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Abstract

Quality improvement strategies largely focus on lead teachers’ qualifications with lit-
tle regard to their work environment, while also overlooking a significant segment

of the workforce—assistant teachers. Early educators work in teams, and assistant
teachers play an important role planning, implementing, and supporting classroom
activities. Using an explanatory mixed-methods design, the present United States
based study examines assistant teachers' (N=436) assessments of their work environ-
ment, with a focus on teamwaork. Findings reveal how features of the work environ-
ment are related to assistant teachers'assessments of teamwaork. Implications for policy,
practice, and future research are discussed to address the work environment factors
that support the ability of assistant teachers to collaborate and meaningfully contrib-
ute to the functioning and quality of children’s learning environment.

Keywords: Assistant teachers, Work environment, Working conditions, Teamwaork,
Collaboration, Well-being, Early care and education

Introduction

High-quality learning environments that promote children’s development require educa-
tors who are knowledgeable about appropriate pedagogy (Brown & Lan, 2013; Brunsek
et al.,, 2020), experience positive working conditions (Johnson et al., 2021), and engage
with colleagues who support their practice (Jungbauer & Ehlen, 2015; Lgvgren, 2016).
Young children depend on educators who are skilled in their teaching practice and have
their professional well-being and needs supported. Assistant teachers (ATs) play an
important role in children’s learning experiences, as they contribute their intellectual,
experiential, and cultural knowledge to the planning, implementation, and support of
classroom activities (Curby et al.,, 2012; Sosinsky & Gilliam, 2011). However, there is lim-
ited research on how assistant teachers experience their work environment and function
as a member of a team of educators. The purpose of this study is to examine assistant
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teachers’ assessments of their work environment with a focus on teamwork and identify

factors in their work environment that promote or hinder teamwork.

The landscape and context of assistant ECE teachers

Teaching and caring for young children is an emotionally, intellectually, and physically
demanding job that requires a high level of collaboration and teamwork (Leana et al.,
2009). Classrooms require that all teachers plan, communicate, and collaborate to meet
children’s developmental needs, in addition to ensuring their safety (DiCarlo et al., 2021;
Jardi et al., 2022). Unlike kindergarten through grade 12 (K-12) educators, early educa-
tors work in teams. Varying by children’s age, there are standards for the ratio of adults to
children in a classroom (Perlman et al., 2017). For example, “two trained adults” must be
present in a class of six to eight infants, or for a classroom of 12 to 20 preschoolers (ACF,
OCC, HHS, n.d.). Working in support of a lead teacher, assistant teachers are uniquely
positioned to offer pedagogical and structural support in the classroom (Cramer & Cap-
pella, 2019). In spite of the instrumental role assistant teachers play in classroom expe-
riences, there is a lack of research regarding how they assess their work environment,
including teamwork, and how features of the work environment might influence their
assessments of teamwork.

Nationally, two-thirds of center-based early educators work in the role of a teacher
(i.e., head or lead teacher) and one-third in the role of assistant teacher (Whitebook
et al., 2018a). Demographically, assistant teachers or aides are more likely to be culturally
and linguistically diverse (Austin et al., 2019; Cramer & Cappella, 2019), often mirroring
the cultural characteristics of children in their care (Ansari, 2017; Sandstrom & Gelatt,
2017); (Greenberg et al., 2018). Thus, assistant teachers offer an array of linguistic and
cultural knowledge that contributes to providing culturally responsive practices (Curby
et al., 2012; Jacoby & Corwin-Renner, 2022).

Despite this rich experience, the ECE workforce is one of the most underpaid in the
United States, with assistant teachers earning less than other instructional roles, and
in environments that undermine their practice and well-being (McLean et al., 2021).
Moreso, the existing racial and social inequities that permeate the United States contrib-
ute to role stratification in the ECE system (Austin et al., 2019). For example, research
shows an overrepresentation of Hispanic, Black, and individuals who speak English as
a second language (ESL) in assistant teacher positions (Austin et al., 2019). This popula-
tion of the workforce also earns an average of $1.06 less per hour than lead teachers who
are more likely to be White (Austin et al., 2019; Cramer & Cappella, 2019; Lee et al,,
2022).

The work environment of assistant teachers

Given the essential role ECE assistant teachers play in the classroom, understanding the
ways in which work environments support assistant teachers’ practice and well-being
is critical. However, strategies to improve work environments have largely focused on
teacher training and qualifications while on-the-job supports have routinely been over-
looked (Brunsek et al., 2020; Gomez et al., 2015; Heisner & Lederberg, 2011). Moreo-
ver, there is a dearth of research on assistant teachers’ work environment in the context
of how their teaching and classroom practices are supported, including training and
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professional development; opportunities they have for decision-making and input; their
professional relationships with coworkers and supervisor; and their financial and eco-

nomic security.

