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The present study, conducted during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in Ontario, Canada,
addressed the association between family responsibilities and mental health (depression and anxiety)
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anxious symptoms if they had the responsibility of caring for an older adult. Theoretical and practical
implications are discussed.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic and related public health restrictions
placed on society have dramatically affected many areas of
everyday life. School closures, for example, impact students, fam-
ilies, as well as teachers and educators (e.g., Miiller & Goldenberg,
2020). As a result of the pandemic-related school closures,
elementary school education shifted to distance learning in the
spring of 2020 using online platforms, with very little preparation
time (Jeffords, 2020). Since the beginning of the school closures,
many teachers acknowledged the burden of adapting lessons from
a physical classroom to an online format and viewed this
arrangement as exhausting and not sustainable (Turner et al.,
2020). Teachers were faced with a myriad of new challenges
including reduced communication with students and their families,
increased technological barriers, and students opting out of
learning altogether (e.g., Fauzi & Khusuma, 2020). Some teachers
even supported fellow colleagues who had less experience with
digital platforms to help them set up their online classes, which led
to overworking themselves (Lieu, 2020). In addition to this, many
teachers had increased family responsibilities as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic and its associated isolation and quarantine
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rules. For example, educators with school-aged children were
suddenly expected to teach and interact with their students from a
distance, while also caring for and overseeing the learning of their
own children, resulting in a great deal of added stress (Kosir et al.,
2020). Further, some teachers were also responsible for the care of
an older adult, such as running errands and preparing meals, all the
while trying to balance isolation measures, which also may have
increased stress (Kent et al.,, 2020). However, the extent of the as-
sociation between caregiving responsibilities and educators’
mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic is not yet known.
Previous research, conducted prior to the pandemic, has long
established the link between the burden of caregiving and poor
mental health. For example, a meta-analysis by Pinquart and
Sorensen (2003) found that having caregiving responsibilities was
positively associated with depressive moods and that caregiving-
related stress was more strongly associated with poor mental
health compared to other life stressors. Research examining care-
givers of ill family members in Taiwan demonstrated that the
burden of caregiving was associated with poorer mental and
physical health (Chang et al,, 2010). Another study by Sales and
colleagues (2014) found that the relationship between child
behavioral problems and mothers’ mental health was mediated by
the caregiving strain of the mother. While existing literature has
demonstrated an association between caregiving and mental
health, much of the literature to date has focused on the burden of
caregiving for a child with behavioral issues, special needs, or other
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health issues (e.g., Baykal et al., 2019; Meltzer et al., 2011;
Rosenzweig et al., 2008). Further, research has previously examined
challenges faced by working parents, particularly females, report-
ing that caregiving responsibilities can negatively impact their
quality of life, including lack of time to spend with their friends
(Lahaie et al., 2013). As the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated school
closures, the burden of parenting increased for all parents, creating
unique challenges for working parents in particular.

1.1. Caring for family members during the COVID-19 pandemic

Recent research examining the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic has highlighted high levels of caregiver stress and
burnout (e.g., Brown et al., 2020; Russell et al., 2020). Fulfilling the
dual role of working and caring for their own children, and
potentially supporting their learning, has been an added stressor
for parents working from home during the pandemic. Research has
suggested that the increased burden of childcare during the COVID-
19 pandemic has been associated with parent perceptions of their
child's heightened stress as well as their own poorer mental health
(Russell et al., 2020). In addition, higher parental stress associated
with the COVID-19 pandemic was also associated with higher levels
of anxiety and depressive symptoms (Brown et al., 2020).

Research conducted in June 2020 in the United States found that
27% of parents of children under 18 years reported a decline in their
own mental health since the start of the pandemic (Patrick et al.,
2020). In the same study, 1 in 10 families reported worsening of
parents’ mental health and of the behavior of their child, with
almost 50% reporting loss of regular childcare. On the other hand,
another recent study found that taking care of children following
pandemic-related closures of childcare centres and schools
benefitted the emotional well-being of parents as it was associated
with higher positive affect and lower negative feelings (Lades et al.,
2020). However, this study also found an increase in negative affect
for parents who were responsible for their children's schooling
within the home. Kosir et al. (2020) conducted a study on teachers
and school counsellors working in Slovenian elementary schools
during the COVID-19 school closures and found that educators who
reported caring for their own preschool or younger elementary
school-aged children at home expressed experiencing higher levels
of stress related to distance teaching. Recent data examining the
impact of the pandemic on Canadians from May to November 2020
also found that Canadian adults with children under 18 years re-
ported feeling more anxious than those who did not (CAMH, 2020).

