy environment and receives strong social support 
from her family and friends. Although she has to handle a few demands at work, she 
appears to be coping well. Her passion to make a positive difference in children’s 
lives also plays a significant motivating factor.

15.4.2.2  �Teacher A (High Job Demands; High Job Resources)

Teacher A is 47 years old and has 18 years of experience as a preschool teacher. She 
is currently teaching Mother Tongue in K1 and K2, with classes in the morning and 
afternoon sessions. She also helps her colleagues to facilitate learning centre time 
and outdoor play. Teacher A joined the teaching profession because she has a pas-
sion for children and she felt that her personality was a good fit for the job.

Teacher A experiences mental, physical as well as emotional stress at work. She 
finds it particularly difficult to juggle her attention between children with different 
learning needs:

Some children need more attention than others, especially those with learning need[s] … 
they find difficulty understanding the language, especially … mother tongue. These are the 
children who need more attention as we need to paraphrase each time if they don’t under-
stand. And also, children with learning needs … they are not able to sit and focus within a 
long time frame. So, I guess my attention to them depends on their learning needs. Some 
children need more, some children can just leave them with an instruction.

Similar to Teacher L, Teacher A does not have problems with excessive demands 
from parents, except for a handful of parents who make demands due to their con-
cerns about their child’s progress (e.g. “why can’t my [K2] child read a book?”). 
Generally, Teacher A feels that she does not have an excessive workload and is able 
to strike a good work-life balance. However, during specific peak periods of the 
school year, she does struggle to manage her teaching and administrative duties:

But during this peak period whereby you need to prepare for portfolio and prepare write up 
for documentation and you have events at school, which is concurrently happening at the 
same time, this is where the challenge comes in. That is why I have to bring work home to 
do. Then over the weekend, I will also do my work at home. If not, I will not manage to 
complete all my tasks on time… there are days where my stress level is really to the max.

Teacher A has adequate autonomy and flexibility to plan her own lessons and proj-
ects according to the children’s profiles and needs. She also described her relation-
ship with her supervisors and colleagues in a very positive light and noted that there 
is a strong culture based on teamwork and mutual support. In addition, Teacher A’s 
family is proud of her, and her nieces view her as their role model:

E. Ng and E. Meow



313

My centre head has been very supportive …. The teamwork here is excellent … very caring 
colleagues, they know when to render help and are more open. I guess [it’s] the culture here 
that is developed. You are not on your own. Everything we do, even if it’s ad-hoc events, we 
kind of help each other…. My family [is] proud of me. And I’m proud to say 3 of my nieces 
actually follow my footsteps…. They mention that, “Auntie, you are my mentor!”... So I’m 
proud to say that I am their role model.

While Teacher A acknowledged the support received from her colleagues and fam-
ily, she also highlighted the importance of prioritising her tasks and to practice good 
time management in order to handle multiple responsibilities effectively:

So, it all depends on how you manage your time and how you actually lay out the priority.... 
That’s why I reflect on the way I did things…, okay which one is priority…. And of course 
sometimes ... the deadlines [are] very close to one another, and there [are] lots of things to 
do, so I need to prioritise….

Teacher A has had many opportunities to develop new skills by attending profes-
sional development courses as well as managing and running events (e.g. parent 
workshops). She feels that she is “growing year after year … and [the new skills] 
help with my daily practices”. Her supervisors have also implemented a system that 
encourages her to reflect on the impact and meaningfulness of her work:

So, what is the impact of your actions on the children or the parents or school as a whole? 
It … make[s] you reflect [on] what you have done and the impact of it. By understanding 
the impact you have created, it’s more meaningful to you. Oh, I’ve done this and I can see 
the impact is such, I can see they are more interested in learning mother tongue and they can 
converse in mother tongue….

Although Teacher A highlighted many positive aspects associated with her job, she 
lamented the fact that society did not value her profession and viewed it as an 
easy job:

They still have that mindset that kindergarten teacher, play play only … because they [do 
not have the] understanding that our preschool is adopting this holistic learning of the child. 
It’s not just playing and don’t learn anything…. We are no less than the … primary and 
secondary school teachers…. Regardless whether children, adolescents or growing up chil-
dren, we [still] need to tackle the issue[s]. It’s the ways that are different. But stress level 
still the same….

Teacher A faces several demands at work, but she also has multiple sources of sup-
port and opportunities for personal growth and reflection. At the same time, she is 
aware of the need to prioritise in order to manage her workload effectively. Teacher 
A genuinely loves her job and finds great joy in teaching.