Supports in the classroom

An assistant teacher’s ability to plan for and facilitate learning depends on their access
to teaching supports (Wells, 2017). Supports include access to curriculum, materials/
equipment, assessments to guide teaching and learning, staffing to meet the needs of
children, and paid time for professional responsibilities to plan, assess, do paperwork,
reflect, and collaborate with colleagues (Whitebook & Ryan, 2011). Although many state
standards indicate curriculum planning time as a requirement for developing quality
learning experiences, they also lack clarity on how to plan, who to involve, and when to
plan. This ambiguity can lead to assistant teachers being left out of classroom planning
(Leana et al., 2009; Sosinsky & Gilliam, 2011).

Opportunities for decision-making and input

Organizational research indicates an individual's sense of autonomy, control, and
empowerment in their work promotes positive organizational structure, collaboration,
and coordination (Nakayama, 2018; Park & Searcy, 2012). Drawn from organizational
research, early educators’ involvement and awareness in decisions about program poli-
cies and their ability to make decisions regarding instructional practices (Jungbauer
& Ehlen, 2015; Royer & Moreau, 2015) contributes to their well-being (Clausen et al,,
2022), promotes a sense of empowerment (Wagner & French, 2010), and can predict
higher job motivation and commitment (Park & Searcy, 2012). However, assistant teach-
ers’ lack this work experience as their roles are often subjected to organizational hier-
archy with “little to no input in decisions regarding center policies and processes, daily
curriculum planning, or often even with whom they work” (Wagner & French, 2010, p.
168).

Relationships with their coworkers and supervisor

In an ECE classroom, while educators work in teams, there is an assumed mentor/
mentee relationship built into the structure of their roles as lead teacher and assistant
teacher (Bullough, 2015; Wagner & French, 2010). Despite this inherent hierarchy, pro-
gram leaders often encourage community and collegiality (Aubrey, 2011; Montgomery
& Rupp, 2005). Lead teachers who report having supportive positive relationships with
program leaders, in “fair” work environments, report a greater sense of job satisfaction
(Helsing, 2007) and demonstrate increased instructional quality (Marvin et al., 2003).
Conversely, conflictual relationships with program leaders are a strong predictor of turn-
over among teaching staff overall (Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014; Schaack et al., 2022). There-
fore, assistant teachers’ perceptions about leadership and the program culture influence
educator’s well-being and teaching practice.

Training and professional development
The minimal educational requirements for assistant teachers (Whitebook, 2014; White-
book et al., 2018a) result in many entering the field without substantial background in
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child development or culturally and developmentally responsive pedagogy (Administra-
tion for Children & Families et al., n. d.; Hyson & Douglass, 2019). Research links profes-
sional knowledge (Heisner & Lederberg, 2011) and qualifications with effective teaching
(Brunsek et al., 2020; Johnson et al., 2019), and higher pay and promotion (Conley &
Odden, 1995; Lee et al.,, 2022; Torquati et al., 2007). Thus, positive work environments
include access to opportunities for higher education and professional development,
along with the application of professional learning in classrooms (Wagner & French,
2010). Teachers learning together not only develop their skills and practices in the class-
room, but also build cohesion among the teaching team and continuity in caregiving
and instruction (Ackerman, 2008). When assistant teachers exchange teaching ideas
with lead teachers, they are also more likely to develop formal and informal mentoring
relationships, which often lead to a positive work environment and improved well-being
(Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014; Wagner & French, 2010).

Economic security

Another important aspect of assistant teachers’ work environment is economic and
financial well-being. Economic well-being is conceptualized as having financial security
and a low level of monetary worries (Whitebook et al., 2016). While low wages and a
lack of benefits in the ECE workforce contributes to financial stress and strain (Austin
et al., 2019; McLean et al., 2021; Phillips et al., 2016), assistant teachers often earn the
lowest pay scale in their program (Jacoby & Corwin-Renner, 2022), thus these stresses
may be exacerbated for ATs. For example, in the state of Georgia, regardless of experi-
ence or educational attainment, assistant teachers earn $16,190 annually, making about
125% of the federal poverty level (Georgia Early Education Alliance for Ready Students
& GEEARS, 2021).