Working professionals who have the responsibility of caring for
older adults may also face increased stress and poorer mental
health outcomes during the pandemic. Kent et al. (2020) high-
lighted the increasingly important role of family caregivers with
regards to caring for elderly family members during the pandemic,
given the additional medical challenges during this time. Kent
et al.'s study highlighted an increased burden on adult caregivers,
as balancing caregiving with social isolation measures could be
complex and stressful. Moreover, research focused on caregiving
for elderly adults with dementia found that having this re-
sponsibility was associated with higher levels of depression and
anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic quarantine (Altieri &
Santangelo, 2021). Overall, given the added stress of the
pandemic and related lockdowns on both the teaching profession
and family caregiving, it is important to understand whether edu-
cators who have the added responsibility of caring for children or
older adults are facing increased mental health challenges as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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1.2. Why teacher mental health matters in times of school closures

Even in non-pandemic situations, teacher stress and feelings of
burnout are associated with their own poor psychological well-
being and more negative emotions towards students (Buric et al.,
2019) and with elevated stress of the children in their elementary
school class (Oberle & Schonert-Reichl, 2016). Further, previous
research from the UK has suggested that teaching is one of the
occupations that is worse than average on stress related factors (i.e.,
physical health, psychological well-being, job satisfaction) and
therefore should be given careful consideration (Johnson et al.,
2005). Pre-pandemic literature also highlights the burden of care-
giving responsibilities on working professionals, particularly
women, as they struggle to balance their professional lives with
their domestic responsibilities (e.g., Guendouzi. 2006; O'Laughlin &
Bischoff, 2005). As we anticipate the general levels of stress and
burnout during the COVID-19 pandemic to increase (e.g., Sokal
et al,, 2020), it is particularly important to understand teacher
well-being during this time.

Based on existing literature on the impact of pandemics, it is
evident that teachers play a pivotal role in helping children and
their parents navigate school closures. For example, during the
H1N1 pandemic in Taiwan, teachers were on the forefront of alle-
viating the impact of school closures by contacting students to
monitor their health, ensure they were practicing quarantine, and
completing their schoolwork (Chen et al., 2011). During the COVID-
19 pandemic lockdowns, educators took significant action to
minimize learning disruptions by providing enough work for stu-
dents to ensure they did not fall behind, and making themselves
available for communication with students, while themselves
isolating at home (Wang et al., 2020). Research examining teacher
well-being during the lockdown in England found that teachers
experienced a spike in work-related anxiety both when lockdowns
were first announced and when they found out they would be
returning to school (Allen et al., 2020), highlighting the impact of
unpredictable changes due to the pandemic can have on teacher
mental health. Nevertheless, Allen et al. (2020) found that while
some aspects of overall teacher-well being decreased during lock-
down, such as feeling useful or optimistic, other aspects improved,
such as thinking clearly and having extra energy. Taken together,
these studies suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic can impact
teacher mental health in different ways, which in turn may influ-
ence their ability to effectively teach, especially from a distance.

1.3. Current study

So far, studies of educator mental health have found somewhat
conflicting results, with some researchers finding positive associ-
ations between the pandemic-related school closures and educator
well-being, while others observing negative associations. Whereas
previous research has begun to explore the association between
caregiving and working from home during the COVID-19 pandemic,
or examined teacher well-being in general, research has yet to
explore the unique contribution of caregiving during the COVID-19
pandemic to the well-being of kindergarten educators. While we
acknowledge teachers of all grade levels experienced challenges
during school closures (Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al., 2021), kinder-
garten educators had a unique set of issues. Due to their re-
sponsibility for teaching the youngest, least independent, school-
age population, kindergarten educators faced particular chal-
lenges. For example, the young age of kindergarten students means
that they are unable to engage in distance learning independently,
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often causing difficulties for kindergarten teaching (Foti, 2020). A
recent study reported that kindergarten educators found it chal-
lenging to carry out the kindergarten curriculum, which is often
focused on social interactions, learning by doing etc, from a dis-
tance (Spadafora et al., 2022). Kindergarten students are unable to
log in to virtual forums, or complete and submit schoolwork
without an adult, often making evaluation of skill level and aca-
demic achievement quite difficult (Foti, 2020; Spadafora et al.,
2022). Moreover, statistics show that they are themselves pre-
dominantly female and parents of school-age children
(Government of Canada, 2011). The purpose of the current study
was to therefore examine the association between caregiving re-
sponsibilities during the pandemic-related school closures with
educators’ self-reported symptoms of depression and anxiety. We
not only asked educators about their responsibilities of caring for
children or an older adult, but due to the uniqueness of the
pandemic-related school closures, we also asked educators if they
were responsible for the learning of their own child (ren). This
study was conducted using a web-based survey of kindergarten
educators in Ontario, Canada, during the first provincial lockdown
in the spring of 2020. We hypothesized that educators who re-
ported being responsible for the care or learning of their own
children, and those who looked after older adults would have
higher levels of symptoms of depression and anxiety than those
who did not have these additional responsibilities.

2. Methods
2.1. Study design

Our study was a one-time, cross-sectional, population-based
study of kindergarten educators working in publicly-funded
schools in the province of Ontario, Canada.