15.4.2.3  �Teacher F (High Job Demands; Low Job Resources)

Teacher F is 29 years old and has 10 years of experience as a preschool teacher. Ten 
years ago, she enrolled in a sponsored preschool diploma programme as teaching 
was “... something like a dream that I’ve always wanted”. Although the realities of 
a teacher’s job differed from her expectations, she remained in the profession 
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because she wanted to learn more and to see how the industry can grow. Currently, 
Teacher F works full-time as a K1 English teacher while pursuing a degree at a local 
university. She gave birth to a baby boy just over a year ago. Since she started work-
ing at her current preschool 9 months ago, she has faced numerous demands in her 
job while juggling additional demands at home. Her greatest challenges are taking 
care of children with special needs (e.g. children diagnosed with developmental dis-
abilities) and managing the increasing demands from parents:

Having to handle children with special needs [is] also something that can put a pressure on 
a teacher…. We’re only trained for that few hours … just a touch-and-go kind of module. 
So when you have to handle a child with special needs, it’s really very difficult … for us, 
it’s 20 children to 1 teacher, so if you have 1 or 2 [children with special needs] inside the 
classroom … it’s really very taxing on yourself as well.

Some parents are … very demanding…. They’ll [say], “in primary school they are 
doing this, why are we not doing this as well?” So, in a way, they feel we are very much 
similar but actually we are catering [to] the 5 and 6 year-olds, which for them, the mile-
stones are different. But parents don’t understand this…..

The high workload and increased time pressure also pose a challenge for Teacher 
F. This becomes an additional source of frustration as she feels that some tasks do 
not bring direct benefits to children:

You know all the other paper work that need[s] to be done, it’s just not enough time… 
especially when you’re rushing for your portfolio …. Because at the end of the day, when 
you ask us to do certain things…, we have to still take a look at whether it benefits the 
children. If it doesn’t, and it’s something that’s so rushed because you expect certain things 
to be up because of certain events…, then I guess it’s just not beneficial.…. Especially when 
you need to complete a lot of things, it’s really a time pressure.

While Teacher F lamented that “there is no such thing as work-life balance”, she 
also acknowledged that it was up to the individual to decide which was more 
important:

It’s you who determine the work-life balance. If you feel that you [want to] have that work-
life balance right, then … you have to … do certain things to make sure that you have that.

An additional challenge for Teacher F is juggling between her work and family 
responsibilities, including taking time off to deal with personal matters (e.g. taking 
care of her sick child):

… when I want to seek that permission [to use my childcare leave] …, sometimes I’m hesi-
tant knowing that sometimes the centre is in need of teachers ….. Most of the time … I 
would force my husband to take his childcare leave... it’s really very hard … they say it’s 
best for you to tell us beforehand when you [want to] take your childcare leave. But some-
times your child just fall sick just that night or the next [morning]... but because of my work 
commitment, I just got to … find other alternatives …. I’m a family person, so when I just 
have to put aside family just for work right, it annoys me a lot.

Teacher F also appears to be struggling to adapt to the working culture at her pre-
school. She feels that the centre is not run effectively as her supervisor is inflexible 
and does not give teachers the autonomy to make their own decisions:
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Lessons plans [are] … already something given, so I guess freedom, I would say … no …. 
When we plan for certain events, we plan it in a way that we feel and believe [is] beneficial 
for the children, but then … there is always people micro-managing. So sometimes when I 
do plan for event, I’ll just come with a blank paper. Yeah, because regardless of what I plan, 
it’s being micro-managed so I do not have much say. But I do not know, maybe because … 
I just came to the centre, so having to learn a centre’s culture will take that one year also.

In addition to these challenges at work, Teacher F expressed disappointment at the 
lack of recognition and appreciation for the work that preschool teachers do:

Ten years being in the industry, every year, they say, “Okay, there’s a pay raise.” No, it 
doesn’t work that way… the appreciation for us is just still—just not there.... Some people 
still think that we are [a] nanny, you know…. It’s kind of sad lah. Ten years down the road, 
[it is] still the same… parents’ misconception [is] always like, “oh, preschool teachers are 
nothing”… there should really [be] a line drawn already, so that parents can start seeing us 
as professional[s].

Teacher F’s family provides a strong pillar of support, especially her mother and her 
husband:

I’m very thankful because I have very helpful family members. After I fetch my son, my 
mum will … just take care of him while I go and settle my own things…. [My husband] is 
very supportive…. When I feel stressed, like that time when I cried very badly …, he said 
that, well, this is the work life but it’s my choice of how I want to see it. He will always 
remind me, work is work… It should not be my top priority because at the end of the day, 
my top priority should be my family….

Compared to Teacher L and Teacher A, Teacher F struggles with many different 
work demands, including adapting to a new work environment and balancing her 
roles as teacher, mother, wife and student. Nonetheless, Teacher F believes that she 
has a choice in maintaining some form of balance between work and family. Perhaps 
her family’s support provides an important resource for her to continue in this 
profession.