Present study

This study was conducted in the United States and examines educator-assessed char-
acteristics of ECE work environments using an explanatory mixed-methods design
(Creswell & Clark, 2017). It explores assistant teachers’ assessments of their work
environment across a broad range of workplace supports and how aspects of the work
environment are associated with their assessments of teamwork. Given the research
on assistant teachers’ role in classroom quality (Curby et al., 2012; Sosinsky & Gilliam,
2011) and diversifying the ECE workforce (Cramer & Cappella, 2019; Jacoby & Cor-
win-Renner, 2022), a supportive workplace experience may be a catalyst to professional
growth, ensuring a future of effective teachers in the field. Additionally, early educators
work in classroom teams to plan and implement learning experiences (Bullough, 2015).
Therefore, understanding and improving assistant teachers’ work environment may be
an important way to help enhance the well-being, stability, and effectiveness of the gen-
eral ECE teaching workforce in addition to how they function alongside their coworkers.

Methods

Participants

The sample for the current study was drawn from the larger Supportive Environmen-
tal Quality Underlying Adult Learning (SEQUAL) dataset. Utilizing a subset focusing
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exclusively on assistant teachers, our analyses include 436 assistant teachers and/or aides
employed in 305 center-based programs. By location, the sample includes 121 assistant
teachers for study one, 41 for study two, 57 for study three, 42 for study four, and 175
for study five. Three of these studies were conducted at the state-level and two at the
county-level. Demographics and workforce characteristics are presented in two tables in
Additional file 1: Appendix S1; general characteristics are presented in Additional file 1:
Table S1, and Additional file 1: Table S2 presents racial and ethnic background by educa-
tional attainment.

The goal of these studies was to document the experiences, resources and support that
early educators needed to promote their well-being and improve practice. The findings
from each study were used to inform policies and practices in the specific study location.

Procedures

The SEQUAL dataset comprises 4 studies that utilized a random stratified sampling
design, and one that employed a census. The strata varied depending on the location and
scope of the original study (e.g., region, centers serving birth to five vs. preschool aged
children). Given that the strata varied between studies and were not a primary focus
of this analysis, the design does not control for sample stratification. All teaching staff
employed at a center who worked directly with young children were invited to partici-
pate. While the dataset contains studies across various locations spanning the United
States (i.e., Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, and West), each was implemented with fidel-
ity and the procedures across are standardized. While the survey went under slight revi-
sions between studies, for example removing or revising items, only survey items that
were consistent across the five studies were included in the dataset for this analysis.

A list of early childhood programs and early educator contact information were pro-
vided to the researchers by the local partner organization for each study. A week prior to
the study launch, an announcement letter was sent to all centers in the population that
described the study, highlighted their center may be selected to participate, and offered
an opportunity to opt-out. About a week following the announcement, an email was sent
via Qualtrics with a link to the survey to participate. The duration for data collection
averaged 6 weeks. The procedures and study protocol were reviewed and approved by
the authors’ institutional review board (IRB).

Measures

Work environment

SEQUAL was implemented to capture assistant teachers’ assessments of their work
environment (Whitebook & Ryan, 2021). SEQUAL is a multipurpose, validated meas-
ure designed to measure the working conditions of early educators and focuses on the
context in which teaching and learning occur. The measure is administered directly to
early educators to identify supports and workplace conditions that impact their practice
and well-being. SEQUAL features two parts: part 1 of the survey asked assistant teachers
to rate their agreement or disagreement with statements regarding their work environ-
ments, and part 2 assessed their personal and work characteristics (e.g., race and ethnic-

ity, educational attainment, tenure, wages).
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Part 1 of the measure featured 97 items across five domains comprising the work envi-
ronment. Alpha levels for each domain ranged from 0.74 to 0.96. Each domain includes

smaller dimensions:

1) Teaching Supports (Observation and Assessment, Materials, Support Services for
Children and Families, Staffing),

2) Learning Community (Professional Development, Applying Learning),

3) Job Crafting (Decision-Making, Input, Teamwork),

4) Adult Well-Being (Economic Well-Being, Wellness, Quality of Work Life), and

5) Leadership.

The survey captures both quantitative and qualitative data. For the quantitative data,
participants were asked to self-report their level of agreement on a Likert scale of 1 to
6, with 1 representing “strongly disagree” and 6 representing “strongly agree”. A higher
level of agreement thus indicates a more supportive work environment. For the qualita-
tive data, assistant teachers also filled out an open-ended item at the end of each domain
to share how that aspect of the work environment impacted their teaching practice and/
or well-being.

Teamwork

To measure assistant teachers’ assessments of their relationships and collaboration with
colleagues, the SEQUAL survey has a distinct dimension on the SEQUAL survey, Team-
work. The Teamwork dimension has four items that measures ability to collaborate and
work together in the classroom on the six-point Likert scale. Assistant teachers rated
their collaboration with their lead teacher in planning and implementing learning expe-
riences for children.

