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Abstract of Dissertation 

Burnout Experience of Teachers Serving Students with  

Emotional Behavioral Disorders in Grades PreK-8
th

  

Within Non-public Special Education Day Schools 

 

 This exploratory study examined  the relationships between five predictor 

variables  identified by the literature (age, years of special education teaching experience, 

level of emotional behavioral disorders (EBD) preparation, principal support, and 

principal feedback) and two higher order terms (age and years of special education 

teaching experience) with the three burnout variables (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishment) for teachers (n = 71) serving students 

with EBD and other disabilities in grades preK–8 within non-public special education day 

schools that are members of a special education association located in the mid-Atlantic 

region. No burnout studies could be identified examining EBD teachers within non-

public special education day schools, although these schools service students with some 

of the most challenging and severe behaviors. The number of students identified with 

disabilities continues to increase, as does the number of special education students served 

within non-public special education day schools. Student misbehavior, such as those 

exhibited by children with EBD, is continually cited by teachers as the reason they left 

teaching. The United States continues to experience a national teacher shortage, 

particularly in the area of special education. Teachers continue to leave the field faster 

than they can be hired; leaving students without highly qualified teachers, which can lead 

to harmful student outcomes. Burnout has also been found to be related to a teacher’s 

decision to leave teaching, although many teachers continue to work in their positions 
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while experiencing high levels of burnout, which can also negatively impact student 

outcomes.  

This study found that when examined in isolation, principal feedback was a 

significant burnout predictor for the criterion variable of emotional exhaustion, but was 

not found to be significant for depersonalization personal accomplishment. The other four 

predictor variables (years of special education teaching experience, age, principal 

support, and EBD preparation) were not found to be significant for any of the burnout 

variables when examined in isolation. When all of the burnout predictors were combined 

and examined as a whole, they were found to be significant for all three burnout 

variables.  
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

Public education policy for children with disabilities is in a state of rapid and 

continuous change, beginning with the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, PL 

94-142 (EHA), 1975. Public schools are now required to provide a continuum of 

educational services to students with disabilities, whereas they once had the power and 

autonomy to decide for themselves whether they would provide services to these 

students. As well as ensuring that students receive due process protection, federal and 

state mandates now identify how services must be provided (Meyen & Skrtic, 1995). 

Such legislation as PL 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 

(EHA), and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990 (PL 101-

476), which was reauthorized in 2004 and again in 2007, changed how schools in 

America educate children with disabilities by ensuring education equality for these 

students. The number of students identified as requiring special education services 

continues to steadily increase. 

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, reauthorized again in 2007, was 

developed to close the achievement gap for minority students and for students from poor 

socioeconomic backgrounds. This policy was created to ensure all students receive an 

appropriate education by holding schools and school staff accountable for students 

making annual yearly progress (AYP), and it provides parents with educational options 

when their children attend failing schools. Furthermore, NCLB mandates, as of 2006, that 
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all teachers be highly qualified, which requires teachers to meet the teaching standards of 

the state in which they teach.  

Matier (2007) states that recent legislative reform was intended to increase the 

productivity of teachers, but points out that there were unintended consequences. Our 

education system remains in a state of continuous reform and crises where the system 

must continue to adjust and adapt to the ongoing socio-economic shifts (Dempsey, 2004; 

Greenspan, 1999). Matier (2007) points out that these shifts require reforms to curriculum 

and instruction that focus on critical literacy and problem solving skills to address the 

industrial and global economic needs. Teachers are required to adapt and change with the 

shifts of reforms.   

Special education workforce demands are high because of the shortage of highly 

qualified special educators. A majority of districts (57%) reported difficulty attracting 

highly qualified special educators (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). These findings 

are similar to those reported in the 23rd Annual Report to Congress reported that during 

the 1999/2000 school year, 69,249 special education teacher vacancies went unfilled. Of 

these vacancies, 12,013 were positions needed to teach students with emotional 

behavioral disorders (EBD), which was the largest number of vacancies within any 

teaching area. These findings reflect the result of a national survey conducted in all 50 

states (U.S. Department of Education, 2001). The annual attrition rate for special 

educators is estimated to be between 9% and 10%. The rate for teachers serving students 

in general education is much lower (6%) (Teacher Recruitment and Retention Act, 2003).  
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According to the American Association for Employment in Education (2002), 

approximately 28,000 new special education teachers are required each year over the next 

decade to fill special education shortages. 