2.2. Context of the study

The first COVID-19 pandemic-related shutdown is of particular
importance to understand and examine as this was the first-time
families and educators were faced with many new and unique
challenges. In Ontario, a state of emergency was declared on March
17th, 2020, which came with the shutdowns of businesses, places of
worship, and schools, and restrictions were placed on social gath-
erings (Rodrigues, 2020). Everyone was expected to stay home,
except for accessing essentials, such as food, medicine, and
healthcare. All schools across Ontario were closed during this time,
remained closed for the rest of the school year (end of June 2020),
and only reopened in September 2020 (CBC News, 2020). There
were limited directives from the government regarding what
learning should look like during this time compared to later on in
the pandemic, resulting in a wide range of experiences of kinder-
garten learning across Ontario at this time (e.g., only posting as-
signments, multiple synchronous classes throughout the day, only
30-min meetings, etc.). The state of emergency in Ontario
remained in place until the end of July 2020 (Anandasagar, 2020)
and there was a gradual loosening of restrictions during the sum-
mer months. This time in the pandemic resulted in increased
challenges for families since many adults were faced with addi-
tional burdens of increased care-giving time, assisting in their
children's learning in a greater capacity, and helping older relatives
navigate the restrictions.

2.3. Sample and procedures

In Ontario, full-day kindergarten consists of a two-year, child-
centered learning program for 4- and 5-year-old children where
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students attend school all day, five-days a week (The Kindergarten
Program, 2016). The curriculum is focused on play-based learning,
with the goal of promoting all aspects of their development, from
physical health and well-being, to socioemotional and cognitive
skills (Government of Ontario, 2019b). Since the introduction of
full-day kindergarten in 2010, each class has an educator team,
comprised of a teacher and an early childhood educator (ECE).
Teachers have knowledge of the curriculum and are responsible for
student learning (including assessments and evaluations) and
reporting to parents. ECEs have knowledge of early childhood
development and help promote children's overall development by
participating in the planning of age-appropriate activities
(Government of Ontario, 2019a). Since kindergarten classes in
Ontario, Canada are taught by two professionals, our study sample
comprised both. Therefore, we refer to both teachers and early
childhood educators jointly as “educators.” Invitations to partici-
pate in the study were sent out to kindergarten educators working
at publicly-funded schools in the province of Ontario through their
unions' newsletters, as well as several other online publications
reaching out to the target audience.! Given the kindergarten pro-
gram's emphasis on play-based learning, it was particularly difficult
for kindergarten educators to effectively carry out the curriculum
from a distance when schools were closed in the spring of 2020.

Participants completed a web-based survey entitled “Hidden
Future Front Line: Educators' perspective on the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on kindergarten children (HiFLEC)” starting on
May 26th and ending on July 17th’ 2020, thus at least 2 months after
the beginning of school closures. Participants provided consent by
clicking “yes” in the appropriate box located below the study in-
formation on the survey's first page. Educators reported on a vari-
ety of topics regarding the COVID-19 pandemic including their own
family situation, their experience with the transition to distance
learning, and their own mental health. All methods and procedures
were approved by the University Research Ethics Board.

2.4. Measures

2.4.1. Demographics

Participants reported on demographic information, including
their age, gender , years of experience as an educator, and house-
hold income.

2.4.2. Family responsibilities

Educators reported on their current home life as it pertained to
the COVID-19 pandemic. They were asked about family composi-
tion, and those with children under 18 years of age in their care
were asked two additional questions regarding their children: Are
you currently responsible for the 1) care, 2) learning of your own
children? Response options were: Not primarily responsible/Not
applicable; Yes, I share this responsibility with another adult; Yes, it
is primarily my responsibility. All respondents were asked whether
they were currently responsible for the care of older adults, with
the following response options: Yes, living in the same household;
Yes, living in another household; Yes, living in assisted care setting;
No

For childcare and learning, we compared three groups: 1) edu-
cators who reported that they either didn't have young children or
were not primarily responsible for their care or learning (this did

1 About 92% of school aged children are enrolled in public schools across Canada
(Government of Canada, 2018), and so private schools were not included in the
current sample.).
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not include educators who reported living on their own?); 2) ed-
ucators who reported being primarily responsible for the care or
learning of their own children and 3) educators who reported
sharing these responsibilities with someone else. For adult care, we
compared educators who reported caring for an older adult with
educators that did not report this responsibility.

2.4.3. Outcome measures: educator mental health

Educator mental health was conceptualized as symptoms of
depression and anxiety, measured with standardized short
questionnaires.

Centre for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CESD-
10; Radloff, 1977). This 10-item scale asks participants to rate on a
scale of 0—3 how often over the past week they have felt symptoms
associated with depression, where 0 = rarely or none of the time and
3 = most or almost all of the time. The CESD measures depressive
symptomology in the general population. Higher scores on this
scale indicate a higher level of depression. A score of 10—15 in-
dicates moderate levels of depression and a score of 16 or higher is
used for identifying those at risk for clinical depression (Lewinsohn
et al., 1997). The sample-derived reliability for this scale was 0.89.
Mean overall scores, as well as a cut-off score of 10 indicating at
least moderate levels of depression (Lewinsohn et al., 1997), were
used in the analyses.

General Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD; Spitzer et al., 2006). This
is a 7-item scale that measures the severity of anxiety. Participants
are asked: “Over the last two weeks, how often have you been
bothered by the following” and responded on a scale from 0 = not
at all to 3 = nearly every day with a sample-derived reliability of
0.82. Scores between O and 4 indicate minimal anxiety, 5 to 9
constitutes mild anxiety levels, 10 to 14 represents moderate levels
of anxiety, and scores of 15 or higher indicate severe anxiety
(Spitzer et al., 2006). Mean overall scores, as well as a cut-off score
of 10 indicating at least moderate levels of anxiety (Spitzer et al.,
2006), were used in the analyses.

2.5. Analytical plan

Descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages, means, and
standard deviations) were used to examine the educators’ de-
mographic characteristics (e.g., age, years of experience, family
income) as well as how many educators reported having family
responsibilities including caregiving and learning of children under
the age of 18, and caring for an older adult. Next, we conducted
three one-way multivariate analyses of covariance (MANCOVAs),
one for each type of responsibilities, to examine whether there
were significant differences on depression and anxiety scores be-
tween educators reporting having these responsibilities and those
who did not. Finally, we conducted binary logistic regression ana-
lyses to establish the contribution of family responsibilities on the
risk of meeting the criteria for at least moderate levels of anxiety
and depression.

We controlled for respondent gender, educator years of expe-
rience, and family income in all analyses. Previous research sug-
gests that there are significant differences in reported depression
and anxiety in men and women, such that women tend to score
higher on both outcomes (e.g., Faravelli et al., 2013). Further, pre-
vious research has suggested that higher levels of teacher

2 For the purposes of the current study, we did not include educators who re-
ported that they lived alone to focus our analyses on the potential implications of
family responsibilities. Previous literature has suggested that individuals who were
living alone during the pandemic experienced a heightened risk of loneliness and
mental health challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Bu et al., 2020).
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effectiveness is associated with having more years of experience
(e.g., Wolters & Daugherty, 2007), which is why years of experience
variable was also included as a covariate in our analyses. Lastly,
family income was important to include as a covariate given the
association between lower socioeconomic status and higher levels
of pandemic stress (Bambra et al., 2020; see Supplemental Table 2
for mean scores of depression and anxiety split by covariate vari-
ables). All preliminary and primary analyses were conducted using
the statistical software IBM SPSS version 25 (IBM Corp., 2017).

3. Results
3.1. Demographic characteristics of educators

A total of 2189 educators had valid responses on the depression
items, and 2175 on anxiety (2173 had valid scores on both). To be
included in further analyses, they also had to have valid responses
on the gender, work experience, and family care variables. This
resulted in a final analytical sample of 1790. The mean scores and
prevalence rates of the mental health measures in the final sample
were not markedly different from the full sample (See
Supplemental Table 1).

Of the educators, 73.6% were kindergarten teachers and 26.4%
were early childhood educators. Educators who responded repre-
sented 74 of the 75 school districts/authorities across Ontario.
Experience as either a kindergarten teacher or early childhood
educator ranged from less than 5 years—21 years or more. See
Table 1 for breakdown of sample characteristics.

3.2. Family responsibilities

Educators were asked about their family responsibilities during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Fig. 1 demonstrates the proportion of
educators in each group of interest. Fig. 1A displays percentages of
educators who reported they did not have the responsibility, shared
the responsibility, or were primarily responsible for caregiving or
learning of children under the age of 18 years; Fig. 1B displays

Table 1
Sociodemographic characteristics of the study sample (N = 1790).

Characteristic Sample breakdown

Gender Male 2.1%
Female 97.9%

Age bracket 19-25 years old 0.8%
26—35 years old 15.6%
36—45 years old 38.9%
46—55 years old 35.7%
56 years old and over 8.4%
Prefer not to answer 0.7%

Marital status Single 6.0%
Married 79.5%
Living common-law 7.7%
Separated 3.1%
Divorced 3.2%
Widowed 0.4%

Living arrangements Live with spouse 79.8%
Live with child (ren) under the age of 18 60.9%
Live with adult children 24.2%
Live with other adult relatives 8.3%
Live with other adult non-relatives 1.0%

Household income Between $21,000-$40,000 1.7%
Between $41,000-$60,000 4.7%
Between $61,000-$80,000 5.9%
Between $81,000-$10,000 16.5%
Over $100,000 47.8%
Prefer not to answer 22.3%
Don't know 1.0%
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Care of Children Learning of Children
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B.
80%
66.0% W Not responsible
Responsible
60%
40% 34.0%
20%

0%
Adult Care

Fig. 1. Percentages of educators by type of responsibility for the care or learning of their own children or care of older adults.

percentages of educators who reported either not having or having
the responsibility of caring for another adult.