Characteristics of the workforce

The SEQUAL survey also features an in-depth educator profile, asking participants
about their demographic (e.g., age, race and ethnicity, languages spoken) and work-
force characteristics (e.g., tenure, educational attainment, wages). This section features
dichotomous variables (e.g., Do you speak another language? Yes or No), categorical var-
iables (e.g., educational attainment: less than a high school degree, a high school degree
or GED, some college but no degree, associate degree, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree
or higher), and open-ended continuous responses (e.g., the year they started working in
ECE, and wage/ income). Continuous variables were recoded, such as tenure, into cat-
egories (e.g., tenure—2 years or less, 3—5 years, 6 or more years). Education was recoded
into some college or less, associate degree, and bachelor’s degree or higher. Hourly
wage was adjusted for inflation using 2017 as the base year and imputed any missing
values for the mean. Furthermore, to understand assistant teachers’ future career plans
and whether they intended to stay at their center, two studies (N=217) asked assistant
teachers to report on their 3-year plans. Responses were coded to those that intend to
stay at their current center, leave their center but stay in the ECE field, leave the ECE
field entirely, or unsure.
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Analyses

Quantitative analyses

Descriptive Descriptive analyses were run to compute assistant teachers’ characteristics
and assessments of their work environment which include domain and dimension mean
scores, and frequencies on individual survey items. To understand how assessments of
the work environment and teamwork varied by educator characteristics, we ran t-tests
and ANOVA to explore group differences. These variables included languages spoken,
race and ethnicity, tenure, educational attainment, and age group served in the classroom.

Hierarchical linear model (multilevel model) A Hierarchical Linear Model (HLM) was
run to examine the relationship between Teamwork and other SEQUAL dimensions. The
HLM model addressed the three-level nested structure of the data (assistant teachers,
centers, and study location) to obtain accurate standard errors (Dyer et al., 2005) and the
lack of center or location-level variables that could potentially bias results due to omit-
ted variable bias (OVB). For example, the locations may have had different professional
development or compensation policies. However, research indicates that lower-fixed
effects estimators (in our case ratings on SEQUAL and sociodemographic characteristics)
in HLM are robust against higher-level omitted variable effects (Kim & Swoboda, 2011;
Oshchepkov & Shirokanova, 2022).

Our statistical analyses proceeded as follows: (1) assessing whether a three-level or
a two-level model is appropriate for the structure of the data by testing cluster effects
using likelihood-ratio tests and fitting the models by maximum likelihood (ML); and
(2) proceeding to fit a model that examines the relationship between the Teamwork and
other SEQUAL dimensions as well as sociodemographic characteristics. After taking
into account the missing data for our relevant variables, our sample size for this model
includes 266 assistant teachers across 185 centers with a range from one to eight teach-
ers across centers (see Additional file 1: Table S3). For a description of the HLM model,
see Additional file 1: Fig. S1.

Qualitative analyses

The quantitative analyses preceded and guided the qualitative analyses, which focused on
the coding and interpretation of the open-ended responses from the survey. Responses
along with participants’ descriptive data (race/ethnicity, level of education, geographi-
cal location, position, and teamwork dimension score) were imported into Dedoose
(Dedoose Version9.0.17, 2021). The qualitative team then used an initial coding scheme
developed etically (Berry, 1999) from the domains of SEQUAL to code five respondents
from different geographic locations. As they engaged with the coding scheme and par-
ticipant responses, the qualitative team added emic codes (Berry, 1999) that emerged
from participants’ responses. Subsequent to developing both the etically and emically
derived coding scheme, the qualitative team met to discuss the scheme, and engaged
in discussion to achieve intercoder agreement (Saldafia, 2009) regarding the codes,
their definition, and application. The qualitative team then conducted the first cycle of
descriptive coding (Saldaria, 2009) with sets of responses grouped by geographic loca-
tion. As the team coded participant responses, members of the team memoed themes
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and possible associations among codes. After completing the coding, the qualitative
team met to discuss any further queries or adjustments necessary to the coding scheme
and any notable themes based on the frequency of responses or other characteristics of
the data. Notable frequencies and themes were shared with the quantitative team and
integrated into the findings.

Results

Quantitative descriptive assessments of the work environment

Additional file 1: Table S4 in the Appendix provides the descriptive findings regarding

assistant teachers’ assessments of their work environments and includes the mean scores

and standard deviations for the five SEQUAL domains and their respective dimensions.
The mean scores and standard deviations of assistant teachers’ responses to items

assessing teamwork in the Teamwork dimension are presented in Table 1. Overall, assis-

tant teachers had high assessments of teamwork—with slightly higher mean scores on

items assessing if teaching staff in their classroom consider themselves a team and all

teaching staff are responsible for their share of work.