The U.S. Department of Education (2007) indicated that special education 

teachers were almost four times as likely to report that they were not considered highly 

qualified (15%) than were general education teachers (4%). Out of all special education 

teachers, 52% reported being highly qualified, although the percentages varied by school 

level. High schools were found to have the fewest highly qualified special educators 

(39%), followed by middle schools (53%), and then elementary schools (61%). Teachers 

that reported not being highly qualified under the NCLB regulations were three times as 

likely to be new teachers (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). Both current and old 

research supports this finding.  Although 387,284 teachers were hired to provide special 

education services to students with disabilities during the 1998/1999 school year, 

approximately 39,466 of them were not fully certified. Approximately 6.5% of new 

teachers hired to work in public schools possessed only emergency credentials in this 

study (U.S. Department of Education, 2001). This number increases to 10% in urban 

areas and to 14% in districts serving students who are 50% or more minority (Pullen, 

1998). Attrition rates for uncertified special educators are much higher than for certified 

educators. Teachers serving students with EBD were found to be the least-qualified 

special education teachers within public schools and they did not possess the basic EBD 

certification (Billingsley, Fall, & Williams, 2006). Teachers serving students with EBD 

experience a 50% turnover rate, and 50% of these teachers have not met all of the 

requirements to receive their permanent standard certification. As well, those teachers 
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who possess only a provisional or temporary certificate are at greater risk of attrition and 

are in need of professional support (Billingsley & McLeskey, 2004).  

The 26
th

 Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2006) reported that in the 

United States, approximately 474,000 youth receive special education services and 

related services under the EBD disability classification. According to the legal mandates 

of IDEA, students with disabilities must be afforded a ―free and appropriate public 

education‖ in the ―least restrictive environment‖ (IDEA, 2004, 1401(d)(1)(A)). The 

IDEA provisions mandate students with disabilities to receive supports and services to 

allow them to successfully participate with the general education curriculum to the 

greatest extent possible. Students with disabilities may receive services through 

continuum of service delivery and placements options. General education schools offer 

students with disabilities support in the general education classrooms, resource rooms, 

and self-contained programs, in addition to offering identified related services. Students 

with more severe disabilities may be educated outside of the traditional school setting in 

special day schools, residential programs, or home-based schooling (Kauffman, 2001; 

Kress, 2007; Virginia Parent Handbook, 2002).  

One of the key characteristics of students with EBD is academic 

underachievement, and many of these students often receive specialized educational 

services in special day schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). Special day-school 

placement is usually a result of severe behaviors, challenging emotional and academic 

problems, or various other occurrences that lead to student suspensions or expulsion from 

their public school placements (Gable, Hendrickson, Tonelson, & Van Acker, 2002), as 
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well as behaviors that interfere with the student’s ability to demonstrate sufficient 

academic progress. It is more common for students with EBD to be placed in special day 

programs or residential programs than for any other disability under the IDEA (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2006). The number of students taught in special day schools 

continues to increase. During the 1998/1999 school year, only 2.9% of students identified 

with a disability attended special day schools. One year later (1999/2000 school year), 

4% percent of all students identified with a disability were taught in special day schools.         

Of all the students receiving special education outside of the general education 

setting during the 1999/2000 school year, 0.7% received instruction in residential 

facilities, 0.5% received instruction in home/hospital environments, and 98.8% received 

instruction in special day schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Special day 

schools are privately managed, and students may attend them full-time or part-time. As 

with public schools, private school instruction provided to students with EBD must help 

students achieve state academic standards. The goal of special day schools is to offer a 

learning environment with low teacher-to-student ratios, individualized instruction, and 

highly structured programs with high levels of academic, social, behavioral, and 

emotional support (Bateman & Linden, 1998; Kazdin, 1994). Although special day 

schools can provide students with EBD additional structure and services, teachers 

working and serving in these schools may experience high levels of stress and burnout 

that can be intense and challenging. 

 Burnout is explained as a condition of exhaustion or frustration caused by 

dedication to a purpose, an approach to life, or a relationship that does not offer the 

anticipated reward (Freudenberger, 1974). Individuals who are most vulnerable to 
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burnout experience stress over an extended period of time. They continually push 

themselves to obtain goals while following hectic schedules, and experience difficulty in 

accepting limitations. Freudenberger explained that professionals whose job it is to help 

others are especially susceptible to burnout because they are usually people who are 

highly aware of feelings and behavior, and wish to positively impact the lives of others 

with whom they work. However, helping professionals experience a great deal of 

disappointment, despair and real or imagined failure. As a psychologist, Freudenberger 

worked at length with patients dealing with burnout. He argues that the answer to burnout 

is found within individuals who become more conscious of themselves and are able to use 

some perspective in dealing with their problems.  

