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Abstract

The 21st century has brought many technological, social, and educational changes. These changes
affected teachers, including kindergarten teachers. Today, resilience and social-emotional skills adapted
to the 21st century are required besides cognitive skills and knowledge. These skills must be integrated
from early childhood education into the learning process of students and teachers alike, so graduates of
the educational system will successfully cope with life's challenges and the variety of professions. Social-
emotional learning is a theory that meets these requirements and enables educators' and students' personal
and cognitive growth. Its principles can be learned and applied at any age, from childhood to adulthood.
The theory is based on positive psychology and the five-factor personality model (FFM). It presents a
systemic approach that develops a learning, egalitarian and participatory environment for students,
families, and the community. Only trained educators who will advance the educational processes can
create optimal change. The discussion in this article will focus on kindergarten teachers as educators. It
will review recent studies on how social-emotional learning skills contribute to kindergarten teachers'
well-being and reduce stress levels. Maintaining kindergarten teachers' good personal and professional
well-being is essential for good relationships with children and improving self-perception, which is also
related to physical and mental health. It was found that the mental resilience and personal well-being of
kindergarten teachers directly affect the management of the kindergarten and the ability to respond to the
children's emotional needs and thus affect the kindergarten climate, the children's behavior, and academic

achievements.
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1. Introduction

A graduate of the education systems in the modern world today should have mastery of skills
adapted to the 21st century, such as cooperation, communication, information processing, and technology.
These skills are acquired and developed over the graduate's years in the education systems by the learning
process and the interactions with teachers and peers (Urbani et al., 2017). These skills mainly focus on
educational, cognitive, and measurable products, and only recently they have started to address the
emotional and social aspects of the students, which are expressed in the process. In the educational
sciences literature, various educational programs and theories try to improve and promote students' social
and emotional skills in the direction of enhancing their personal well-being. In the educational sciences
literature, various educational programs and theories try to improve and promote students' social and
emotional skills in the direction of enhancing their personal well-being.

One of these theories is the Social-Emotional Learning Theory (SEL). This theory deals with the
skills necessary for optimal functioning, such as self-awareness, self-management, social skills, and
responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2020). The theory emphasizes the importance of imparting
personal and interpersonal skills simultaneously and in combination with cognitive learning processes. To
date, studies reviewed have found that most programs focus on student well-being and its advancement.
However, Urbani et al. (2017) note that for educators to become role models for students and develop
assessment tools, they must develop themselves the SEL skills. The authors argue that teachers' training
and their experience in the assimilation processes of SEL skills are of tremendous importance in this
regard. Even though the review of Jeon et al. (2018) identified only a small number of studies on the
personal well-being of kindergarten teachers, the results of the studies on the personal and professional
well-being of school teachers can also be inferred to kindergarten teachers.

In this paper, the literature review will focus on kindergarten teachers as educators, their personal
and professional well-being, the levels of stress and burnout unique to their role, and how social-
emotional learning skills can contribute to kindergarten teachers' personal well-being and reduce their

professional stress level.

1.1. Definitions of the key concepts: Personal well-being, professional well-being, SEL,
COVID-19 plague

1.1.1. Personal well-being

Dealing with stress and crises accompanies most people throughout their lives. Cohen et al. (2016)
address environmental, psychological, and biological factors of challenges that lead to stress due to life
events, which are often expressed in negative emotional responses and impaired behaviors. Lahad et al.
(2013) claim that most people who experience a form of crisis will tend to deal with that situation
optimally and return to their daily routine after a while (i.e., this refers to the resilience process). They
also found in their studies conducted retrospectively for many years that people use different coping
strategies for dealing with stress and crisis to maintain their personal well-being. Lahad et al. (2013)

categorized the strategies in the BASIC Ph model that contains six potential characteristics as follows: B
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— belief (faith or shared belief), A — affect (awareness and emotion management), S — Social (use of
support systems), I — imagination (creativity), C — cognitive (use of problem-solving skills), and Ph —
physical (physical activity). The authors argue that focusing on personal and professional well-being
helps with emotional, behavioral, and thinking changes (Cohen et al., 2016; Lahad et al., 2013). The
contribution of personal well-being is not only to the individual functioning but also to society
functioning, in terms of lowering the level of crime and high social capital and promoting health. In 2013,
OECD published a guide to measuring personal well-being. The organization researched the field and
published the guide after realizing personal well-being's positive and optimal potential for human society.
The definition of personal well-being has developed from the 1980s until today. This article will review
five related main definitions.