Quantitative results examining variations in teamwork scores

We examined assistant teachers’ scores on the Teamwork dimension to see if these dif-
fered by educator characteristics. Among these variables, there was only one significant
finding for the intention to leave variable. Assistant teachers whose 3-year plans include
leaving the ECE field had statistically significant lower Teamwork scores (M =4.62)
compared to those whose 3-year plans included staying at their center (M=5.16),
F(2,136)=3.35, p=0.038.

Multilevel model: fixed effects model
Prior to running the HLM, a bivariate analysis was run to examine the correlations
between Teamwork and the other dimensions (see Additional file 1: Table S6). All
dimensions were statistically significant and moderately correlated with Teamwork.
Results from likelihood ratio and Wald tests show that a model with teacher-level
predictors is more parsimonious than one with center or location-level predictors (see
Additional file 1: Table S7). However, given our sampling design, we present results
for a two-level HLM although some centers have one observation per group (Gelman
& Hill, 2007). The HLM provides results of centering-within-cluster (CWC) since our
primary interests are at the assistant teacher level (level 1) predictors and because
SEQUAL dimensions are generic-level constructs that affect individual perceptions.

Table 1 Teamwork dimension mean scores

Item description Mean (SD)

Teaching staff in my classroom consider themselves a team 5.23(0.97)

All teaching staff in my classroom work together to plan learning experiences for young children 4.84(1.33)
experiences for young children

All teaching staff in my classroom are responsible for their share of work 5.06 (1.25)
Teaching staff in my classroom work well with teaching staff in other classrooms 4.90(1.12)
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CWC removes all between-cluster variation and produces an unbiased estimate of the
SEQUAL dimensions (Enders & Tofighi, 2007). Between-effects (i.e., aggregated mean
scores for the SEQUAL dimensions across assistant teachers at the same center) are also
included in the model to differentiate from within effects (Shaw & Kay Flake, n.d.).

The results show that the ICC at the center level is 4.3% and at the location level is
close to 0, which means that the nested structure of the data at the location level can
be ignored. The results also show that the models account for a considerable amount
of variation at the center and teacher-level; that is, the predictors explain 51% of varia-
tion in Teamwork scores between assistant teachers and 52% of variation in Teamwork
scores within centers (i.e., aggregating assistant teacher responses at the center-level)
(Table 2). The final model includes both characteristics of educators at a center and
individual-level variables and results show that within effects, the dimensions of Support
Services for Children and Families (8=0.310, p=0.006), Applying Learning (3= 0.446,
p=0.004) and Economic Well-Being (5=0.145, p=0.068) are statistically significant
SEQUAL dimensions that positively predict assistant teachers’ assessments on the
Teamwork dimension. For example, a one-unit increase in the score for Support Services
and Children within the center is associated with a 0.310-unit increase in the score for
Teamwork.

Among effects between centers, the results show that dimensions focused on organ-
izational characteristics (Wellness, Applying Learning, and Support Services for Chil-
dren and Families Dimensions) are associated with the Teamwork dimension: a one-unit
increase in the average score at the center level on the dimension of Wellness Supports
(/=0.181, p=0.034) is associated with a Teamwork score increase of 0.181. Decision-
Making (8=0.102, p=0.012), Applying Learning (5=0.611, p=0.000), and Support
Services for Children and Families (5=0.168, p=0.000) dimensions also positively pre-
dict assistant teachers’ assessments on the Teamwork dimension.

Qualitative results examining teamwork

Informed by the quantitative analysis, the qualitative analysis explored how domains are
reflected in assistant teachers’ experiences in their work environment. Given the quanti-
tative results, our analysis focused on exploring what participants conveyed with regard
to leadership and guidance, job crafting, and learning community. One theme that
emerged was collaboration, more specifically how participants used “I” and “we” state-
ments to convey teamwork. This was most notable in participant responses to Teaching
Supports, Learning Community, and Leadership domain open-ended questions. Their
responses illustrated how aspects of the assistant teacher’s work environment interact
to create collaboration and support among colleagues. Assistant teachers who used “we”
often described positive interactions between leadership, staff input, and programmatic
functioning. For example, one assistant teacher described how leadership encouraged
professional development, and how this in turn contributed to a collaborative work
culture.