 Embich (1996) explains that Christina Maslach (a social psychologist) and her 

associates conducted burnout studies with human services professionals and developed a 

comprehensive burnout concept at the University of California using the following three 

burnout aspects: (a) emotional exhaustion, (b) depersonalization, and (c) sense of 

personal accomplishment (Maslach & Jackson, 1981).  The Maslach Burnout Inventory 

(MB) examines each of the three scales independently of each other. The instrument has 

been found to be valid and reliable in measuring burnout and are commonly used to 

measure teacher burnout. 

Embich (1996) conducted a review of the literature and states that burnout studies 

using the MBI have found that special educators experiencing burnout out often move to 

other areas of education, such as teaching general education, leave teaching altogether, or 

continue teaching with only a small degree of involvement which has since been 

supported by Kress (2007) and the U.S. Department of Labor (2009). Teachers serving 
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students with disabilities are generally more susceptible to burnout (Banks & Necco, 

1990; Blasé & Greenfield, 1985; Boe et al, 1997; Brownell, Smith, McNellis, & Miller, 

1997; Crane & Iwanicki, 1983; Cunningham, 1983; Fimian, 1986; Fore et al., 2002; 

McKnab, 1995; Morsink, 1982; Pines & Aronson, 1988; Seidman & Zager, 1987; Singh 

& Billingsley, 1996), particularly those serving student with EBD (Kress, 2007). This 

study examines the burnout of teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities 

in grades pre-kindergarten (pre-K)–8 within special day schools that are members of a 

special education association.  

Statement of the Problem 

Special education teacher attrition has become a major roadblock in our nation's 

ability to provide appropriate educational services to students with disabilities because 

the United States is experiencing a national teacher shortage at a time when the demand 

for special educators is growing. There were a total of 459,000 individuals employed as 

special education teachers within public and private organizations in 2006, including 

special day schools, social assistance agencies, residential facilities, or in homebound or 

hospital positions. By 2016 the required number of employed special education teachers 

is expected to increase by 15% from 459,000 to a total of 530,000 (20% for pre-k - 

elementary: 219,000 - 262,000; 16% for middle school: 102,000 – 118,000; and 9% for 

high school: 138,000 - 150,000), which is the fastest growing average for all occupations 

(U.S. Department of Labor, 2009). 

Whether or not a student with disabilities receives an appropriate education 

depends upon the accessibility of qualified special educators (Boe, Bobbit, & Cook, 

1996; Darling-Hammond & Scalan, 1996; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1998). In their 23
rd
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Annual Report to Congress, the National Study of Personnel Needs in Special Education 

(SPeNSE) points out that many students with EBD may not receive an appropriate 

education because their teachers are not adequately trained. They report that 69,249 

special education teacher positions remained vacant during the 1999/2000 school year, of 

which 12,013 (17%) were for teacher positions servings students with EBD (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2001). It was found that during the 1999/2000 school year, 

71% of the teachers serving students with EBD did not have the appropriate teaching 

certification or credentials to teach this student population (Westat, 2002).  

In a response to the teacher shortage, many school districts grant emergency 

and/or conditional endorsements to people who have not been adequately trained or 

teachers who do not yet qualify for a standard teaching certificate in the area in which 

they are hired (Billingsley, Fall, & Williams, 2006; Billingsley & McLeskey, 2004; 

Clark-Chiarelli & Singer, 1995; Educator Supply and Demand in the United States, 2002; 

Presentation at the 19
th
 Annual ICSEI Congress, 2006;  Scheuerman & Johns, 2002; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2001; Westat, 2002) as special educators, or even as general 

educators in many cases (Zabel & Zabel, 2002), while other schools employ long-term 

substitute teachers to fill open positions (National Center for Education Statistics, 1997; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  

The cause of special education shortages involves several factors, which include 

(a) the high rate of growth experienced in special education over the last 25 years due to 

the increase in the number of students qualifying for special education (American 

Association for Employment in Education, 2002), (b) state and federal mandates for 

students identified as having a disability (Boe, Cook, Bobbit, & Terhanian, 1997), and (c) 
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teacher attrition (American Association for Employment in Education, 2002; Darling-

Hammond, 1984; Henke, Choy, Geis, & Broughman, 1996). Teacher attrition is 

consistently identified as the main reason has been cited as the main reason that teachers 

must continually be hired (Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 

2003; Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Boe, Bobbit, & Cook, 1996; Boe, Cook et al., 1996; 

Boe et al., 1998; Darling-Hammond, 2001; Educator Supply and Demand in the United 

State Research Report, 2002; Norton, 1999; Presentation at the 19
th
 Annual ICSEI 

Congress, 2006; Scherer, 2003; Stripling, 2004; U.S. Department of Education 2005).  

