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THE ROLE OF PRESCHOOL TEACHERS IN PROMOTION OF CHILD 
MENTAL HEALTH 

Sanja Skočić Mihić 1, Kristina Babić Milih2, Renata Čepić1 
1Department of Educational Sciences, Faculty of Teacher Education, University of Rijeka 

(CROATIA) 
2Kindergarten Rijeka (CROATIA) 

Abstract 
High-quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) have a positive influence on all aspects of 
children's development. This paper focuses on child mental health issues from the perspective of 
preschool teachers. The competence of preschool teachers in dealing with mental health issues is as 
important as professional support. In Croatian ECEC, not enough attention has been paid to teachers' 
professional development that enables their capacities to create supportive educational conditions or 
environments for children's mental health. The aim of this study was to find out how preschool teachers 
perceive their role in the mental health promotion of children's. Fifteen preschool educators from 
Primorsko-goranska and Istarska counties and the city of Zagreb participated in this study. A qualitative 
approach was applied and created a semi-structured interview protocol. 

The results of the thematic analysis indicate that preschool teachers perceive their role in the promotion 
of children's mental health in four areas: (1) Interactions, (2) Learning environment, (3) Professional 
development, and (4) Family and community, that are in line with areas of competent 21st teachers by 
ISSA pedagogical standards. Findings suggest that preschool teachers recognize the importance of 
mental health promotion and their role in supporting a healthy environment, as well as the need for 
professional collaboration in the best interest of the child. They are aware of their professional role in 
establishing quality interaction with the child to ensure their well-being through emotional support, 
appreciation of their needs, and mutual communication. Further, teachers emphasize their role in 
creating a positive and encouraging environment in which children play an active role and have the 
opportunity to learn through interactions with their peers. They focus on quality relationships and 
communication with parents and professionals to promote children's rights. The continuous professional 
development of preschool teachers in the promotion of children's mental health is crucial in achieving 
maximum well-being and positive childhood experiences. 

Keywords: Preschool children, teacher, mental health, professional development, promotion. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
Mental health problems in the countries of the European Union from 2010 to 2016 are rising, and the 
occurrence of various forms of mental disorders increased from 27.4% to 38.2% [1], representing 22% 
of the EU’s burden of disability [2]. In the Republic of Croatia, mental disorders account for 7% of total 
hospital morbidity [3]. According to WHO data, mental health problems affect 10-20% of children and 
adolescents, up to one-fifth of children suffer from mental health problems [e.g. 4-5], while 50% of 
psychiatric diseases develop and progress already during childhood and adolescence [6]. Children 
“rarely present with single disorders but rather with a range of problems” [7:90]. 

Mental health is a human right [8] and is crucial for public health and prosperity [9]. Mental health enables 
the person to “enjoy well-being, quality of life and health, promotes learning, working and participation 
in society” [8:2]. So, it raises the quality of life and social functioning, while reducing the prevalence of 
mental disorders and human suffering [e.g. 10-11]. Therefore, the actions on mental health are part of 
public policies [2,8,12]. Mental health protection includes measures and activities in several key areas: 
promotion of mental health, prevention, early recognition, treatment, and rehabilitation of mental 
disorders [11:170]. It aims to raise awareness of the importance of mental health as part of overall 
health, strengthening protective factors and reducing factors that harm it, and understanding mental 
health problems and disorders [11]. 

Mental health in infants and young children refer to development of social-emotional competence and self-
regulation from birth to age five in the context of family, community, and culture [12-14].  A child's physical 
and mental health is the foundation for optimal cognitive, language, motor, and socioemotional 
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development [e.g.7]. A child's physical and mental health is the foundation for optimal cognitive, language, 
motor, and socioemotional development [e.g., 7]. Mental health promotion among children and in 
education is recognized as a factor in productivity, learning, and social cohesion [8], and the Croatian 
National Strategy [15] emphasizes improving mental health in age-specific and vulnerable populations. 