“We have to take a certain amount of training time each year. Our supervisor gives
us enough freedom & support to find new ways of teaching, and allows us to imple-
ment them into our classroom.”
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Table 2 Hierarchical linear model

Coefficient Std. error
(Within effects) dimension scores
Observation 0.064 0.067
Materials —0.003 0.074
Support services for children and families 0.310** 0.112
Staffing —0.043 0.087
Professional development —0.051 0.058
Applying learning 0.446** 0.154
Decision-making 0.065 0.058
Input 0.035 0.106
Economic well-being 0.146" 0.080
Wellness supports —0.095 0.120
Quiality of work life 0.140 0.109
(Between effects) mean dimension scores
Observation 0.068 0.043
Materials —0.065 0.051
Support services for children and families 0.168*** 0.064
Staffing —0.070 0.051
Professional development —0.028 0.045
Applying learning 0.611%** 0.104
Decision-making 0.102** 0.041
Input 0.059 0.076
Economic well-being —0.031 0.062
Wellness supports 0.181* 0.085
Quality of work life 0.072 0.083
Sociodemographic characteristics
Wage per hour 0.006 0.013
Educational attainment (ref. category: some college or less)
Associate degree 0.066 0.118
Bachelor's degree or higher 0011 0.131
Race (ref. category: Hispanic)
POC — 0051 0.143
White —0.120 0.104
Center-level variables
Bilingualism at the center (ref. category: no one is bilingual)
At least one educator is bilingual —0.166 0.102
All are bilingual —0.208 0.210
Educational attainment of the staff at the center (ref. category: no one has a BA)
At least one teaching staff has a BA 0.122 0.119
All teaching staff has a BA 0.245 0.220
Intercept 0.339 0474
Goodness-of-fit statistics
R-square level 1 0.5152
R-square level 2 0.5190
Observations 266

Dependent variable Teamwork and SEQUAL dimensions are measured in a 1-6 scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly
agree (6)

Sensitivity analysis in Additional file 1: Table S1 suggests a limited impact of missing data since the descriptive statistics in
our model do not substantially change from the full sample

041 £0,001, *p <0.01, *p<0.05,7p<0.1
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Alternatively, assistant teachers who used I statements in their responses conveyed
a sense of isolation from the school staff and culture. For example, this assistant
teacher indicated that she felt isolated in terms of professional development and its

integration into classroom practices.

“My professional development is typically something I seek independently. Other
teachers within the classroom seem to do the bare minimum and do not seem
interested when I offer new approaches to teaching”

This thematic analysis highlights the intersectionality of the assistant teachers’ per-
ception of their workplace with their roles, responsibilities, and sense of belonging as
part of an educator team.

In support of the quantitative analysis, the qualitative analysis also examined varia-
tions in a participant’s Teamwork mean score and their responses. Assistant teachers’
were grouped by their mean Teamwork dimension score: high (4.8—5.8), moderate
(3.8-4.75), moderately low (2.8-3.75), and low (2.75 and below) to discern any varia-
tion in the open-ended responses. Similar to the quantitative results, there appeared
to be an association between Teamwork scores and Input and Decision-Making, in
addition to guidance from their program leader. Those with lower Teamwork dimen-
sion scores had responses reflecting a lack of input, lack of decision-making, and
weak/unsupportive leadership. For example:

“Our school board is comprised of parents of students in the preschool classroom.
Because of this, our class (the toddler classroom) does not have representation in
the decision-making processes of the school. All policies seem to behave only to
benefit the preschool classroom and our class is left in the dark about any changes
to policies or potential access to grants.”

Similarly, responses from those with lower Teamwork dimension scores also
reflected lower Learning Community scores, in particular, that there was a lack of
collaboration between the assistant teacher and the lead teacher, making it hard to
integrate practices they might garner or be able to take advantage of professional
development opportunities. For example:

“Other teachers were less educated and were not interested or able to understand
the importance of applying culturally appropriate interventions and behavioral
techniques that would benefit children who had faced trauma’”

Or, as another assistant teacher responded:

“I know that I've learned a lot more from professional development than I did
from my teaching staff” and “I do not always believe the lead teacher uses best
practices in the classroom but it is my job to follow the lead teacher”

Lastly, instances of participants recounting strong positive leadership often co-
occurred with positive teamwork and work culture codes such as “Instructional/
Reflective Supervision’, “Collaboration’, “Opportunities for Growth’, and “Supported
Teaching Practices” Instances of strong leadership never co-occurred with negative
elements of the work environment. For example:
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“Our supervisor gives us a lot of room & support to make mostly our own decisions
as to how we teach, what we teach, and when we teach it. We plan our own curricu-
lum, and implement it mostly on our own, which mostly works out well.”

This suggests that how one is supported by leadership comprising the lead teacher with
whom they work and the director of the school may relate to teamwork. Positive leader-
ship that supports individuals professionally and in practice, may contribute to positive
assessments of teamwork. Positive Learning Community codes (such as opportunities
to integrate practice and for knowledge and skill development) often co-occurred with
positive teamwork codes such as a “Positive Work Culture of Teamwork’, and “Involve-

ment in Decision-Making” For example, as one assistant teacher stated:

“My program has all lead and assistant teachers trained on the assessments that we
use as well as curriculum planning. I am currently a teachers aide, but I am work-
ing with the lead teacher on assessments and then using that information to prop-
erly determine exactly what should be covered in the monthly/weekly curriculum.