3.3. Mental health status

Study respondents had a mean depression score of 11.45
(SD = 6.74) and a mean anxiety score of 7.04 (SD = 5.60). Of the
educators in our sample, 50.4% scored above the moderate level
cut-off on depression, 24.5% scored above the moderate level cut-
off for anxiety, and 22.7% had scores above the moderate level
cut-off for both depression and anxiety. Proportions of educators
who scored above the moderate level cut-offs for depression and
anxiety in each family responsibility category are shown in Table 2.
Overall, there were higher proportions of educators with depres-
sion and anxiety scores above the moderate level cut-offs among
those who were primarily responsible for childcare or learning, and
those who cared for older adults than among those who did not.

3.4. Association between educators’ mental health and family
responsibilities

We conducted three MANCOVA analyses to investigate the
impact of having added family responsibilities (childcare, child
learning, and adult care) on educator mental health. Our intent was
to control for respondent gender, years of experience, and income
in each analysis, however, 23.3% of educators had missing data on
the household income variable (responded “prefer not to say” or
“don't know”). We conducted the analyses both with and without
the income variable and found that patterns of main results were

Table 2
Proportions of educators who scored above the moderate level cut-off for anxious
and depressive symptoms by family responsibility.

consistent (results including income as a covariate are presented in
Supplemental Tables 3—5). Therefore, here we present results
controlling only for respondent gender and years of experience.

3.4.1. Childcare responsibilities

Results of a MANCOVA examining the association between
childcare responsibilities and symptoms of depression and anxiety
showed significant differences between the three groups (Pillai's
trace = 0.014, F (4, 3570) = 6.23, p < .001). Bonferroni adjustment
for multiple comparisons revealed that educators who reported
being primarily responsible for the caregiving of their own children
had significantly higher scores on depression than those reporting
they shared responsibilities or did not have these responsibilities.
There were no significant differences between the group who
shared responsibilities and those who did not have caregiving re-
sponsibilities (Table 3). There were no significant differences
among the three groups on symptoms of anxiety.

3.4.2. Learning responsibilities

The second MANCOVA compared educators’ symptoms of
depression and anxiety in relation to being responsible for the
learning of their own children. Results of this analysis revealed that
there were significant group differences (Pillai's trace = 0.006, F (4,
3566) = 3.53, p = .022). Similar to childcare responsibilities, there
were only statistically significant differences between the groups
on symptoms of depression (Table 4). Comparisons based on esti-
mated marginal means and using a Bonferroni adjustment for

Table 3
MANCOVA results examining differences in depression and anxiety scores among
educators who reported primary, shared, and no responsibilities for childcare.

Mean S.E. F P Partial n?

% above cut-off

Depression

Depression Anxiety Responsible for childcare
Childcare No/not applicable 1131 .25 F(2,487.62)=10.85 <.001 .012
No 47.6% 23.6% Shared responsibility 10.81 .26
Shared 47.1% 23.3% Primarily responsible 12.76 .33
Primarily 60.8% 27.8% Anxiety
Child Learning Responsible for childcare
No 48.2% 23.4%
Shared 43.7% 23.7% No/not applicable 6.89 .21 F(2,93.78) =3.01 .050 .003
Primarily 56.0% 25.9% Shared responsibility 6.85 .25
Adult Care Primarily responsible 7.64 .28
s:s ‘5‘227/: g(l)?%/i Note. MANCOVA controlled for gender and years of experience. Comparisons based

on estimated marginal means. Adjusted for Bonferroni multiple comparisons.
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Table 4
MANCOVA results examining differences in scores of depression and anxiety among
educators who reported primary, shared, and no responsibilities for child learning.
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Table 6
Results of unadjusted and adjusted binary logistic regressions examining the asso-
ciation between family responsibilities and symptoms of depression and anxiety.

Mean SE. F P Partial n?

Depression

Responsible for child learning

No/not applicable 1134 .25

Shared responsibility 10.61 .36

Primarily responsible 12.00 .26
Anxiety

F(2,230.44)=5.09 .006 .006

Responsible for child learning

No/not applicable 6.87 20
Shared responsibility  6.70 30
Primarily responsible 7.40 .21

F(2,7468)=239 .092 .003

Note. MANCOVA controlled for gender and years of experience. Comparisons based
on estimated marginal means. Adjusted for Bonferroni multiple comparisons.

multiple comparisons revealed that educators who reported they
were primarily responsible for their own child's learning had
significantly higher depression scores than those who reported that
they shared this responsibility, but did not differ from educators
who did not have this responsibility. Once again, there were no
significant differences between the three groups on symptoms of
anxiety.

3.4.3. Adult care responsibilities

Results of the third MANCOVA examining the association be-
tween caring for an older adult and symptoms of depression and
anxiety indicated that there were significant differences between
educators who reported that they were responsible for the care of
older adults and those who were not (Pillai's trace = 0.013, F (2,
1925) = 13.05, p < .001). As can be seen in Table 5, there were
significant differences between these two groups on both symp-
toms of depression and anxiety. Educators who reported caring for
an older adult had higher levels of depression and anxiety
compared to those who did not.

