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Abstract

:

The pandemic has led to significant changes in teaching environments, which may have affected teacher engagement and performance. The aim of the paper is to investigate the levels of work engagement (WE) and work performance (WP) during the pandemic among teachers in primary and lower secondary schools in Romania and to identify if the dimensions of these two concepts differ according to gender, age, residence, status, teaching degree, and course profile, filling a gap in the specialized literature regarding these variables in Romanian education. We conducted a survey between February and March 2022 on a sample of 1051 teachers using the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) and the Individual Work Performance Questionnaire (IWPQ 0.3). Teachers reported a high level of engagement and work performance, higher levels of WE being identified among female teachers and those teaching in rural areas. Younger teachers showed the lowest work engagement, despite their familiarity with the digital tools used during the COVID-19 pandemic. Interestingly, while gender and employment status did not have a significant impact on job performance, contextual performance was higher among tenured teaching staff and women. In addition, the profile of subjects taught significantly affected engagement and performance. The results of this research can contribute to a more dynamic and supportive educational system, ultimately leading to improved outcomes for teachers and students.
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1. Introduction


Given the significant influence teachers have on both students and society, there is growing research interest in the field of education, particularly concerning teacher effectiveness. Work engagement is a key focus in modern human resource management studies due to its direct impact on organizational productivity (Žnidaršič and Marič 2021). However, the field of education was one of the areas most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, as both teachers and students had to adapt to new study and teaching conditions. Classrooms were replaced by virtual learning environments, and teachers had to adjust to these new circumstances, characterized by lack of direct communication between students and teachers, insufficient support and attention for students with special needs, difficulty in monitoring students’ learning progress, and challenges in explaining concepts and phenomena (Sârbu et al. 2021). Teachers were suddenly confronted with a new reality, where they were forced to rapidly convert their teaching content into a digital format, which could have influenced work engagement and work performance to a certain extent, because there was an increase in workload (Jones and Kessler 2020).



Despite growing evidence highlighting the importance of teachers’ work engagement in influencing both teacher and student outcomes, the existing research remains limited (Perera et al. 2018). Most studies focus on analyzing how teachers’ work engagement mediates various aspects such as job satisfaction and well-being (Klassen et al. 2012; Rusu and Colomeischi 2020; Fute et al. 2022a), work–life balance, life satisfaction (Žnidaršič and Marič 2021), teacher mindfulness, classroom emotions (Tao 2022), or resilience (Wingerden and Poell 2019).



The literature indicates that engagement is positively correlated with task performance (Christian et al. 2011). Although there are many studies regarding work performance, most of them focus on task performance evaluation, neglecting contextual performance (Cai and Lin 2006; Koopmans et al. 2013), a critical aspect of a profession where initiative and collaboration can be essential. Moreover, the majority of research on teacher performance has focused on evaluating the effectiveness of university-level teaching (Cai and Lin 2006; Gómez and Valdés 2019), mainly by applying questionnaires to students (Zabaleta 2007), or on identifying factors that influence teachers performance, such as leadership, organizational culture, and teacher competence (Kanya et al. 2021). Given that in many countries, including Romania, teachers are primarily rewarded through fixed systems that value experience and qualifications, it is crucial to place greater emphasis on teacher performance (Dee and Wyckoff 2013).



It is important to mention that the educational system in Romania consists of the following levels: preschool education (kindergarten), primary education (preparatory grade through to grade IV), lower secondary education (gymnasium, grades V–VIII), upper secondary education (high school, grades IX–XII), and higher education. After graduating from the gymnasium, students also have the option to attend arts and crafts schools, which last between two and four years. To the best of our knowledge, there are few studies carried out on this subject at the level of primary and secondary school teachers, especially in Romania, and there are still gaps in the literature regarding how the level of work engagement and work performance differs with respect to various sociodemographic variables, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. The aim of this paper is to measure the level of work engagement and work performance of primary and secondary school teachers and to determine whether the dimensions of these two concepts are correlated. Moreover, this work aims to examine the influence of gender, age, residence, status, teaching degree, and the profile of the courses taught on work engagement and work performance.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Work Engagement


Employee engagement is an important aspect of organizational theory (Tshilongamulenzhe and Takawira 2015). It reflects a positive and constructive mindset toward work, contributing to the organization’s overall growth (Saks 2022). Although there is no generally accepted definition of the concept of work engagement (Gülbahar 2017), most studies use the definition formulated by Schaufeli et al. (2002, p. 74), which describes the concept as a “positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption”, and it leads to beneficial outcomes within organizations (Bhatnagar 2012). Vigor (V), marked by high energy levels and the ability to persist even in the face of challenges, reflects the physical and mental vitality that employees bring to their tasks. Dedication (D) encompasses a strong sense of enthusiasm, commitment, and inspiration, driving individuals to find meaning and pride in their work. Absorption (AB), characterized by deep concentration and immersion in one’s tasks, refers to the state where employees become fully engrossed in their work, often losing track of time due to their intense focus (Schaufeli et al. 2002). Work engagement should be understood as a psychological connection to the performance of work tasks, rather than merely an attitude toward the characteristics of the organization or job conditions (Christian et al. 2011), thus being different from affective attachment. Bakker and Bal (2010) argue that work engagement is a state rather than a trait and can fluctuate for the same individual over time. But it is a relatively enduring state of mind (Christian et al. 2011). Thus, it is important to see if work engagement has been negatively influenced by the pandemic, especially considering that some studies show that that working from home has led to a decrease in work motivation (Purwanto et al. 2020), which may have negatively impacted teachers’ performance and work engagement during the pandemic.



Individuals with high levels of work engagement feel that their work inspires, is a source of pride, and is challenging (So et al. 2022, p. 590). They have a positive and fulfilling state of mind related to work; a persistent and pervasive affective–cognitive state; energy and mental resilience while performing tasks; feelings of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, and challenge; a deep concentration on work, leading to a perception that time passes quickly; and difficulty in detaching from tasks (Christian et al. 2011).