Or how this assistant teacher described positive strong leadership in relation to
teamwork:

“..0ur supervisor is always open to talk, whether it be about issues we may be hav-
ing, or about implementing new methods, etc”

And still another assistant teacher stated:

“We actually have to use what we learn, brainstorming with the team when we have
difficulties”

Thus, an assistant teacher’s perception about how and how well they can harness
opportunities for professional development and integrate them into their classroom
practices might be related to the level of teamwork that they perceived with both the
lead teacher in the classroom and the director of their school.

Discussion
The present study utilized a mixed-methods design to examine assistant teachers’
assessments of their work environment and how aspects of their work environment are
associated with their assessments of teamwork. Descriptive findings from the quanti-
tative analysis indicate that features of the work environment rated more positively by
assistant teachers were those assessing teamwork, the quality of relationships with their
colleagues, supports and resources for working with children and families, supervision
and guidance from their program leader within the dimensions of Teamwork, Support
Services for Working with Children and Families, and Quality of Work Life. The dimen-
sions rated more positively all encompass aspects of the work environment that connect
with teamwork and relationships with colleagues that support their practice, which is
especially important for ECE educators who work collaboratively in teams.

The theme of collaboration also emerged from the qualitative analysis—specifically the
use of “I” and “we” statements in how individuals responded to their experiences across
each domain of the SEQUAL survey. Assistant teachers that used the term “we” while

sharing their experiences had favorable assessments of teamwork, guidance, supports,
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and mentorship in comparison to those who used “I” statements. This finding corrobo-
rates research by Jacoby and Corwin-Renner (2022) examining workplace attributes that
foster job satisfaction and retention for a group of bilingual assistant teachers working
in Head Start centers. The authors’ findings indicate that Head Start teachers empha-
sized the ability to collaborate with lead teachers as a positive component of their work
environment that contributed to their desire to stay. Taken together, these findings along
with those of the current study point to the importance of the social fabric of a school,
how it supports an assistant teacher personally and professionally, as a critical compo-
nent of teamwork in assistant teachers’ work environment.

Features of the work environment rated less positively by assistant teachers were lack
of input and decision-making at both the classroom and programmatic level within the
Decision-Making and Input dimensions. Studies find an association between greater job
satisfaction, commitment, and positive team climate and educators feeling like they can
contribute to decisions and provide input (Jungbauer & Ehlen, 2015; Lovgren, 2016).
Similarly, assistant teachers also rated professional development experiences less posi-
tively, particularly having input in selecting the PD they participate in and having time
with other teachers to discuss approaches to teaching, within the Professional Develop-
ment dimension. Both access to professional development that is meaningful for their
practice and reflection with other teachers is part of a positive work environment that
fosters an educators’ practice and relationships with colleagues (Hall-Kenyon et al.,
2014; Wagner & French, 2010).

Assistant teachers in our study also reported high levels of economic insecurity within
the Economic Well-Being dimension. This finding is unsurprising given chronically low
wages across the ECE field, in particular for assistant teachers who earn less than lead
teachers (Austin et al., 2019; Cramer & Cappella, 2019; Lee et al., 2022) and also have
less access to benefits, thus impacting their work environment perceptions, their prac-
tice, and well-being (Kwon et al., 2020; McLean et al.,, 2021). The association between
quality care and an educator’s autonomy and agency in their work along with their phys-
ical and economic well-being is well documented (de Schipper et al., 2008; King et al.,
2016; Lower & Cassidy, 2007). Thus, taken together, teamwork, decision-making and
input, professional development, and economic well-being are all fundamental to sup-
port an assistant teacher’s practice and well-being and may have implications for class-
room and program quality.

While the descriptive analysis revealed that assistant teachers rated teamwork posi-
tively overall, the analyses also examined features of the work environment associated
with higher and lower assessments of teamwork. A multilevel model was conducted to
examine assistant teacher and center-level responses as some educators in the sample
worked at the same center and thus could be influenced by the same working conditions
and policies. Features of the work environment related to the organizational conditions
of the center had a statistically significant relationship with the Teamwork dimension.
That is, higher scores on the dimensions measuring features of the work environment
related to supports for working with children and families, opportunities for decision-
making and input at the classroom and program level, and ability to apply new teach-
ing practices also predicted higher scores on Teamwork. The qualitative analysis
found a similar trend in that assistant teachers with positive accounts of collaboration,
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supervision, teaching supports, and professional development also had higher scores on
Teamwork. These findings are consistent with the literature that shows teamwork does
not exist in isolation but is influenced by the classroom and programmatic resources
and supports available to teachers (Bullough, 2015; Curby et al., 2012; Jacoby & Corwin-
Renner, 2022).