Diener (1984) defined subjective well-being (SWB) as a personal assessment of general life
satisfaction and is affected by the balance between positive and negative emotions and feelings a person
has. In his view, personal well-being increases as the ratio between positive and negative emotions and
feelings increases.

Robinson and Compton (2008) claim that personal WB represents the general satisfaction in life. It
implies a subjective perception and assesses various areas of life, such as health, work, and family. They
found that assessing the various areas of life can be done in three main cognitive ways: 1. Selective
attention - paying attention to specific details and less to others; 2. Categorization - giving meaning to
stimuli; 3. Self-regulation - the ability of a person to change his behaviors to achieve desired goals, track
the behaviors, and learn from mistakes. Zimmerman (2010) found that the formation of a person's
subjective personal WB can be influenced by cultural perception and processes of comparison to accepted
perceptions, other people, and desirable images.

Ryff (1989) and Ryff and Singer (2003, 2008) address the concept of personal WB from the point
of view of psychology and argue that personal well-being is reflected in a person's optimal functioning in
the context of challenges during personal life. According to them, personal WB can be valued in six
dimensions: self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery (choosing
an environment that suits the person's needs according to his situation), purpose in life, and personal
growth. Keyes (2002) adds to the definitions of personal well-being the idea of the social aspects that
include: social interactions, social coherence, social self-realization, social acceptance, and social
contribution. Keyes (2002) addresses three characteristics of the mentally healthy person that can lead to
personal flourishing: a positive feeling about life according to the definition of SWB, optimal
psychological functioning according to the definition of personal well-being, and optimal social
functioning.

The multiplicity of definitions of the concept of subjective personal WB, and its practice over the
years, reflects the complexity of the concept and the recognition of its importance as a generator of

change in the world. Fourteen thousand publications discuss the topic annually (Diener et al., 2017).

1.1.2. Professional well-being

Work is considered a major part of human life and occupies a significant part of waking hours,

providing a livelihood for subsistence and enjoyment. Work can develop identity, provide a social
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framework, meaning, goals, and challenges and form the basis for development and growth. Zimmerman
(2010) found a direct link between job satisfaction and personal well-being. Many studies refer to
professional WB in the concept of satisfaction which includes a positive emotional state (Inandi et al.,
2013), positive experiences at work (Gursel et al., 2002), and a positive perception of work (Yorulmaz et
al., 2017). Aziri (2011) argues that job satisfaction ensures positive feelings, increased productivity, and a

sense of well-being and is composed of psychological, physiological, and environmental conditions and

factors.

1.2. Educators and personal and professional well-being

The role of the teacher is considered to be critical in constructing the classroom's learning
environment that influences the growth and development of children (Eccles & Roeser, 1999; Hamre &
Pianta, 2007). Therefore, many studies in the field of educational sciences deal with the professional well-
being of the teachers. Johnson et al. (2005) found that teachers who suffer from professional insecurity
also suffer from emotional symptoms, such as depression and stress diseases. Goddard et al. (2004) argue
that these symptoms impair the effectiveness of teachers' professional performance. These teachers'
symptoms can also directly affect children's development in the context of their academic achievement,
behavior manifestations, and personal well-being (Gross et al., 1995).

The issue of teachers' well-being is also troubling regarding their commitment to work. Job
commitment predictors are evolving over the years. Previous studies have mainly dealt with the
employment conditions of kindergarten teachers, such as salaries, education levels, age, and gender
(Gross et al., 1995; Jorde-Bloom, 1988). Over the years, studies have found that working conditions,
demands, peer relationships, access to resources, and support systems affect the WB of kindergarten
teachers. These factors define a kindergarten climate (Pauley Reffett, 2010). A positive kindergarten
climate, according to Burns and Machin (2013), can affect teacher's satisfaction, professional
development (Collie et al., 2012), and the desire to promote high-quality teaching (McGinty et al., 2008).

Despite all that is known from the literature (e.g., Jeon & Ardeleanu, 2020), early childhood
educators were not included in too many studies regarding their professional well-being. The well-being
of kindergarten teachers includes models for improving their personal and professional well-being since
their mental health is at risk, and their personal, professional, and other relationships are also threatened

(Spilt et al., 2011).