The literature suggests that increased work engagement can lead to the resolution of many organizational problems (Banihani et al. 2013), as it boosts productivity, enhances performance, and promotes psychological well-being, while also helping to reduce absenteeism and job turnover (De Stasio et al. 2020). Engaged employees perform better than nonengaged workers (Bakker 2009; Bakker and Bal 2010; Rich et al. 2010), and are likely to perform extra-role behaviors. They tend to experience positive emotions like happiness, enthusiasm, and joy; they are healthier (Schaufeli et al. 2008) and able to develop their own job-related and personal resources (Bakker and Bal 2010; Xanthopoulou et al. 2007). Moreover, employees who are highly engaged often inspire and pass their engagement on to others (Bakker et al. 2006), and they may have a higher adaptive performance (Katsaros 2024), which is increasingly important in dynamic and unpredictable work environments. On the other hand, disengaged workers negatively affect organizational performance, being very costly (Afrahi et al. 2022). And in education, the effects are even greater, because we are not talking only about money but about the quality of the products obtained, that is, the education and training of students, the future workforce of a country.



Studies have clarified the link between teachers’ engagement, job outcomes, and student performance, but there is still limited insight into how to enhance teachers’ engagement at work (Klassen et al. 2012). Therefore, it is important to understand the influence of contextual variables on their work engagement in order to manage work engagement and to achieve the maximum results.



Although there are little data on how work engagement differs according to gender, some previous research has demonstrated that work engagement is gendered (Deroncele-Acosta et al. 2021), it being easier for men to demonstrate work engagement than it is for women. Banihani et al. (2013) suggest that women have to face more difficulties and barriers than men, who are usually free to work long hours. It was even more complicated in the context of the pandemic, when women were also responsible for the house, children with online classes, etc., and at the same time they also had to teach online. A study on work engagement during the pandemic of 3147 Chinese teachers suggests that male teachers were more engaged in their work than females, but work engagement remained high during the pandemic for all teachers despite the heavy workload, leading to less compassion fatigue and helping to reduce burnout (Fute et al. 2022b).



On the other hand, a study conducted in Turkey indicated that gender, marital status, age, branch, and educational background were not statistically significant factors in teachers’ work engagement. However, seniority had a statistically significant and positive effect (Köse 2016).



Regarding the educational level at which the teachers teach, studies show that the average work engagement score of primary school teachers is generally higher than that of teachers at other educational levels (Perera et al. 2018; Fute et al. 2022b). We have not found studies regarding the differences in terms of the level of engagement depending on the profile of the discipline taught and teachers’ professional degree. It is important to mention that “professional degrees are rewarded with higher salaries for the same teaching position, level of the initial training and seniority, and entitle the holder to compete for management or guiding and control positions” (Teachers and Education Staff 2024).



Klassen et al. (2012) conducted research on 853 teachers from Australia, Canada, China, Indonesia, and Oman, which highlighted the fact that the impact of contextual variables on teachers’ work engagement varies depending on the country. The study found a modest correlation between engagement and years of experience, but only in Canada and Oman. The research also identified gender differences for work engagement only in one country; female teachers from Oman demonstrated higher levels of engagement compared to male teachers. Therefore, it is important to analyze these aspects in Romania as well.



To measure work engagement, most researchers have used the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (versions UWES-17 and UWES-9), which have been translated and administered among Romanian samples by Vîrgă et al. (2009). However, these were not applied to teachers. Research focused on assessing Romanian teachers’ work engagement is still scarce. Mișu (2020) conducted research among 75 schoolteachers to measure their engagement and discussed the implications of engaged and disengaged teachers during the pandemic. He found that all the teachers had a high level of vigor, despite the difficult conditions in which they had to teach. In terms of the contextual variables, the results showed that the highest scores are achieved by teachers working in rural areas and those teaching at two or more schools.



Another study conducted in 2021 in Romania (Mișu et al. 2022) regarding the relationship between work performance, engagement, and work efficacy among high school teachers highlighted the fact that teachers with a higher seniority tend to exhibit higher levels of work engagement, efficacy, and performance, possibly due to experience but also higher salaries. Moreover, the study demonstrated that teachers’ perceived work performance was influenced by their level of work engagement.



The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale for Students was applied by Ștefenel and Neagoș (2020) in order to measure the academic engagement among university students in Romania during the COVID-19 pandemic. The results showed that the level of students’ engagement during online courses was moderate to low, and this may impact negatively on the teachers’ work engagement.




2.2. Work Performance


The literature indicates that engagement is positively correlated with task performance (Christian et al. 2011), which is why we considered it appropriate to analyze both concepts in this paper. Work performance is a multi-dimensional concept (Widyastuti and Hidayat 2018) that refers to an employee’s total contribution to the achievement of organizational goals (Campbell and Wiernik 2015, p. 48), and the concept consists of several dimensions. Griffin et al. (2007) consider the main dimensions of work performance to be proficiency, adaptiveness, and proactivity, while Koopmans et al. (2013) identify three broad dimensions, task performance, contextual performance, and counterproductive work behavior, which are much more comprehensive.



Task performance (TP) refers to the effectiveness and skill with which individuals carry out the fundamental duties and technical aspects that are central to their role, ensuring that the objectives of the company are achieved (Campbell 1990). For teachers, this encompasses the core responsibilities directly related to the job, such as lesson planning, delivering instruction, assessing student learning, and managing classroom activities. Contextual performance (CP) can be defined as the behaviors that contribute to maintaining and enhancing the organizational, social, and psychological environment in which core job functions are carried out. It is an informal outcome that is not explicitly required, but it plays a significant role in shaping the company’s social and psychological environment (Borman and Motowidlo 1997, p. 99). Basically, it involves actions that foster a positive workplace culture, such as teamwork, communication, adaptability, and support for colleagues, in order to ensure that the work environment is favorable to productivity and collaboration. On the other hand, counterproductive work behavior (CWB) was defined by Spector and Fox (2005) as intentional actions taken by individuals that are harmful or intended to cause harm to organizations or their employees. These behaviors are usually voluntary, that is, deliberate choices made by employees. CWBs can take many forms and include acts such as sabotage, theft, or creating a hostile work environment. These behaviors negatively affect both the functioning of the organization and the well-being of its members.