3.5. Association between any family responsibilities and educator
mental health

In order to determine the comparative strength of association
between any of the family responsibilities and scoring above the
moderate level cut-off for depression and anxiety, we conducted
two binary logistic regressions (Table 6). Adjusted analyses that
included respondent gender, years of experience, and income as
covariates showed main effects consistent with the unadjusted
models. For the current analyses, we split years of experience into

Table 5
MANCOVA results examining differences in scores of depression and anxiety be-
tween educators who reported adult care responsibilities and those who did not.

Mean S.E. F P Partial n?

Depression
Responsible for older adult

No 11.09 19 F(1,712.90) = 15.87 <.001 .008

Yes 12.41 27
Anxiety
Responsible for older adult

No 6.56 .16 F (1, 808.57) = 26.01 <.001 .013

Yes 7.96 22

Note. MANCOVA controlled for gender and years of experience. Comparisons based
on estimated marginal means. Adjusted for Bonferroni multiple comparisons.

Unadjusted OR (95% Adjusted OR (95% CI)

(@))]
Depression
Childcare (Primary) 2.21* (1.16—4.18) 2.14* (1.13-4.07)
Childcare (Shared) 1.430 (.78—2.64) 1.410 (.76—2.59)
Child learning (Primary) .790 (43—-1.45) .800 (.43—-1.48)
Child learning (Shared) .600 (.32-1.12) .620 (.33-1.17)
Older adult care 1.33* (1.09-1.62) 1.34* (1.12—1.68)
Gender 520 (.26—1.03)
Experience .860 (.71-1.04)
Anxiety
Childcare (Primary) 1.060 (.49-2.30) 1.020 (.47-2.20)
Childcare (Shared) .830 (.40—1.75) .820 (.39-1.74)
Child learning (Primary) 1.210 (.58-2.55) 1.260 (.60—2.66)
Child learning (Shared) 1.240 (.58—2.65) 1.270 (.59-2.74)
Older adult care 1.57* (1.26—1.97) 1.67* (1.33-2.10)
Gender 920 (43-1.97)
Experience 74* (.59-.93)

Note. Adjusted analyses controlled for gender and years of experience. Reference
groups for all care/learning variables was the “no/not responsible” group. Reference
group for gender was female. Reference group for Experience was 0—15 years.

two groups by the median range of years: up to 15 and 16 or more.
Overall, 46.9% had 0—15 years of experience, while 53.1% had 16 or
more years of experience in their respective profession.

As with previous analyses, only gender and years of experience
were entered as covariates to preserve sample size (see Table 6).
Results remained consistent when income variables were included
(see Table S2). Educators had 2.14 times greater odds of scoring
above the cut-off on depressive symptoms if they had the re-
sponsibility of caring for children under the age of 18 years and 1.34
times greater odds if they were responsible for caring for an older
adult. Educators were also 1.67 times more likely to score above the
cut-off for anxiety if they had the responsibility of caring for an
older adult.

4. Discussion

Our study examined the mental health of kindergarten educa-
tors' in Ontario, Canada, during the COVID-19-related school clo-
sures in the spring of 2020. The goal of the current study was to
examine the association between kindergarten educators’ re-
sponsibility for the care or learning of their own children and the
care of older adults and their self-reported symptoms of depression
and anxiety. Overall, our results supported our hypotheses, as ed-
ucators who reported caring responsibilities had poorer mental
health scores, however, not all these differences reached statistical
significance. Educators who reported being primarily responsible
for the care and learning of their own children had statistically
significantly higher levels of depression, while those who were
responsible for the care of older adults had statistically significantly
higher levels of both anxiety and depression than those who did
not.

When the first wave of public health responses to the COVID-19
pandemic was implemented in the spring of 2020 in Ontario, it
included immediate school closures, forcing educators to quickly
adjust to teaching online, and for many of them (about 60% of our
sample) at the same time also helping their own children adjust to
learning from home. Even though current evidence suggests that
teacher mental health has been negatively impacted by the added
stress of distance teaching during school closures (e.g., Alves et al.,
2021), no research to date investigated the impact of family re-
sponsibilities on educator mental health in these circumstances.
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We found significant differences in levels of depression between
the groups of educators who reported primary, shared, and no
childcare responsibility. For both depression and anxiety, mean
scores were highest for the group of educators who reported that
they were primarily responsible for the care of their own children
under the age of 18 years, compared to both the group that reported
that they shared or did not have this responsibility, however these
differences were not significant for anxiety. These results align with
existing research on family responsibilities. During the COVID-19
pandemic, parents in China who had children in primary or sec-
ondary school had higher rates of depression and anxiety compared
to parents who had college-aged children (Wu et al., 2020).
Research conducted between May and November 2020 in Canada
found that adults with children had higher levels of anxiety than
Canadians who did not have children (CAMH, 2020), even though,
similar to our study, the results did not consistently reach statistical
significance. Our findings also support the notion that working
parents may be struggling with balancing working from home
while also having their children at home, which may be contrib-
uting to poorer mental health outcomes (e.g., Patrick et al., 2020).