In addition, variations in educator responses were examined and there were very few
significant differences by assistant teachers’ sociodemographic or workforce character-
istics and their assessments of teamwork. This finding suggests that many of the factors
associated with teamwork in our sample may be a function of the center’s working con-
ditions and the climate that facilitates or hinders relationships among coworkers, and
not the demographic or workforce characteristics of educators themselves. Such find-
ings are supported by our multilevel model, where teacher-level SEQUAL dimensions
were statistically significant, even after controlling for sociodemographic characteristics
such as education and race and after accounting for center-level variance.

Examining intention to leave, assistant teachers whose 3-year plans were to stay at
their center had significantly higher mean scores on the Teamwork dimension than
those who planned to leave their center but remain in the field and those who planned
to leave ECE field entirely. Research in K-12 has shown that schools with an integrated
professional culture where teachers with different levels of experience share responsibil-
ity for students and peers are more effective at retaining teachers (Moore, 2012). Leanna
et al. (2009) found a similar relation among collaboration, satisfaction and job attach-
ment being associated with lower turnover intentions among ECE educators. These
results point to the importance of collaboration with colleagues as a contributing factor
in educator satisfaction and retention, which is especially important for assistant teach-
ers who primarily work in support of a lead teacher, as a team collaborator.

There were many strengths of this study that add to the literature and our understand-
ing of assistant teachers’ work environment and their experiences. This mixed-methods
study directly captured assistant teachers’ unique assessments of their work environment
including teaching supports, teamwork, and relationships with coworkers. However,
there were a few limitations. This study relied solely on self-report data from assistant
teachers which may be subject to social desirability bias (Burstein et al., 1995). While
this can be a limitation, research supports the accuracy of self-report data in anonymous
surveys because they are less susceptible to such bias than interviews or focus groups
(Aquilino, 1998). Moreso, self-report methodology has been shown to be highly effective
in measuring time-framed teaching practices, experiences, and characteristics (Koziol
& Burns, 1986; Reddy et al., 2015), especially when rigorous secondary or administra-
tive sources are unreliable (Donaldson & Grant-Vallone, 2002). In this study, educators
were asked directly about their working conditions over a time period of 6 to 12 months,
and their demographic and professional characteristics, instead of relying on adminis-
trative or registry data sources that may not be up-to-date or accurate (Whitebook et al.,
2018b). A second limitation is that the dataset did not collect classroom-level data to
match the assistant teacher to their lead teacher—only educators working at the same
center or center-level data, which means the effects of these center-level variables on the
Teamwork dimension (e.g., funding source of the center, program size, etc.) could not be
estimated.
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To our knowledge, this study is the first to provide a window into assistant teachers’
assessments of their work environments, emphasizing teamwork and the support they
receive from their coworkers across center-based programs. Future research can extend
upon this study by examining the relationship between assistant teachers’ assessments
of teamwork and the relationship with program quality and child outcomes. How well
educators work together as a team and the tenor of their relationships with their col-
leagues factor into both the classroom and program climate in addition to the learning
experiences for young children (Curby et al., 2012; Sosinsky & Gilliam, 2011; Wagner
& French, 2010). Additionally, future research can also explore both center-level vari-
ables (e.g., program funding, center size) to see if there are any variations in assessments
of assistant teachers’ work environments and their ratings of teamwork, and classroom
characteristics (i.e., the characteristics of the assistant and lead teacher working in the
classroom together) to better understand how educator characteristics play a role—for
example, if an assistant teacher is bilingual but not the lead teacher.

Conclusion

Attention has traditionally focused on what educators should know and be able to do—
with good reason—however, there has been little regard to the context in which teaching
occurs and the conditions which enable early educators to apply their practice and sup-
port their well-being. The work environment is comprehensive and includes the policies,
practices, supports, and relationships that surround the educator and impact their prac-
tice and well-being. As ECE educators work in teams in the classroom, teamwork and
collaboration is fundamental to providing high-quality care. This study used a mixed-
methods design to document assistant teachers’ assessments of their work environment;
teamwork; and how features of the work environment are associated with teamwork.
Assistant teachers are integral members of the classroom who bring an array of linguis-
tic and cultural knowledge, contributing to young children’s learning and development
by providing much-needed support and culturally responsive practice and instruction
(Curby et al., 2012; Jacoby & Corwin-Renner, 2022). As the field seeks ways to support
early educators, especially assistant teachers, we hope that more attention focuses on
their work environment and how to foster teamwork.
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