Mental health, prevention, and protection of children's mental health are areas of interest in many 
scientific fields. Although considerable progress has been made in targeting the early years of the child's 
life and the early stages of disorders, "prevention and early intervention in mental health are relatively 
new areas [7:90]. Mental health interventions should be part of healthy choices for daily living in a variety 
of settings: school, home, and work [16]. High-quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) 
provision contributed to child development and lifelong outcomes, especially for children at risk of social 
inclusion [e.g. 17]. Mental health promotion programs should identify individual and social needs, 
develop different strategies to meet those needs, and build bridges between institutions and services in 
the community that can meet these needs" [9:53]. Adults who share responsibility for child development 
and wellbeing play a significant role in recognizing their needs in the area of mental health. 

Preschool teachers are expected to ensure high-quality inclusive educational practice to strengthen the 
child's potential, and of great value and importance is their role in preventing mental health problems. 
Preschool teachers, as professionals in ECEC, have the unique position to encourage and monitor child 
development, including early signs of mental health problems at an early age. To recognize the early 
signs of possible mental health problems and provide support, preschool teachers must have the 
knowledge and skills to recognize the symptoms of mental health problems and provide help and 
protection to both children and parents [e.g.18]. They have to use the technique of positive support of 
child behavior and be able to apply the techniques and counseling methods [e.g.18-19]. Teacher should 
be “able to recognize the specific needs of parents or guardians of children, advise them depending on 
the issues that preoccupy them, and thus facilitate their parental role” [20]. 

Teachers are expected to be competent to respond to diverse individual needs in contemporary inclusive 
settings [e.g.19,21-24]. To describe the quality ECEC provision and competence profile of preschool 
teachers, International Step by Step Association ISSA [25] defined 21st Century Teacher competencies 
profile that can be used in understanding teacher competencies for promotion and intervention of mental 
health can be seen in the context of a comprehensive profile of teachers of the 21st Century that is 
competent in providing quality education and excellence in areas of (1) Interactions, (2) Family and 
Community, (3) Inclusion, Diversity, and Values of Democracy, (4) Assessment and Planning, (5) 
Teaching Strategies, (6) Learning Environment, and (7) Professional Development. When educators are 
"better trained, when social skills training is an integral part of regular curricula, and when families are 
involved in the family/classroom/group partnership, the developmental pathways of behavioral and other 
social or emotional problems in childhood and adolescence are either eliminated, reduced, or altered" 
[26:16]. This process highlights some basic requirements for the teacher, such as the teacher's 
professional commitment to own learning, professional autonomy, dynamic understanding of learning, 
and collaboration and connection with the community [27-28]. 

Prevention of mental health is not regulated in Croatian legislation in ECEC, although a permanent 
institutional framework should be provided [29]. This paper examines how teachers perceive their role in 
mental health promotion in the context of children, parental support, and collaboration with professionals. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Participants 
The random sample consists of 15 preschool teachers employed in ECEC in Primorsko-goranska County 
(Rijeka and Kastav), Istria County, and the City of Zagreb. The average age of teachers is 35.8 years 
(Min=21; Max=60). The length of service is 11,8 years (Min=1; Max=40). More than two-thirds (73.3%) of 
teachers have completed their undergraduate studies, while 26.7% have postgraduate studies. 

2.2 Interview 
A semi-structured interview protocol was constructed to analyze the answers to the research question: 
What is the role of educators in promoting and protecting the mental health of early and preschool 
children? Additional clarifications were provided by sub-questions in which respondents were asked to 
describe them and express their opinion, attitudes, and perception. Data from the interviews were 
processed using thematic analysis by classifying and shaping terms from the transcript. 
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2.3 Procedure 
Preschool teachers who volunteered to participate in the study gave verbal consent, and anonymity was 
assured. The researcher explained the purpose of the study, the topic, and the conditions. Teachers 
participated in the live interviews, which lasted 30-40 minutes. The recorded interviews were transcribed, 
and the teachers had the opportunity to authorize them. They were also encouraged to be thoughtful 
and honest in their responses. 