One of the most-used questionnaires for measuring work performance is the Individual Work Performance Questionnaire (IWPQ 0.3) (Koopmans et al. 2013), which includes 27 items related to the three dimensions described above (Baluch 2023; Chatterjee 2023). Research has identified positive and significant correlations between task performance and contextual performance, but not with counterproductive behavior (Lousã et al. 2024). This can be explained by the fact that counterproductive behavior is typically directed toward other individuals or the organization.



Most of the studies on teachers’ work performance focus on analyzing the link between work performance and satisfaction (Usop et al. 2013; Kadtong et al. 2017; Lousã et al. 2024), motivation (Mulyana et al. 2021), or work stress (Asaloei et al. 2020). The relationship between work performance and work engagement is empirically underexplored in the existing literature (Kim et al. 2013). Motyka (2018) carried out an extensive analysis of the specialized literature on this subject, and the studies were carried out in 25 countries, mostly in the USA and the Netherlands. Positive links between the two concepts have been reported in studies from different countries, such as Italy and Germany (Balducci et al. 2010), Australia (Kirk-Brown and Van Dijk 2011), and the Netherlands (Bakker et al. 2012). However, a meta-analysis conducted by Corbeanu and Iliescu (2023) found a correlation of r = 0.37 between overall work engagement and job performance, based on 166 independent samples, which means a moderate connection. Meanwhile, in a study conducted with 587 American employees from various industries, it was found that work engagement had a minimal impact on performance (Halbesleben and Wheeler 2008).



There are very few research studies carried out in this direction on samples of teachers. Bakker and Bal (2010) analyzed the relationship between Dutch teachers’ weekly work engagement and their weekly self-rated performance. They used two in-role and two extra-role items to measure performance, without considering counterproductive behavior. The research revealed a positive relationship between these two concepts. Moreover, work engagement served as a mediator in the relationship between weekly job resources, such as autonomy and development opportunities, and weekly performance. A study conducted within public universities in Ethiopia (Gede and Huluka 2024) shows that all three dimensions of work engagement have a favorable impact on organizational performance in higher education.



While the research suggests a positive association between work engagement and performance, most of the evidence comes from highly developed countries. In Romania, there is little research in this regard. We identified only one study conducted by Mișu et al. (2022), which focused on exploring the relationship between work engagement and work performance among pre-university teachers in Romanian high schools. They found out that high school teachers in Romania’s pre-university system perceive themselves as exhibiting high levels of work engagement, job efficacy, and performance and that their perceived work performance is shaped by their level of work engagement. Teachers with greater seniority demonstrate higher performance levels as members of the school compared to those with less seniority. Interestingly, teachers’ work performance does not differ significantly based on the average admission marks of their students. The authors recommend that future research consider other differentiating factors between teachers such as gender, school location, etc., in order to better understand the concepts of work engagement and work performance.



Previous studies show that there are no gender differences in terms of work performance (Kant 2014), or that they are minimal in terms of task performance, with women usually scoring slightly higher than men (Roth et al. 2012). Moreover, females are less likely to engage in counterproductive behavior, while for contextual performance no gender differences were identified (Ng et al. 2016).



A recent study conducted in Albania on a sample of 1000 full-time teachers in pre-university public schools showed that seniority in education and experience in education do not influence teachers’ performance, but the level where they teach and the area (rural/urban) have a meaningful influence. The results showed that primary school teachers (grades 1–5) have a significantly higher performance at work compared to upper secondary level teachers (grades 10–12). In addition, teachers who teach in rural settings tend to perform better than those who teach in schools in urban settings (Kotherja and Hamzallari 2022). On the other hand, a study conducted in India on 150 lower secondary school teachers showed that role performance improves with age, mainly due to the confidence that teachers gain in their profession (Kant 2014).



Considering the review of the literature carried out above, it is important to determine how the levels of work engagement and work performance differ with respect to various sociodemographic and contextual variables, a variable that, as far as we know, has not been researched before. Moreover, considering that during the pandemic the workload increased considerably, and studies show that burnout negatively affects the task performance of employees (Francisco et al. 2022), it is important to make these analyses with reference to teachers’ activity during the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, most of the research has been done at the level of university and high school teachers, but we will focus on primary and lower secondary school teachers. We can expect that despite all the difficulties encountered in the teaching process due to the pandemic, teachers’ work performance and work engagement will remain at high levels because many teachers choose their career as a vocation, a calling driven by a deep sense of purpose and dedication. Such an intrinsic motivation, which is central to their profession, plays a key role in sustaining their work engagement and productivity (Khan et al. 2020), even in difficult times. Intrinsic motivation, as defined by Ryan and Deci (2000, p. 56) refers to “doing an activity for its inherent satisfactions rather than for some separable consequence”. Therefore, even during the uncertainties of a global pandemic, teachers’ passion for their work may serve as a buffer, maintaining high levels of performance and engagement.



The aim of this paper is to investigate the levels of work engagement and work performance during the pandemic among teachers in primary and lower secondary schools in Romania and to explore how various demographic and contextual factors impact these aspects. In accordance with this purpose, we formulated the following research questions:



RQ1: What are the levels of work engagement and work performance among primary and secondary school teachers, and how are the dimensions of these two constructs correlated?



RQ2: To what extent do demographic and contextual factors—such as gender, age, residence, employment status, teaching degree, and the profile of the courses taught —influence teachers’ work engagement and work performance?



Based on the literature review presented above, we have formulated the following hypotheses:



Work Engagement Hypotheses



H1: 

There are differences in work engagement based on the gender of the respondents.





H2: 

There are differences in work engagement based on the status of the respondents.





H3: 

There are differences in work engagement based on the residence of the surveyed population.





H4: 

There are differences in work engagement based on the age of the respondents.





H5: 

There are differences in work engagement based on the professional degrees of the surveyed population.





H6: 

There are differences in work engagement based on the profile of the courses taught by the respondents.