Continually recruiting and replacing new teachers is expensive, time consuming, and 

harms student learning (Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2003; 

Darling-Hammond, 2001; Norton, 1999).  

Billingsley and Cross (1991) conducted a study with 558 special education 

teachers and 589 general education teacher. The results of this study indicated that 39% 

of teachers sampled (N = 1,147) identified burnout as the reason they left special 

education, as cited by Embich (1996). These findings were supported by studies 

conducted by Boe et al. (1997), Brownell, Smith, McNellis, and Miller (1997), Council 

for Exceptional Children (2001), Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, and Harness (2001), 

Katsiyannis et al. (2003), and Singh and Billingsley (1996).  Many teachers experiencing 

burnout continue to teach, but exhibit less energy, enthusiasm, and a decreased ability to 

deal with issues (Holt, Fine, & Tollefson, 1987). These teachers are less likely to 

implement accommodations and modification to support students in meeting the 

curriculum (Dworkin, 1987; Sigmon, 1990). Burnout affects teacher attitudes, which can 

affect the school climate (Jadin, 1980). Teachers who experience burnout may attempt to 
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transfer to other positions, move to other school districts, or change occupations 

altogether (Boe et al., 1995; Ross & Altmaier, 1994). Teachers experiencing burnout may 

also be more likely to refer students to special education unnecessarily as a way to deal 

with emotional exhaustion and burnout (Center & Callaway, 1999).   

Teachers working in special day schools often work with students who have some 

of the most severe and challenging disabilities. These teachers may experience additional 

stress and pressure from working with these populations. There are no burnout studies 

available in the literature regarding teachers serving students with EBD within special 

day schools. It is, therefore, important that the burnout experience of these teachers be 

examined, particularly because of the large number of students with EBD that attend 

special education day schools and the high rate of attrition experienced by teachers 

serving students with EBD. All of these schools that accept federal funds are required to 

meet the mandates of NCLB, including the requirement that all teachers be highly 

qualified.  

Purpose of the Study  

This is an exploratory study that was intended to examine the burnout experience 

of teachers serving students with EBD in grades pre-K-8 within non-public special 

education day schools, as well as examine the relationships between five predictor 

variables identified in the literature (age, years of special education teaching experience, 

level of EBD preparation, principal support, and principal feedback) and the three aspects 

of burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal 

accomplishment) for these teachers. Each of the participating schools are members of a 

special education association located in the mid-Atlantic region.  
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This study was intended to update and extend the research conducted by Embich 

(1996) that examined the burnout experience of teachers serving students with learning 

disabilities within general education classrooms with the co-teaching model and those 

working in self-contained special education classrooms in public schools that are located 

in the mid-Atlantic region. It was intended to add to the research since no burnout studies 

could be identified for teachers serving students with EBD within non-public special day 

schools.  

 Beginning in the mid 1980’s, many studies examined the experience of teacher 

burnout with general educators. Burnout studies with special educators became more 

common in the mid 1990’s. However, burnout studies focusing on teachers serving 

students with EBD became more common only in the 2000’s. No burnout studies, 

however, could be identified for teachers serving students with EBD within non-public 

special education day schools.  

This study was important because (a) no burnout studies could be located for 

special educators working in special education non-public day schools, (b) among all 

areas of education, the area of EBD continues to have the highest number of teacher 

vacancies (23rd Annual Report to Congress, U.S. Department of Education, 2001), with 

the highest attrition rates (Brownell, Smith, & Miller, 1999; Fore et al., 2002; Singh & 

Billingsley, 1996; Pines & Aronson, 1988; Banks & Necco, 1990), and (c) the number of 

students with EBD being educated in special day schools continues to rise (Kress, 2007). 

The need to conduct teacher burnout research with teachers serving students with 

EBD continues. In several studies teachers indicated that burnout was the reason they left 

the field (Banks & Necco, 1990; Boe et al., 1997; Brownell, Smith, McNellis, & Miller, 
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1997; Holt, Fine, & Tollefson, 1987; McKnab, 1995; Singh & Billingsley, 1996;). 