3 RESULTS 
Teachers' responses to the question about their role in promoting preschool children's mental health 
were divided into categories, subcategories, codes, and statements (Tables 1-4). 

3.1 Teachers’ interactions with children 
The first category, Interaction, refers to teachers' responses emphasizing the role of teachers in shaping 
interactions with children (Table 1). 

Table 1. Teachers’ interactions with children 

Category Subcategory Code Statements 

Interaction 
with children 

Wellbeing 
Caring for the child's mental health 
Caring for the child's emotional state 

"helping children in their development and 
maintaining that mental health" (11/15) 

Supporting child  

Allowing the child to show his 
emotions 
Understanding and encouraging 
children 
Recognize behavior, monitor 
children and help 

„Our role is to provide emotional support, … 
to show understanding.” (5/15) 
The role of teachers is to recognize 
potential problems and react (6/15) 
"...and the teacher, as a professional, 
should of course first recognize such 
behavior and help the child" (1/15). 

Important 
person/Role 
model 

Regular contact with the child 
A feeling of security and stability and 
friendship 
Creating a positive image of adults 

The role of teachers is to provide a positive 
influence on children, so that they acquire 
skills and competences essential for the 
protection of their mental health. (8/15) 

Dialogue Mutual respect and communication Together they find a method and a solution 
that works best for that child (2/15) 

The first category, interaction, refers to the role of teachers in shaping interaction with children (Table 1). 
Teachers indicate various aspects of interaction with children: Well-being, emotional support, protection, 
being an important person or role model, and dialog to promote well-being, education, learning, and the 
development of various skills. The first subcategory of well-being is described by a teacher who says that 
his role is to "support children in their development and maintain their mental health" (11/15) because "we 
are the first ones who spend most of the time with these children and notice or should notice and act" 
(11/15). The teacher's role is to "recognize the children's feelings and condition" 

(15/15), "comfort the child when they are sad or scared" (3/15), and "encourage the children" (8/15). 
The National Curriculum for Early Childhood and Preschool Education emphasizes ensuring the child's 
well-being through "personal, emotional and physical, educational and social well-being" [20:24]. 

Teachers see emotional support through understanding and encouraging children: "help the child 
express his feelings and any problems" (2/15), "our job is to show understanding and provide emotional 
support" (5/15), and "provide emotional support and encourage such children" (8/15). One teacher says 
that we can show children that "we can be there for each other" (5/15), and the other that we should 
"praise the child when they show appropriate behaviour and show them that they have done something 
well" (13/15). "Our role is to observe the children every day and act according to what we notice, which 
means that we react immediately" (10/15). 

The third subcategory includes teachers' perceptions of their role in creating a safe environment and 
their portrayal of their role as protectors in "creating an environment ... that is normal and protects the 
child from negative influences. You see, this is everyday life for us. Every day parents leave their children 
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with us all day, and we are here to recognize that, so we are important to protect them" (4/15). In this 
subcategory, teachers see themselves as an important person or role model, and their perceptions 
include the following statements: they are usually the first person to have regular contact with the child" 
(2/15), "they can provide structure, support, and security" (2/15), "it is important to provide good role 
models for the children" (10/15). In this way, the teacher conveys a positive image of adults: "I think that 
we teachers are the ones who give the children a sense of stability, that we are consistent and give 
them a good example of how to be there for each other in everyday life" (5/15), or "can be a role model 
for the child's behaviour in the group" (12/15). 

In the last subcategory, Dialog, teachers explain the importance of mutual respect and communication 
in their interactions with the children, "Together you find the method and solution that best suits the 
child" (2/15). 

Teachers should promote children's development, and they need to understand education as creation 
of quality socio-pedagogical context, i.e. a network of mutual relationships and expectations that 
supports and sustains various individual and group processes that promote and guide children's 
education and development [30]. In this regard, the role of teachers in the prevention of mental health 
problems is of great value and importance to all those involved in the educational processes of a child. 
The teachers' role in mental health promotion is complex and includes recognizing the symptoms of 
mental health problems and providing help and protection to children and parents. To put this knowledge 
into practice, it is important for the teachers to have the skills to effectively guide children, use techniques 
to positively support children's behaviour, and use counselling techniques and methods [18]. 