Our results also help clarify the previous mixed results
regarding association between childcare and teacher mental health
during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Allen et al., 2020). Specifically,
though not significantly different, the group of educators that re-
ported that they did not have the responsibility for the care or
learning of children consistently had poorer mental health
compared to those who reported sharing this responsibility. While
these results were initially unexpected, they support research by
Lades et al. (2020) suggesting that there may be benefits during the
pandemic to the well-being of adults who have children to care for.
It appears that having children to focus on and care for may help
mitigate feelings of depression and anxiety. However, out data
suggest that this only appears to be the case if that responsibility is
shared with another adult. The fact remains, that educators who
reported being primarily responsible for the care or learning of
their own children had the highest levels of both depression and
anxiety. Our study is the first to our knowledge that has examined
this difference between primary and shared child responsibilities.

During the school closures in Ontario from March—June 2020,
many educators also had to support their own child with their
online distance learning. This challenge has been a highly unique
aspect of the pandemic-related school closures, and thus our
exploration of its impact on educators is a unique contribution of
the current study. While caregiving responsibilities of young chil-
dren is a fact of life for parents, the pandemic-related shutdowns of
businesses and schools meant that employed parents had to fulfill
all their various roles at the same time. They had to care for their
school-aged children and ensure that they were engaging in online
learning while also trying to work themselves. Our data revealed
that 38.4% of educators were primarily responsible for the learning
of their own child/children, compared to 22.7% of educators who
reported being primarily responsible for the care of their children.
This suggests that even if educators have a partner that shares the
caregiving responsibilities, a greater percentage of educators are
still primarily responsible for their own child/children’s learning. To
our knowledge, no other study explored the differential burden of
these two responsibilities in any group of parents working from
home during the COVID-19 pandemic. Even though educators who
were primarily responsible for their own children's learning tended
to report higher levels of anxiety than those who shared the re-
sponsibility or had none, these differences were not statistically
significant. We also found that the burden of responsibility of car-
ing for older adults carried a risk of increased levels of depression
and anxiety. This is consistent with Kent et al.’s study (2020) who
found that individuals responsible for caring for elderly relatives
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reported increased stress due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which in
turn resulted in poorer mental health outcomes.

When we examined the contribution of both types of re-
sponsibilities to educator mental health, we found that caring for
both a child and an older adult was significantly associated with
scoring above the cut-off for moderate levels of depression. How-
ever, having the responsibility of caring for a child had a higher
odds ratio (2.14) than caring for an older adult (1.34). In contrast,
when considered together, only caregiving for an older adult
significantly increased an educator's odds of reporting at least
moderate symptoms of anxiety. These results align with previous
research, even though these two types of responsibilities had not
been previously considered together. In a sample of parents of
children under 18 years in the United States, Brown et al. (2020)
reported that elevated stress due to COVID-19 pandemic was
associated with higher anxiety and depression. The burden of
caregiving for older family members prompted concerns among
professionals about the mental health of and required supports for
caregivers (Kent et al., 2020). The increased anxiety seen in care-
givers of older adults likely stemmed from the early knowledge of
the consequences of the COVID-19 virus infection, which empha-
sized a high health risk for older adults, but little risk for children
(Davies et al., 2020). Research has also suggested that fear of con-
tracting the virus is associated with poorer psychological well-
being in older adults (Whitehead & Torossian, 2021), a fear that is
likely shared by their caregivers. Therefore, educators who were
responsible for the care of an older adult may have been more
anxious because of needing to navigate how to care for family
members while balancing isolation measures (Kent et al., 2020).

Given the increasing demands on educators in both their pro-
fessional and home life during school closures, it is important to
consider their own well-being. For example, the school closures
saw educators facing challenges associated with isolation mea-
sures, such as post-traumatic stress symptoms, experiencing fears
of infection, frustration with uncertainty, and decreased social and
physical contact with others (Brooks et al., 2020). This is in addition
to distance learning challenges, as well as work-home life balance,
all of which can impact mental health (Strauss, 2020). Our results
suggest that this might be particularly salient for educators who are
responsible for the care and learning support of their own children,
or for the care of an older adult in their family, while also having to
teach the students in their class from home. Literature to date on
the COVID-19 pandemic has suggested that working parents are
faced with added stress of navigating their caregiving re-
sponsibilities and their professional obligations, however much of
this research has been focused on front-line workers (e.g., Varner,
2020). In our sample, there was only about a 23% overlap be-
tween moderate-or-higher symptomatology between depression
and anxiety, whereas the comorbidity of those two disorders is
generally being reported at much higher rates, between 60 and 70%
(e.g., Groen et al., 2020). We interpreted our low rates of overlap to
indicate that, in our sample, these two mental health issues were
fairly distinct, and therefore did not examine a combined outcome
of depression and anxiety.