1.3. Social-Emeotional Learning approach

Social-Emotional Learning approaches are described by the Collaborative for Academic, Social,
and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2020) as process types of learning. These diverse approaches allow
people to develop skills and attitudes that can help them better manage their emotions, form positive
relationships, maintain good mental health and positive well-being, and learn strategies to navigate the
world optimally according to their choice (Durlak et al., 2011).

CASEL (2020) indicates five essential skills developed and learned through SEL: self-awareness,
social awareness, self-management, responsible decision-making, and relationship skills. These skills can

affect all life cycles of the person: the person, class, school, family, and the community.
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1.4. COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID pandemic increased the sense of uncertainty and the feelings of stress and tension that
affected both the personal and professional well-being of people, including teachers (Jeon et al., 2021).
The COVID pandemic period brought additional stress factors to kindergarten teachers, such as remote
learning, social distance, wearing masks, and responsibility for cleaning and disinfecting the kindergarten
without compensation (Porter et al., 2020; Tarrant & Nagasawa, 2020). These factors are known to
increase feelings of distress, dissatisfaction, and depression and decrease the sense of control (Sandilos et
al., 2015). Prolonged exposure to stressful situations may lead to inefficiency at work and emotional

exhaustion (Maslach, 2003; Maslach & Leiter, 2016).

2. Problem Statement

Teaching is physically and emotionally demanding work (Sahbaz & Koyutirk Koger, 2017;
Sutcher et al., 2016). Kindergarten teachers have many tasks that aim to meet the needs of young
children. They are required to advance students physically, motorically, cognitively, and socio-
emotionally (Whitebook et al., 2018). Researchers have found that combining kindergarten multiple work
requirements that have not changed over the years with limited resources can negatively affect
kindergarten teachers' personal and professional well-being (Jeon et al., 2018; Kwon et al., 2021;
Robinson et al., 2019). As mentioned above, it has been found that kindergarten teachers with optimal
personal and professional WB are more available to the needs of the children and advance their
development in the best possible way (Jeon et al., 2018).

Kwon et al. (2021) claim that early childhood educators have been neglected regarding their
personal and professional well-being. However, it is known (Jeon et al., 2021) that personal and
professional internal resources significantly affect coping with stressful situations and lack of work
support. In line with this, we consider that it is vital to continue to research, develop and implement

programs to foster and enhance personal and professional internal resources.

3. Research Questions

Data indicate that a percentage of 46% of kindergarten teachers reported low personal well-being
due to daily stress arising from the work environment before the COVID pandemic (Jeon et al., 2021).
The poor personal and professional well-being manifested in anxiety attacks, depression, and difficulty
sleeping, significantly exacerbated during the pandemic (Crawford et al., 2021). People with SEL skills
functioned better during the pandemic and the following times (Yoder et al., 2020). The question arises
whether this was applied to the kindergarten teachers, too.

In light of the information mentioned above about kindergarten teachers' personal and professional
well-being before and after the pandemic, and the positive impact of SEL skills, the question arises

whether SEL skills promote the personal and professional well-being of kindergarten teachers?
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4. Purpose of the Study

Children's emotional and social skills are acquired through social interactions at home and
kindergarten. Alongside the family members, kindergarten teachers are important agents for developing
these skills (Denham et al., 2012; Horner & Wallace, 2013). However, studies have found that
kindergarten teachers' training which focuses on acquiring SEL skills, so far only addressed the impact on
children without reference to the process that kindergarten teachers went through (Oberle et al., 2016).
However, it was found that kindergarten teachers who applied SEL approaches in their teaching process
were more satisfied with their work, felt support in dealing with challenging children, and experienced

their workplace as a positive place (Zinsser et al., 2016).
5. Research Methods

This article is an up-to-date literature review on SEL interventions conducted on kindergarten
teachers and kindergartens and the impact on their personal and professional well-being with the mention

of the COVID pandemic that has increased the motivation of researchers to investigate these topics.
6. Findings

This qualitative literature review revealed that emotionally stressed kindergarten teachers are
likely to experience a state of burnout in which they lack the emotional resources to deal with teaching
challenges, and their work quality is degraded (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Increased professional
burnout includes three characteristics according to Maslach and Leiter (2016):

1.Emotional Exhaustion — Develops first in the process of burnout

2.Depersonalization - can manifest in distance, alienation from self and others, cynical reactions,

and negative attitudes toward students and the work environment.