Work Performance Hypotheses



H7: 

There are differences in work performance based on the gender of the respondents.





H8: 

There are differences in work performance based on the status of the respondents.





H9: 

There are differences in work performance based on the residence of the respondents.





H10: 

There are differences in work performance based on the age of the respondents.





H11: 

There are differences in work performance based on the professional degrees of the surveyed population.





H12: 

There are differences in work performance based on the profile of the courses taught by the respondents.







3. Materials and Methods


The quantitative research consisted of a survey carried out in the electronic environment, using the questionnaire as a data collection tool. The questionnaire had 17 questions related to work engagement. It used the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) (Schaufeli and Bakker 2010) and 27 questions related to the work performance Individual Work Performance Questionnaire Scale (IWPQ 0.3) (Koopmans et al. 2013). The answers for UWES were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (where 7 means “always”, and 1, “never”), while the IWPQ 0.3 items had a 5-point rating scale, ranging from “seldom”, “sometimes”, “frequently”, and “often” to “always” for TP and CP scales, while the CWB rating scale ranged from “never”, “seldom”, “sometimes”, and “frequently” to “often”. Respondents were asked to answer questions based on how they felt in the last three months, that is, during the pandemic.



The survey also included six questions related to sociodemographic and contextual characteristics, namely gender, residence, age, status, professional degree, and the profile of the courses taught.



Data collection was carried out between February and March 2022, using the CAWI (Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing) method. The questionnaires were auto-administered, through the Google Forms platform. Thus, the link to the questionnaire was distributed to primary and lower secondary school teachers both through the snowball method and through school inspectorates, and the average time needed to answer the questionnaire was 10 min. A total of 1051 completed questionnaires were collected. We analyzed the data using IBM SPSS Statistics (version 21). To test the hypotheses, we performed the Mann–Whitney test and the Kruskal–Wallis test.




4. Results


4.1. Sample Description


Table 1 presents a comprehensive overview of the study sample’s demographics, covering gender, age, residence, status, professional degrees, the profile of the courses taught, and the educational level at which the respondents teach. Some of them are teaching at several levels.



Most of the respondents were women (85.6%), this difference being normal considering the fact that in Romania in pre-university education most teachers are women (National Institute of Statistics 2024, p. 294). A total of 70.5% of the respondents are from urban areas, which aligns with data on the student population, with approximately 73% studying in urban areas (National Institute of Statistics 2023). The average age of the respondents is M = 44.33, SD = 10.058. Most respondents are non-tenured teachers (84.5%) and have the highest teaching degree possible (61.5%).




4.2. Descriptive Results


To assess the basic properties of the data, as well as to examine the relationships between variables, a descriptive analysis was conducted. Table 2 provides a summary of the mean scores, standard deviations, Pearson correlations, and reliability coefficients for the study variables. The mean scores and standard deviation for all items used to measure the three work engagement dimensions are presented in Appendix A, and those for the work performance dimensions are presented in Appendix B. It can be seen that the average scores for all variables are quite high, and for counterproductive work behavior (CWB) it is quite low. Therefore, teachers in pre-university education show an increased work commitment and work performance. Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients for each dimension are shown on the diagonal in Table 2, ranging from 0.729 for CWB to 0.885 for CP, indicating good internal consistency for all scales. For the IWPQ Scale, the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient is 0.789, and for UWES, it is 0.895.



The strongest correlation is between vigor (V) and dedication (DE), being direct and of strong intensity (r = 0.688), indicating that teachers who feel energized also tend to be dedicated to their work. Also, a moderate correlation is observed between vigor (V) and absorption (AB) (r = 0.535), as well as between dedication (DE) and absorption (AB) (r = 0.511).



Regarding the work performance dimensions, a moderate correlation is observed between task performance (TP) and contextual performance (CP) (r = 0.515), which may indicate that those who perform well in the main tasks tend to have a decent performance in contextual or additional activities. Counterproductive work behavior (CWB) is negatively correlated with task performance (TP) (r = −0.249) and contextual performance (CP) (r = −0.150), but these correlations are much weaker than we expected.



Regarding the correlation between WP and WE dimensions, it seems that only vigor moderately influences work performance, (TP: r = 0.396, CP: r = 0.461), the other dimensions have a weak influence.




4.3. Hypotheses Testing


	
The dependence of work engagement on gender, residence, and status (H1–H3)






We applied the Mann–Whitney test to examine the dependence of work engagement on gender, residence, and status. The results are presented in Table 3.



We found out that gender has a statistically significant impact on work engagement. The Mean Rank for women (538.86) is higher than that for men (449.35). This indicates that women tend to be more work-engaged than men. A negative Z indicates that the distribution of responses in one group (in this case, the “male” group) tends to be smaller than the other group. The p-value associated with the test is 0.001. This is very small (below the conventional threshold of 0.05), which means that there is a statistically significant difference between men and women in terms of work engagement; therefore, we accept the first hypothesis (H1).



Residence has a statistically significant impact on work engagement. Teachers from rural areas (Mean Rank = 576.19) report higher work engagement than those from urban areas (Mean Rank = 505.00), and the differences are significant (p = 0.001); therefore, we accept H3.



On the other hand, status does not have a significant influence on work engagement in this sample (p = 0.435). Consequently, we will reject the second hypothesis (H2).



The dependence of work engagement dimensions on age, professional degrees and the profile of the courses taught (H4–H6)



To test hypotheses H4–H6, the Kruskal–Wallis test was performed, and the results are presented in Table 4.



We found out that age (p = 0.001) has a significant influence on work engagement in this sample; therefore, we accept H4. The respondents with the highest levels of vigor are those aged 50–59 (mean rank = 572.92) and over 60 (mean rank = 575.47), likely because they no longer have child-rearing responsibilities and can focus entirely on their work. In contrast, teachers aged 40–49 report feeling the least “vigorous” (mean rank = 487.68).



Regarding dedication, early-career teachers (aged 20–29) have the lowest score (Mean Rank = 470.43), which slightly increases over time, only to drop again in the 40–49 age group, before following an upward trend once more. The highest score is found among those over 60 years old (Mean Rank = 631.72).