15.5  �Future Directions for Research and Policy

Researchers are increasingly recognising the relationship between preschool teach-
ers’ well-being and their capacity for providing high-quality education and care 
(Cumming, 2017). As a result, there has been a surge in research interest in educa-
tors’ well-being over the past 10 years (Cumming, 2017; Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014). 
Concurrent developments in theory, particularly the emergence of the JD-R model, 
have provided a useful framework for understanding how teachers’ job characteris-
tics (i.e. job resources and job demands) influence their well-being and broader 
organisational outcomes. Against this backdrop, we have presented real-world 
examples of a variety of ways in which job demands and resources interact to affect 
job satisfaction and well-being of preschool teachers in Singapore.

Consistent with findings from the international literature, our participants spoke 
about the challenges of handling an excessive workload (Hakanen et  al., 2006), 
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managing children with different needs (Baumgartner et al., 2009) and struggling 
with a lack of autonomy in decision-making and lesson-planning (Kusma et  al., 
2012). One participant also struggled with the challenge of managing parents’ 
demands and expectations. On a more positive note, our participants also spoke 
about different resources that aided in their work, such as having supportive super-
visors, colleagues, family and friends, as well as opportunities for personal develop-
ment and growth. A key takeaway of our pilot study is the varied experiences of 
each teacher, despite the fact that all of them reported similar sources of job 
demands. Specifically, their lived experiences differed depending on the amount of 
job resources, their working environment and their personal circumstances. Despite 
the preliminary nature of our results, findings from our case studies provide a good 
starting point to think about some considerations for policy and research.

15.5.1  �Teacher Well-Being as an Important Component 
of the Quality of Early Childhood Education

First, we posit that both practitioners and policymakers must acknowledge that pre-
school teachers’ well-being is an important component of good-quality early child-
hood education. Much research links teacher stress to poorer physical, mental and 
emotional well-being in teachers (Johnson et al., 2005; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2016), 
as well as poorer quality of care and support for their students (e.g. Friedman-
Krauss et al., 2014; Jennings, 2015). In other words, teacher well-being has signifi-
cant impacts on the quality of their practice, which could lead to detrimental effects 
on children’s socio-emotional and cognitive development. A decrease in teacher 
well-being is also associated with an increase in turnover rates, which is worrisome 
due to the threat that it poses to the stability of teacher-child attachment relation-
ships and instructional methods (Royer & Moreau, 2016). Therefore, we argue that 
more systematic research is needed to better understand the factors that contribute 
to teacher well-being within the early childhood educational context in Singapore.

15.5.2  �Systematic Research on Preschool Teachers’ Job 
Demands and Resources

A logical next step would be to mount larger-scale studies to identify the job 
demands and resources pertinent to preschool teachers in Singapore. Certainly, the 
demands and resources described by our case study participants are not exhaustive, 
as the data was obtained from a very small sample of teachers who have been in the 
profession for a relatively long period of time (i.e. at least 10 years). Thus, it is 
plausible that their experiences differ from student teachers (i.e. prospective teach-
ers) and their counterparts who have had fewer years of teaching experience. It is 
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also important to gather information about teachers’ job demands and resources 
from external sources, such as spousal reports (Ilies et al., 2015). Other variables to 
consider are teachers’ age, classes taught (i.e. English versus mother tongue), age 
profiles of children in the classroom (e.g. same age versus mixed age groups, pre-
nursery- versus kindergarten-age children), number of children with special needs 
and overall class size. Our pilot findings also highlight the importance of consider-
ing the influence of personal and situational factors on teachers’ well-being in future 
studies.

A subsequent line of research might focus on evaluating the impact of job 
demands and resources on teachers’ well-being and organisational outcomes, as 
well as children’s learning and development. Which aspects of preschool teachers’ 
job demands are predictive of strain and burnout? Which aspects of preschool teach-
ers’ job resources are predictive of work engagement and motivation? To what 
extent do job resources buffer the adverse effect of job demands on strain and burn-
out? How does preschool teachers’ well-being impact on children’s socio-emotional, 
language and cognitive development? Findings could be leveraged to identify strat-
egies that may be implemented to support teachers in their work, reducing job 
demands and increasing their resources, thus leading to more positive outcomes for 
teachers and the children in their classroom.

15.6  �Conclusions

In this chapter, we have reviewed the literature on the impact of work-related stress 
on teachers and children and highlighted the importance of investigating the phe-
nomenon of work-related stress in preschool teachers internationally and within 
Singapore. We briefly introduced the job demands-resources model, a well-known 
theoretical framework linking job demands and resources to teacher well-being, and 
discussed some of the demands and resources reported by teachers in previous stud-
ies. Findings from a recently completed pilot study illustrate some of the job 
demands and resources of three preschool teachers in Singapore. Based on these 
findings and the extant literature, we argue that it is important to consider teacher 
well-being as a key component of quality early childhood education and provide 
some directions for future research.
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