3.2 Learning environment 
The results of the thematic analysis of preschool teachers' perceptions of their role in promoting 
children's mental health in the learning environment are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Learning environment 

Category Subcategory Code Statements 

Learning 
environment 

Stimulating educational 
environment  

Safe 
Environment 
Stimulating 
Environment  

"Well, the teacher role is to create the environment, (...) 
we are here to recognize that, that's why we are important 
to protect them." (4/15) 
“I think that a safe and stimulating environment is invaluable 
for the growth and development of a child.” (2/15) 

Incentives Activities “offer of different activities” (15/15) 

A positive psychological 
and emotional 
environment 

Social 
inclusion and 
interaction  

"provide a quality environment where the child feels 
accepted and loved" (1/15). 
Encouraging positive relationships in the group (15/15) 

Teachers take their role in creating a positive learning environment in three areas. The first refers to a 
stimulating and enriching educational environment that creates a stimulating and positive environment 
for the child's development (e.g., "the role of the educator is to create an environment, for him it is to 
create a stimulating and safe environment every day" (4/15). The second element of the educator's role 
is to provide stimulation, e.g., "provide different activities" (15/15), care and attention by selecting 
appropriate activities, targeted activities" (14/15), and "children should be provided with as many 
situations as possible for experiential learning. The third element of the role is social inclusion and 
interaction: social interaction among peers and well-being in the group, "promoting positive relationships 
in the group" (15/15), and "children should be provided with as many situations as possible for social 
contact with others, etc." (13/15). "We need to create a stimulating environment, we need to help them 
in the room, listen to what they want, they need help with socialization, and here it is also important to 
give the children good examples" (10/15). 

3.3 Professional development 
The results of the thematic analysis of preschool teachers perception of their professional role in the 
promotion of children's mental health in area of Professional development are presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Professional development 

Category Subcategory Code Statements 

Professional 
development 

Cooperation with 
experts 

Sense of insufficient 
competences 
Kindergarten expert team 

„… also means seeking help from a professional 
team. Without holding back or thinking.(6/15) 
“teacher must connect with the expert team" (7/15) 

In-service learning Education in the field of 
mental health promotion  “Attending education” ..(14/15) 

Two elements of teacher professional development are addressed: (1) collaboration with experts and 
(2) in-service learning. Teachers consider the role of experts to be very important (11/15). "The teacher 
needs to network with the professional team" (7/15). To support parents, teachers refer them to 
professionals. In addition, teachers seek help in collaboration with the professionals and recognize that 
the professionals can help them" (1/15). They believe that their role is to "inform the professional team" 
(14/15) and that the professional staff should be involved (13/15). For example, the collaboration 
between the rehabilitator and parents through counseling led to outcomes related to child and parental 
well-being: planning activities for the boy at home, upon arrival, and arrival from kindergarten; 
developing a working strategy of bear hug for the boy's tantrums [30]. As teachers perceive the demands 
of their professional roles to be greater and beyond their current perceived competencies in promoting 
children's mental health, they focus on professional support. Education and training should play a key 
role in strengthening the range of professional competencies acquired in inclusive preschools to reduce 
stress and professional burnout [32]. Similarly, preschool educators perceive the importance of 
continuous professional development for developing competencies for children and their parents at risk 
of social exclusion [33]. 

Active involvement of teachers in the learning and teaching process is a necessary condition for 
ensuring the quality of their professional development. [34] highlights the importance of examining 
teachers' perceptions of their professional learning needs and the contextual conditions and 
opportunities for their realization. Also, the importance of analyzing educational needs, conditions, and 
opportunities as key prerequisites for realizing teachers' professional learning and development. At the 
same time, how teachers understand the need for professional learning, what does it mean for teachers, 
and how can it be supported? The challenge is to find ways to better articulate the types of approaches 
to teacher practice knowledge that can be used purposefully to support, develop, and more highly value 
the complexity inherent in the work of learning and teaching [35]. 