A dimension that consistently increases with age is absorption, starting at 468.70 (Mean Rank) at the beginning of the career and reaching 612.93 (Mean Rank) by the end of the career.



Overall, work engagement is lowest at the age of 20–29 (MR = 473.91). Although it increases slightly at 30–39 years (MR = 516.30), it decreases in the next 10 years, followed by a continuous increase, with the highest work engagement after the age of 60 (MR = 623.01).



The professional degrees variable has no significant influence on work engagement; therefore, H5 is rejected. However, it has a significant influence on vigor (p = 0.028). Respondents with the highest teaching degree (didactic degree I) reported the highest levels of vigor (Mean Rank: 543.96). However, the lowest level of vigor was reported by respondents with didactic degree II (Mean Rank 466.63).



The profile of the courses taught has a significant influence on work engagement (p = 0.003); consequently, we accept H6. Depending on the profile of the subjects taught, significant differences were found in overall work engagement, as well as in its two dimensions: dedication and absorption. In Table 5 are presented the Mean Ranks for the dimensions of WE and WP where significant differences were identified based on the profile of the courses taught.




	
The dependence of work performance on gender, residence, and status (H7–H9).








In order to examine the dependence of work performance on gender, residence, and status, we applied the Mann–Whitney test, and the results are presented in Table 6.



For the analyzed variables (gender, status, and residence), there are no statistically significant differences in terms of work performance. The p-value for all three variables is greater than the 0.05 threshold; therefore, hypotheses H7, H8, and H9 will be rejected. However, one of the dimensions of WP, namely contextual performance (CP), is significantly influenced by gender (p = 0.023) and status (p = 0.009). Women (Mean Rank = 534.7) tend to do more than what is expected of them and take on extra responsibilities, compared to men (Mean Rank = 474.18). Regarding status, it was expected that tenured teachers (Mean Rank = 535.97) would be more involved in additional activities than substitute teachers (Mean Rank = 468.54), thus having a higher contextual performance.



	
The dependence of work performance dimensions on age, professional degrees, and the profile of the courses taught (H10–H12)






To test hypotheses H10–H12, the Kruskal–Wallis test was performed, and the results are presented in Table 7.



There are no statistically significant differences in work performance for the analyzed variables (age, professional degrees, and the profile of the courses taught). The p-value for all three variables exceeds the 0.05 threshold, leading to the rejection of hypotheses H10, H11, and H12. However, we found out that contextual performance varies according to the teaching degree. Respondents with the highest teaching degree (didactic degree I) reported the highest levels of contextual performance (544.84), and the lowest score was reported by teachers who do not yet have any teaching degree (Mean Rank 455.22). Interestingly, those with no teaching degree show a higher task performance but lower contextual performance.



Regarding the variable “the profile of the courses taught”, it has significative influence on task performance and contextual performance. The Mean Ranks are presented in Table 5.





5. Discussion


The results of this study contribute valuable insights into the work engagement and work performance of primary and secondary school teachers in Romania, particularly within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. This study confirms that work engagement among teachers is generally high, with significant correlations between its three key dimensions: vigor, dedication, and absorption. These findings are consistent with previous studies carried out during the pandemic (Deroncele-Acosta et al. 2021; Fute et al. 2022b; Mișu 2020) and could highlight the fact that teachers are a category of employees who are motivated by the work itself (i.e., teaching) and the context has little influence on their work, in terms of engagement. Teachers tried their hardest to cope with the challenges imposed by the pandemic in order to help students absorb the material, as the students were not at fault, and the teachers could not allow them to have poor results just because of the pandemic. The results regarding the correlation between work performance dimensions are in line with other research results (Lousã et al. 2024), showing a moderate positive correlation between task performance (TP) and contextual performance (CP) and a week negative correlation with counterproductive work behavior (CWB). Unlike the study conducted by Lousã et al. (2024) on a sample of digital sector workers, where task and contextual performance showed moderate positive correlations with all dimensions of work engagement, our research found that only vigor has a moderate influence on work performance, while the other dimensions show a weak influence. The differences could be explained by the nature of the profession, tasks, and work environment.



We found out that gender has a statistically significant impact on work engagement, which stands in contrast to some previous studies that suggest that there are no differences (Coetzee and De Villiers 2010; Kamaruzaman et al. 2022; Mostert and Rothmann 2006; Schaufeli and Salanova 2007; Tshilongamulenzhe and Takawira 2015). Moreover, contrary to some studies (Banihani et al. 2013; Fute et al. 2022b; Profiroiu et al. 2022), which suggest that men generally demonstrate higher levels of work engagement, our research found that women reported significantly higher engagement than men. We can argue that on the one hand these differences are due to cultural differences, because Romanian employees behave differently compared to Chinese employees, and on the other hand they may be caused by the nature of the profession and financial returns it involves. Profiroiu et al. (2022) applied the UWES on Romanian civil servants, but the teaching profession is much more emotional. Female teachers’ higher work engagement compared to men may be attributed to their natural role in child-rearing, while men may report higher levels of exhaustion in such situations. This is an intriguing finding, suggesting that despite higher burdens, women have managed to stay highly engaged, possibly driven by an intrinsic motivation and resilience. These findings align with those reported by (Rey et al. 2012) in their study on Spanish school teachers.



Additionally, rural teachers reported a higher work engagement than those from urban areas, aligning with an earlier study (Mișu 2020). An explanation of this fact can be that rural teachers may be more engaged due to smaller, more tight-knit communities and potentially fewer distractions from urban life. Rural teachers may feel a stronger sense of connection and responsibility to their communities, which can increase their dedication to and absorption in their work. Moreover, in such communities, the teaching profession is much more respected than in large communities, and they have greater autonomy. On the other hand, urban teachers may face challenges like larger class sizes and increased bureaucratic demands, potentially leading to lower work engagement due to stress or feelings of being overwhelmed.