It should be noted that the kindergarten educators in our
sample were predominantly female. Since teaching is a profession
dominated by women, particularly in elementary grades,® our
findings have particular relevance to working women. To date,
research has pointed to the pandemic having a larger impact on
working women compared to working men, especially those with

3 Statistics Canada reports that as of 2011, 84% of all elementary and kindergarten
teachers and 97% of all early childhood educators and assistants in Canada were
women (Government of Canada, 2011).
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children. Research focused on educator well-being during the
pandemic found that female teachers experienced higher levels of
stress due to school closures, compared to their male counterparts,
which they attributed to higher workload and increased domestic
responsibilities (Allen et al., 2020; Klapproth et al., 2020). Recent
research has also suggested that higher demands in teaching due to
the increased technology use have been particularly challenging for
teachers who are mothers, due to having less free time and having
blurred boundaries between their roles at home and at work
(Weisberger et al., 2021). Further, women are reported to be taking
on the majority of the extra child and home care due to the
pandemic shutdowns (e.g., Power, 2020; Quian & Fuller, 2020;
Yamamura & Tsustsui, 2021). Power (2020) suggests that although
women were already taking on most of the unpaid work prior to the
pandemic, the proportion has dramatically increased since March
2020 when the pandemic began, which may have long-term
negative impacts on women and families for several years to
come. For instance, the employment gender gap has significantly
widened as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic among parents of
elementary school-aged children, and women have reported lower
productivity and job satisfaction compared to men (e.g., Feng &
Savani, 2020; Quian & Fuller, 2020; Yamamura & Tsustsui, 2021).

4.1. Strengths, limitations and future directions

To our knowledge, our study is the first to investigate the as-
sociations between family responsibilities and mental health out-
comes of a large sample of kindergarten educators during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Our study's major strength is that it demon-
strates the burden of multiple responsibilities and its association
with poor mental health among educators responsible for teaching
children in the youngest elementary school grades.

Nevertheless, our study has a number of limitations that should
be mentioned. Whereas a strength of our study is that our re-
spondents came from all but one Ontario school division/authority,
it was not possible for us to assess the representativeness of this
sample. Because our study only included kindergarten educators, it
is likely that these findings might differ for teachers of children in
older grades. Future research should examine similar associations
in teachers of all grade levels. Moreover, our study was cross-
sectional and therefore we could not establish a causal relation-
ship between family responsibility and symptoms of depression
and anxiety. We were also unable to examine whether any pre-
existing mental health conditions may have contributed to our
results. Our study was conducted at a specific period in time and
our results can only be interpreted in the context of the spring of
2020, during the first round of the COVID-19-related school clo-
sures in Ontario, Canada. As the landscape of the COVID-19
pandemic continues to change with respect to schools, learning
(e.g., Sokal et al., 2020), and the adults' and children's susceptibility
to the illness, research should continue to examine educator mental
health, particularly from the perspective of balancing family re-
sponsibilities and remote teaching.

5. Conclusion

The results of the current study are an important addition to the
existing literature on distance teaching during the COVID-19
pandemic-related school closures, and on the burden of family
responsibilities on professionals working from home, exemplified
by the experience of kindergarten educators. Overall, our study
suggests that having family responsibilities of caregiving or
learning of children under the age of 18 years or caring for older
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adults during the COVID-19 pandemic, especially when these re-
sponsibilities were not shared, were negatively associated with
educator mental health. This is especially important considering
kindergarten educators are predominantly women, who tend to be
taking on most of the extra family care responsibilities (e.g., Power,
2020). In light of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, it is important to
systematically investigate the context of the associated school
closures, and the impact that this had on educators, caregivers, and
their families. While most of such research focuses on the impact
on children, the current work provides insight into the first
pandemic-related shutdown, the first time that educators were
faced with the challenges of teaching from home, with increased
responsibilities due to the pandemic. Given that our work suggests
that educators who had primary responsibilities had higher levels
of depression and anxiety, our research calls for more shared re-
sponsibilities (whether with a partner or other family members) to
help mitigate the increased burden of caregiving, especially during
pandemic closures. These findings can also help inform future
research exploring pandemic-related shutdowns, specifically
highlighting the importance to focus on the impact of the pandemic
on educator and caregiver mental health, and use these findings to
increase support programs. Since this study was conducted, the
province of Ontario has been through two additional lockdowns
that have also impacted families and may also have been associated
with changes in their mental health and well-being. Pre-pandemic
research has suggested that organizations should develop pro-
grams that promote a work-life balance for teachers who are also
parents (Palmer et al., 2012). Our results indicate that this may be
even more important during the COVID-19 pandemic. Altogether,
these results emphasize the need for mental health supports not
only for educators, but also for parents of school-aged children who
work from home during the school closures.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2022.103735.
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