3.4 Family and community 
The results of the thematic analysis of preschool teachers' perceptions of their role in promoting 
children's mental health in the aspect of family and community are presented in Table 4. 

Table 4. Family and community 

Category Subcategory Code Statements 

Family and 
community 

Support  Informing and pointing out 
problems to parents 

Then informing about something in which the 
problem is. (15/15) 
  "...provides support to parents" (2/15) 

Counseling  

Support through expert 
advice 
Refer them to professional 
associates 

"...provides support to parents and professional 
advice" (2/15) 
The role is to provide support to parents, ... refer to 
professionals, (11/15). 

Information and 
education 

Parent/individual meetings 
Workshops 

Daily exchange of information, parent meetings 
(14/15) 
"Maybe organize workshops..."(13/15) 

Community Children's rights Informing 
"Our role is to fight for children's rights..." (9/15) 
Also, inform the environment (11/15). 

The family and community category includes four subcategories: support, counseling, information and 
education, and community.  Regarding parent support, one teacher says, "We can help parents ... and 

5468



families in providing the best possible education and conditions for child growth and development" 
(13/15). The second category explains counseling support to parents when problems arise. For 
example, one educator says that "parents need to be supported when they notice something, whatever 
the problem" (15/15). Another says that "the job is to support parents" (11/15). The third subcategory 
refers to information and education that teachers can provide to parents through daily communication 
with parents, parental and individual meetings, and workshops. For example, individual information 
should be maintained with parents and in this way it will help best" (7/15), teacher can indirectly influence 
parents by informing or holding thematic parent meetings..." (12/15), and they could "organize 
workshops to show parents how to create a good environment for the child's healthy development" 
(13/15). The subcategory of informing parents includes both pointing out potential problems and 
informing them, so one educator says that the educator's role is to "point out problematic behaviors" 
(2/15), while another says that "the role is to inform them" (11/15). One educator says that the role is to 
"identify issues and problems in development and point them out to parents" (14/15). The fourth category 
refers to the community and the rights of children. Teachers recognize their role as advocates for 
children's rights in the community. "Our role is to fight for children's rights and point out the flaws in the 
system, that's our role."(9/15). This is the only way we can help them, because that way no one hears 
us when we work individually and do not get there" (9/15), and another says that we "should also inform 
the environment" (11/15). 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The role of preschool teachers in mental health prevention is of great importance, especially in the context 
of awareness and importance of mental health and understanding the early signs and symptoms of mental 
disorders. In this study, the role of preschool teachers in promoting children's mental health can be 
explained in four areas: (1) interactions, (2) learning environment, (3) professional development, and (4) 
family and community, which are related to the domains of competent 21st teachers according to the ISSA 
educational standards. Findings indicate that preschool teachers recognize the importance of mental 
health and their role in promotion of mental health thought quality ECEC. They are aware of their role in 
establishing quality interaction with the child to ensure their well-being through emotional support, 
appreciation of their needs, and mutual communication. Further, teachers emphasize their role in creating 
a positive and encouraging environment in which children play an active role and have the opportunity to 
learn through interactions with their peers. The continuous professional development of preschool 
teachers in the promotion of children's mental health is crucial in achieving maximum well-being and 
positive childhood experiences. They focus on quality relationships and communication with parents and 
professionals to promote children's wellbeing and rights. The results of this qualitative study highlight 
teachers' need for professional support in promoting children's mental health and continuous collaboration 
with professionals in supporting parents. For teachers to create an environment that promotes the highest 
level of child well-being and successfully supports parents, they need in-service training to gain 
competencies. Therefore, it should be emphasized that teacher competencies for mental health promotion 
in ECEC are related to “the circumstances for teachers’ professional development” [36]. 
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