Although some previous research suggests that work engagement is not related to age (Vîrgă et al. 2009), with correlations being very weak, our study highlighted that there are age-related differences across all three dimensions of work engagement. We found out that teachers aged 50–59 and over 60 exhibit the highest levels of work engagement, likely because they no longer face child-rearing or other early career pressures, being less stressed. Kavita and Hassan (2018) state that teachers aged between 31 and 50 reported higher levels of stress than other age groups. This finding aligns with previous research suggesting that seniority often brings greater stability and intrinsic motivation (Köse 2016), and also higher salaries (Mișu et al. 2022). Even if an older age does not necessarily mean a greater work experience, in public education in Romania they are often associated. Therefore we can say that this result of our research contradicts the results of Iyer’s research (Iyer 2016), which stated that years of service in the field had no impact on work engagement. Interestingly, the lowest engagement levels were reported among early-career teachers (aged 20–29), which is concerning since young teachers are critical to the future of education. This trend could indicate a need for targeted support to engage newer teachers, possibly through professional development or mentoring programs. These results are surprising, as during the pandemic, teachers were required to use technology for teaching, and younger teachers typically adapt more easily to technology and teaching through digital platforms (Yazici and Özerbaş 2022). However, in terms of work performance, there are no significant differences by age.



In terms of work performance, for the analyzed variables (gender, status, and residence), there are no statistically significant differences. These findings contrast with those of a study conducted among Romanian lower secondary teachers, which indicates that schools with a higher-than-average proportion of male teachers tend to have a below-average class management effectiveness, use of effective teaching strategies, and student engagement (Zoller and Bacskai 2020), but in that research, the teachers’ performance was taken into account at the school level, not at the individual level. On the other hand, one of the dimensions of WP, namely contextual performance (CP), is significantly influenced by gender and status. Women tend to do more than what is expected of them and take on extra responsibilities, compared to men. Regarding status, tenured track teachers are more involved in additional activities than substitute teachers, thus having a higher contextual performance, even if Figlio et al. (2013) found consistent evidence that students learn relatively more from non-tenure line professors.



While status does not have a significant influence on work engagement, the teaching degree and the profile of the subjects taught were found to influence work engagement levels. Teachers with higher professional degrees (didactic degree I) exhibited higher levels of both vigor and contextual performance. This result also suggests that the higher salaries and opportunities for career advancement associated with professional degrees might enhance teachers’ intrinsic motivation, positively affecting their work engagement. However, the lowest level of vigor was reported by respondents with didactic degree II, and the lowest score for contextual performance was reported by teachers who do not yet have any teaching degree. Interestingly, those with no teaching degree show a higher task performance but lower contextual performance. This may be due to their increased focus on meeting the requirements for career advancement, leaving them with no time for additional activities.



Depending on the profile of the subjects taught, we found that the level of work engagement is higher in the case of creative disciplines. Counseling and career guidance teachers obtained the highest score of WE, together with teachers of the arts. Work engagement is relatively high among teachers who teach language and communication; this could be due to the importance of communication skills in education and the potential for interaction and creativity in teaching languages. These disciplines often allow for more personal expression, less rigid structures, and greater flexibility in teaching methods, contributing to higher engagement. Primary school teachers report high engagement, possibly due to the more nurturing and developmental role they play in early education, which can lead to greater job satisfaction. These results are in line with studies conducted by Fute et al. (2022b), and Perera et al. (2018). These results can also be explained by the fact that the stress levels among primary school teachers are lower than those of secondary school teachers (Kavita and Hassan 2018), and stress can negatively affect work engagement (Fontes et al. 2019).



On the other hand, teachers in humanities and social sciences show lower levels of work engagement, which could reflect difficulties in maintaining student interest. Additionally, those who teach mathematics and sciences have a lower WE, likely due to the more rigid curriculum and strict requirements, as these subjects are not highly creative. Similarly, physical education and sports teachers show low engagement, probably because during the pandemic, it was quite challenging to conduct online sports classes, and when in-person, there were many restrictions in place.



Interestingly, physical education and sports teachers have the highest score for task performance, likely reflecting the practical nature of the work. Teachers in the arts and primary education also score highly in this area, reflecting their high level of engagement in their primary tasks. In contrast, respondents teaching man and society report the lowest task performance, which may be related to the abstract nature of their subject matter. Counseling and guidance teachers show the highest score for contextual performance, reflecting their willingness to take on additional responsibilities beyond their core teaching duties, such as mentoring students or providing emotional support. Physical education and sports and primary school teachers also rank high on CP, possibly due to the collaborative aspects of their roles. In contrast, mathematics and science teachers, despite showing decent task performance, score lower in contextual performance, perhaps due to the more structured and rigid nature of their subjects, providing fewer opportunities for engaging in additional responsibilities beyond core tasks. These findings provide valuable insights into how teachers’ engagement and performance vary depending on the content they teach, which could be tied to the inherent nature of the subjects or the demands placed upon them by their specific fields.




6. Conclusions


This study provides valuable insights into the work engagement and work performance of Romanian primary and secondary school teachers, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite the challenging conditions imposed by the pandemic, teachers maintained a high level of work engagement and performance, but it was influenced by different sociodemographic and contextual factors. And, as far as we know, the influence of the profile of the courses taught by the teachers on the dimensions of the two concepts was investigated for the first time. Given that some results differ from studies conducted in other sectors and countries, it is important that cultural and contextual factors need to be considered in work engagement and performance theories.



These findings come with several practical implications, for policy makers and school managers to enhance teacher engagement and performance. Given that gender and residence were found to significantly impact the level of work engagement and contextual performance, gender-specific support programs may be implemented. In primary and lower secondary education, there are far fewer male than female teachers, possibly because of the natural role that women have in raising and educating children. Perhaps programs should be implemented to help male teachers engage more in this profession. Meanwhile, teachers from urban areas may need more support in managing larger class sizes and bureaucratic pressures. At the same time, perhaps some actions aimed at increasing the status of the teaching profession in society would be beneficial, especially in the urban environment, where it is no longer so respected, which negatively affects work engagement. Since younger teachers report lower work engagement, mentoring programs or initiatives that provide support to early career educators could help increase their level of engagement. Although starting last year in Romania, early-career teachers are offered a teaching career bonus once a year that can be used for professional development, it may not be enough. Targeted interventions could help younger teachers better cope with challenges in the system, which could lead to improved retention rates. Unfortunately, fewer and fewer young people choose a teaching career in the pre-university system, and this must change if we want a prosperous future. Our study contributes to the existing body of knowledge by highlighting the impact that the courses taught have on work engagement, task performance, and contextual performance. Based on these results, we can suggest introducing more creativity and flexibility into traditionally structured courses (e.g., mathematics and science) to boost the work engagement of teachers in these fields and increase contextual performance.