3.Feelings of diminished ability and lack of self-fulfillment.

Early childhood education often sees the kindergarten teacher as solely responsible for advancing
the children in all respects. In recent decades at the core of kindergarten education, there has been an
emphasis on learning traditional skills and children's academic achievement (Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014). In
addition, kindergarten teachers deal with daily stress regarding kindergarten management and children's
behaviour. They point out that even the low income often puts kindergarten teachers at high risk for
burnout (Jeon et al., 2014; Roberts et al., 2019). This burnout is manifested in physical and mental health
problems such as depression, hypertension, and migraines (Whitaker et al., 2013).

Jennings and Greenberg (2009) found that SEL skills strengthen the educators’ interaction with
themselves and their work. Specifically, kindergarten teachers with high personal well-being and
emotional and social abilities conduct themselves proactively, create quality interactions with the
children, are attentive, respond to their emotional needs, and manage the kindergarten effectively. The
authors emphasize the importance of the professional training and guidance of teachers and children alike
for mutual fertilization and increasing the social-emotional skills of kindergarten teachers and children.

As a result of this insight, Jennings and Greenberg (2009) have developed a model where there is a
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system of professional support on SEL issues that includes guidance and professional support to optimize
and improve the social-emotional capacity of teachers and children.

The review of the articles shows that many educational systems see the child at the center of
educational activity. As a result, teachers' training, which also includes learning SEL skills, refers
exclusively to student achievements and does not investigate the impact of these studies on teachers'
achievements and feelings (Oberle et al., 2016). Sandilos et al. (2020) add that the effects of training
programs that develop SEL skills on kindergarten teachers' burnout have not been studied. They found
that teachers who train students on SEL programs internalize the knowledge themselves, and thereby they
tend to improve their well-being and the quality of their teaching.

SEL provides tools for cultivating self-regulation, coping skills, and other protective factors that
can confer various adverse effects (Reyes et al., 2013). Quality emotional interactions between
kindergarten teachers and children include fostering mutual respect, positive communication, and
sensitivity to children's feelings (Denham et al., 2012). Morris et al. (2013) found that the interactions
between kindergarten teachers trained in SEL skills and children were of better quality and supported the
personal and professional well-being of kindergarten teachers.

COVID pandemic has put adults to the test of coping with increased stress and the effect of this
stress on children (Chafouleas & Marcy, 2020). Humankind as a whole has faced a state of uncertainty. In
addition to dealing with the situation, kindergarten teachers also dealt with remote learning, which is not
always properly adapted to early childhood education, and with the expectation of instilling calm and
optimism in children (Minkos & Gelbar, 2021).

Following the pandemic, the research of Minkos and Gelbar (2021) raises the need to consider
strategies to support educators themselves in regard to their well-being. Educators are at high risk for
physical and mental burnout; therefore, it is essential to provide them with a space for processing,
support, and self-care in a personal context (Crosby et al., 2020). Yoder et al. (2020) add that it is not
enough to provide the space but also to allocate resources and support to kindergarten teachers to
continue engaging in the professional learning of SEL skills. These resources include time and space to
process the kindergarten teachers' issues, feelings, emotions, and insights. The purpose of this support is
to create full involvement of the kindergarten teachers over time. Tait (2008) states that kindergarten
teachers' well-being is related to kindergarten teacher retention.

This review found several professional training and development programs that promote SEL
skills (PATHS, Tools of the Mind, Mindfulness and Incredible Years). These programs have been shown
to positively affect kindergarten climate, self-regulation, and behavioural regulation (Barnett et al., 2008;

Domitrovich et al., 2007; Hutchings et al., 2013).

6.1. PATHS

This is a program that promotes alternative thinking strategies. Its purpose is to promote emotional
and social abilities and reduce early childhood aggression problems and violent behaviour. The program
consists of structural arrays that teach children about emotions and communication with their peers in the

best possible way (Greenberg, 2006). The program proved to be efficient in increasing the kindergarten
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teachers' sense of closeness to children, the frequency of contact between them, and their awareness of

children's feelings (Arda & Ocak, 2012; Fishbein et al., 2016; Hamre et al., 2012).