This study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the results. First, it relies on self-reported data, which may introduce bias such as a social desirability bias. Teachers may have reported a higher engagement or performance than they experienced, particularly if they received the questionnaire from school inspectorates. Second, cultural and educational system differences need to be considered before applying the results globally. Third, engagement and performance levels during the pandemic may differ from those in more stable, typical times, which may limit the relevance of the findings beyond the pandemic period.



Since the pandemic forced teachers to adapt to online teaching, future research could explore how technology impacts the work engagement and performance of teachers across different age groups and subject areas. Considering that the impact of different sociodemographic and contextual factors on WE and WP differs from country to country, cross-cultural comparisons would enhance our understanding of how cultural contexts impact work engagement and performance in education. Future studies could also focus on analyzing how WP and WE vary depending on the educational level at which teachers teach, although this may be difficult to achieve, as some teachers may teach at several educational levels, such as those who teach physical education and sports or foreign languages. Additionally, while this study focused on teacher engagement and performance, future research could explore the correlation between teacher work engagement and student outcomes (academic performance, engagement in learning), providing a more holistic view of the education process.
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Appendix A. Items of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), with Means and Standard Deviations (SDs) on a 1–7 Range




	
Question

	
Mean

	
Std. Deviation




	
VIGOR




	
V1—At my work, I feel that I am bursting with energy

	
5.32

	
1.386




	
V2—At my job, I feel strong and vigorous

	
5.98

	
1.186




	
V3—When I get up in the morning, I feel like going to work.

	
6.09

	
1.221




	
V4—I can continue working for very long periods at a time.

	
5.25

	
1.609




	
V5—At my job, I am very resilient, mentally.

	
6.43

	
0.905




	
V6—At my work I always persevere, even when things do not go well.

	
6.17

	
1.154




	
DEDICATION




	
D1—I find the work that I do full of meaning and purpose.

	
6.62

	
0.890




	
D2—I am enthusiastic about my job.

	
5.99

	
1.306




	
D3—My job inspires me.

	
5.98

	
1.396




	
D4—I am proud of the work that I do.

	
6.43

	
1.085




	
D5—To me, my job is challenging.

	
6.10

	
1.397




	
ABSORBTION




	
AB1—Time flies when I’m working.

	
6.50

	
0.986




	
AB2—When I am working, I forget everything else around me.

	
5.98

	
1.230




	
AB3—I feel happy when I am working intensely.

	
5.89

	
1.206




	
AB4—I am immersed in my work.

	
6.59

	
0.906




	
AB5—I get carried away when I’m working.

	
5.94

	
1.159




	
AB6—It is difficult to detach myself from my job.

	
5.67

	
1.285








Appendix B. Items of the Individual Work Performance Questionnaire (IWPQ), with Means and Standard Deviations (SDs) on a 1–5 Range




	
Question

	
Mean

	
Std. Deviation




	
TASK PERFORMANCE




	
TP1—I managed to plan my work so that it was done on time.

	
4.34

	
0.759




	
TP2—My planning was optimal.

	
4.20

	
0.751




	
TP3—I kept in mind the results that I had to achieve in my work.

	
4.49

	
0.682




	
TP4—I was able to separate main issues from side issues at work.

	
4.27

	
0.720




	
TP5—I knew how to set the right priorities.

	
4.36

	
0.706




	
TP6—I was able to perform my work well with minimal time and effort.

	
3.86

	
0.794




	
TP7—Collaboration with others was very productive.

	
4.16

	
0.865




	
CONTEXTUAL PERFORMANCE




	
CP1—I took on extra responsibilities.

	
3.99

	
0.950




	
CP2—I started new tasks myself, when my old ones were finished

	
3.99

	
0.922




	
CP3—I took on challenging work tasks, when available.

	
4.13

	
0.847




	
CP4—I worked at keeping my job knowledge up-to-date.

	
4.44

	
0.695




	
CP5—I worked at keeping my job skills up-to-date.

	
4.52

	
0.630




	
CP6—I came up with creative solutions to new problems.

	
4.12

	
0.795




	
CP7—I kept looking for new challenges in my job.

	
4.14

	
0.823




	
CP8—I did more than was expected of me.

	
3.97

	
0.899




	
CP9—I actively participated in work meetings.

	
4.39

	
0.793




	
CP10—I actively looked for ways to improve my performance at work.

	
4.43

	
0.705




	
CP11—I grasped opportunities when they presented themselves.

	
4.16

	
0.831




	
CP12—I knew how to solve difficult situations and setbacks quickly.

	
4.16

	
0.736




	
COUNTERPRODUCTIVE WORK BEHAVIOR




	
CWB 1—I complained about unimportant matters at work.

	
1.80

	
0.913




	
CWB2—I made problems greater than they were at work.

	
2.00

	
1.068




	
CWB3—I focused on the negative aspects of a work situation, instead of on the positive aspects.

	
1.80

	
1.010




	
CWB4—I spoke with colleagues about the negative aspects of my work.

	
2.71

	
1.167




	
CWB5—I spoke with people from outside the organization about the negative aspects of my work.

	
2.16

	
1.154




	
CWB6—I did less than was expected of me.

	
1.71

	
0.892




	
CWB7—I managed to get off from a work task easily.

	
2.28

	
1.146




	
CWB8—I sometimes did nothing, while I should have been working.

	
1.45

	
0.804
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Table 1. The main characteristics of the sample.






Table 1. The main characteristics of the sample.





	
Characteristic

	
Category

	
Count

	
Percentage






	
Gender

	
Feminine

	
900

	
85.6%




	
Masculine

	
151

	
14.4%




	
Age

	
20–29 years

	
92

	
8.8%




	
30–39 years

	
225

	
21.4%




	
40–49 years

	
380

	
36.2%




	
50–59 years

	
300

	
28.5%




	
over 60 years

	
54

	
5.1%




	
Residence

	
Urban

	
741

	
70.5%




	
Rural

	
310

	
29.5%




	
Status

	
Tenured teacher

	
163

	
15.5%




	
Non-tenured teacher

	
888

	
84.5%




	
Professional degrees

	
Without a teaching grade (debutant teachers)

	
92

	
8.8%




	
Fully flagged teachers (they passed the on-the-job confirmation exam)

	
153

	
14.6%




	
Didactic level II

	
160

	
15.2%




	
Didactic level I

	
646

	
61.5%




	
The profile of the courses taught

	
Language and communication

	
370

	
35.2%




	
Mathematics and science

	
176

	
16.7%




	
Man and society

	
126

	
12%




	
Arts

	
36

	
3.4%




	
Physical education and sports

	
48

	
4.6%




	
Technology

	
80

	
7.6%




	
Counseling and guidance

	
62

	
5.9%




	
Primary cycle

	
153

	
14.6%











 





Table 2. Means, standard deviations, reliabilities (on the diagonal), and correlations between the variables, N = 1051.






Table 2. Means, standard deviations, reliabilities (on the diagonal), and correlations between the variables, N = 1051.
















	
	M
	SD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6





	1. V
	5.8728
	0.85242
	0.761
	
	
	
	
	



	2. DE
	6.2238
	0.91131
	0.688
	0.794
	
	
	
	



	3. AB
	6.0985
	0.86235
	0.535
	0.511
	0.852
	
	
	



	4. TP
	4.2414
	0.52470
	0.396
	0.367
	0.220
	0.821
	
	



	5. CP
	4.2018
	0.53670
	0.461
	0.388
	0.298
	0.515
	0.885
	



	6. CWB
	1.9876
	0.60375
	−0.161
	−0.182
	−0.110
	−0.249
	−0.150
	0.729







Note. All correlations are significant at the p < 0.01 level (two-tailed).













 





Table 3. The dependence of work engagement on gender, residence, and status.
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Criteria

	
Variables/Paramenters




	
Gender

	
Status

	
Residence






	
Mann–Whitney U

	
56,375.500

	
69,511.500

	
99,296.000




	
Z

	
−3.354

	
−0.781

	
−3.467




	
Asymp. Sig. (two-tailed)

	
0.001

	
0.435

	
0.001











 





Table 4. The dependence of work engagement dimensions on age, professional degrees, and the profile of the courses taught.






Table 4. The dependence of work engagement dimensions on age, professional degrees, and the profile of the courses taught.





	
Variables/Parameters




	

	
V

	
DE

	
AB

	
WE






	

	
Grouping Variable: Age




	
Chi-Square

	
15.074

	
12.977

	
15.825

	
18.620




	
df

	
4

	
4

	
4

	
4




	
Asymp. Sig.

	
0.005 *

	
0.011 *

	
0.003 *

	
0.001 *




	

	
Grouping Variable: Professional degrees




	
Chi-Square

	
9.089

	
4.369

	
3.961

	
7.127




	
df

	
3

	
3

	
3

	
3




	
Asymp. Sig.

	
0.028 *

	
0.224

	
0.266

	
0.068




	

	
Grouping Variable: The profile of the courses taught




	
Chi-Square

	
13.582

	
23.154

	
23.049

	
21.870




	
df

	
7

	
7

	
7

	
7




	
Asymp. Sig.

	
0.059

	
0.002 *

	
0.002 *

	
0.003 *








Note: The significance level of * p < 0.05.













 





Table 5. The Mean Ranks for the dimensions where significant differences were identified based on the profile of the courses taught.






Table 5. The Mean Ranks for the dimensions where significant differences were identified based on the profile of the courses taught.





	The Profile of the Courses Taught
	Mean Rank DE
	Mean Rank

AB
	Mean Rank

WE
	Mean Rank

TP
	Mean Rank

CP





	Language and communication
	557.95
	539.88
	550.37
	549.12
	554.25



	Mathematics and science
	481.38
	525.93
	498.75
	501.72
	444.70



	Man and society
	455.93
	440.95
	449.62
	417.34
	505.24



	Arts
	586.90
	562.60
	585.06
	569.64
	506.29



	Physical education and sports
	512.55
	492.25
	496.04
	587.47
	547.59



	Technology
	465.66
	465.21
	467.29
	528.16
	515.05



	Counseling and guidance
	558.50
	622.04
	598.70
	513.73
	561.44



	Primary cycle
	566.04
	557.39
	558.05
	561.78
	557.52










 





Table 6. The dependence of work performance on gender, residence, and status.






Table 6. The dependence of work performance on gender, residence, and status.





	
Criteria

	
Variables/Paramenters




	
Gender

	
Status

	
Residence






	
Mann–Whitney U

	
64,542.000

	
68,531.000

	
108,639.500




	
Z

	
−0.987

	
−1.056

	
−1.385




	
Asymp. Sig. (two-tailed)

	
0.323

	
0.291

	
0.166











 





Table 7. The dependence of work performance dimensions on age, professional degrees, and the profile of the courses taught.
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Variables/Parameters




	

	
TP

	
CP

	
CWB

	
WP






	

	
Grouping Variable: Age




	
Chi-Square

	
6.573

	
6.125

	
3.760

	
5.002




	
df

	
4

	
4

	
4

	
4




	
Asymp. Sig.

	
0.160

	
0.190

	
0.439

	
0.287




	

	
Grouping Variable: Professional degrees




	
Chi-Square

	
4.691

	
8.659

	
5.800

	
3.110




	
df

	
3

	
3

	
3

	
3




	
Asymp. Sig.