6.2. Incredible Years

This is a training program for kindergarten teachers that focuses on supporting kindergarten
teachers to create an optimal climate in the kindergarten (Webster-Stratton et al., 2004). The program
promotes children's educational, social and emotional abilities to reduce emotional and behavioural
problems. The program proved efficient in reducing the conflicts between kindergarten teachers and
children, as demonstrated in the studies of Aasheim et al. (2018), Murray et al. (2018), and in improving
kindergarten management (Webster-Stratton et al., 2004).

6.3. Tools of the Mind-Play (Bodrova et al., 2001)

This is a program that promotes cognitive skills in children through a socio-dramatic game shared
by kindergarten teachers and children to strengthen memory, self-regulation, and attention. The results of
the studies on this program are not unequivocal, and there is potential for improving the interactions
between kindergarten teachers and children. Teachers who participated in these programs improved their
interaction with children, their feelings of burnout decreased, and their ability to identify and regulate
emotions and use tools to deal with children's behavioural problems increased. As a result, so was their
support for children. In addition, the program's support system provided kindergarten teachers with

another source of growth (Pianta et al., 2008).

6.4. Mindfulness

Mindfulness is a translation of a Buddhist term that means an observing presence-consciousness
(Bodhi, 2000). Mindfulness programs seek to develop the practitioner's ability to be intentionally
attentive to the present tense without judgment (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). The way to develop it is by learning
and practicing breathing and awareness of thoughts and feelings resulting from experiences and giving
(Hwang et al., 2017). Mindfulness-promoting programs have focused primarily on promoting the personal
WB of kindergarten teachers by reducing stress and burnout. In these studies, three main areas of
improvement were investigated: the well-being of kindergarten teachers, the performance of kindergarten
teachers in the kindergarten, and the experiences of kindergarten teachers as a result of learning and
practicing mindfulness (Hwang et al., 2017). Mindfulness intervention programs for kindergarten teachers
usually include a sequence of weekly sessions in which learning of several methods, such as group
discussions and self-practice in and between sessions (Kabat-Zinn, 2015).

Positive effects of Mindfulness training for kindergarten teachers have been reported in all the
studies reviewed (Hwang et al., 2017). Among the effects that were found was a reduction in kindergarten
teachers' stress and burnout, a decrease in physiological symptoms of stress, a decrease in anxiety, and
manifestations of psychological distress (Mansfield et al., 2016). Following the practice of mindfulness,
kindergarten teachers became more sensitive to themselves, their perceptions, and perspectives, thus

separating their feelings from themselves and their thoughts and creating an opening for response and
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action (Hwang et al., 2017). The kindergarten teachers expressed a desire to generalize the mindfulness
practice to their environment and emphasized the importance of the commitment to regular and
continuous practice, the importance of having a support group, and practicing and developing

communities of practicing kindergarten teachers. This desire was expressed despite the pressures and

conditions at work (Brunetti, 2006).

7. Conclusion

In this review, the studies indicate how significant social and emotional learning is for
kindergarten teachers who are required in their essential work to manifest patience, tolerance, acceptance,
compassion, sensitivity, listening, calmness, positivity, and empathy. They are also required to deal with
various systems tangent to kindergarten, with parents, with challenging children, and with their own lives.
As reviewed, kindergarten teachers' work can be perceived as an abrasive, stressful, responsible job, often
without sufficient support for their personal and professional well-being. The review has shown that
kindergarten teachers can suffer from various symptoms of expressions of stress and burnout, which
cause them to be mentally and physically ill.

The COVID pandemic has accelerated technological learning, and countries have invested in it to
reduce gaps and continue learning as usual as much as possible. The goal was to fulfill the students'
academic and social-emotional needs best. However, the COVID pandemic has challenged the
kindergarten teachers' coping strategies with emotional and technological pressures. Emotionally, they
faced situations of uncertainty, as did the whole society, while conducting remote learning in parallel with
taking care of their children at home and dealing with technological tools which were not adapted to early
childhood education (Goagoses et al., 2020). Studies have shown that kindergarten teachers with strong
personal and professional well-being function better in the kindergarten, interact better with children, and
retain their jobs in the education system.

Based on the increasing awareness towards the importance of the professional and personal WB
of the teachers, following the COVID pandemic and the abandonment of the education systems by many
kindergarten teachers, we consider that it is more important than ever to provide training, support, and

coping tools based on the SEL theory, as indicated by the studies reviewed in this article.
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