Billingsley (2005) expressed a need to expand burnout research and its impact on special 

education teachers. Embich (1996) conducted burnout research with teachers serving 

students with learning disabilities (LD), but questioned how the results of her study 

would differ for teachers working with other student populations.   

. This study assesses relationships between the three aspects of burnout (sense of 

personal accomplishment, emotional exhaustion, and depersonalization) and the five 

predictor variables (age, years of special education teaching experience, level of special 

education preparation, principal relationship, and principal feedback) using multiple 

linear regression. Additionally, the relationships of the three burnout aspects are 

examined with the variables of age (represented as age²) and years of special education 

teaching experience (represented as years of experience²) using multiple curvilinear 

regression. This study intended to (a) identify factors that were predictors of  the sense of 

personal accomplishment, levels of emotional exhaustion and feelings of 

depersonalization for teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades 

pre-K-8 within special day schools that are members of a special education association 

located in the mid-Atlantic region, and (b) examines the levels of burnout experienced by 

teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K-8 within special 

education day schools that are members of a special education association located in the 

mid-Atlantic region. Understanding the burnout experience and identifying predictor 

variables that contribute to teacher burnout with this population assists in the creation and 

implementation of early intervention practices, policies, training and professional 

development activities, and supports that can be implemented to decrease the teacher 
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burnout phenomenon. ―Burnout can be dealt with more effectively in its formative stages 

then when it is full-blown. Its symptoms are less severe and the individual is still 

committed, caring, and open to change‖ (Maslach, 1982a, p. 132). No studies could be 

identified that examine burnout of teachers serving students with EBD within non-public 

special education day schools. This study is intended to be exploratory. The findings of 

this study may be useful in understanding the burnout experience of these teachers, as 

well as identifying future research that may decrease burnout and increase retention.                

To conduct this study, teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities 

in grades pre-K-8 within special day schools that are members of a special education 

association within the mid-Atlantic region were surveyed to assess their burnout 

experience (sense of personal accomplishments, feelings of emotional exhaustion, and 

depersonalization) with the variables associated with previous burnout research (age, 

years of special education teaching experience, level of education preparation, principal 

relationship, and supervisor feedback). This study, unlike previous burnout studies, was 

conducted using teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities within special 

day schools. Findings from this study were intended to  assist policymakers, practitioners, 

and state and local education agencies to better identify variables contributing to burnout, 

burnout warning signs, and the effects of burnout so that effective policies and practices 

can be developed and implemented to decrease teacher burnout and its effects.  

Research Questions 

 This study attempted to assess relationships between Maslach’s three aspects of 

burnout (sense of personal accomplishment, emotional exhaustion, and depersonalization) 

and five predictor variables (age, years of special education teaching experience, level of 
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special education preparation, principal support  and principal feedback) by utilizing a 

nonexperimental design. This study was designed to answer the following research 

questions: 

1. What are the levels of emotional exhaustion, sense of personal 

accomplishment, and depersonalization experienced by teachers serving 

students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K-8 within non-public 

special education day schools that are members of a special education 

association, as indicated on the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI)? 

2. What is the relationship of the predictor variables and each of Maslach’s three 

aspects of burnout for teachers serving students with EBD and other 

disabilities in grades  within non-public special education day schools that are 

members of a special education association?  

Significance of the Study 

Although much research (Callaway, 1995; Cherniss, 1980; Edelwhich & Brodsky, 

1980; Egyed, 2006; Embich, 1996; Evers, Tomic, & Brouwers, 2004; Farber, 1983; 

Frassinelli, 2002; Freudenberger, 1974; Hanson, 2006; Liu, 2007; Maslach & Pines, 

1977; Meier, 1984; Mitchell & Hastings, 2001; Perlman & Hartmen, 1982; Pines & 

Maslach, 1980, 1977; Sedgwick, 1998; Short, 2006; Walker, 1991; Yoon, 2002) has been 

conducted to study the occurrence of teacher burnout, no studies could be identified that 

examined burnout of teachers serving students with EBD within non-public special 

education day schools. These schools often serve students with some of the most severe 

and challenging students, therefore, it is especially important that these teachers be highly 

qualified and effective. The findings from this study provide information for 
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understanding the burnout experience of these teachers. It further assists in identifying 

the future research needs that may lead to understanding and decreasing teacher burnout 

for teachers serving students with EBD within non-public special education schools..   

Conceptual Framework 
 Maslach theorized that burnout was composed of the aspects of emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment (Maslach & 

Jackson, 1981).  The MBI measures burnout on each of these three burnout aspects. For 

the purpose of this study, theories supporting the MBI and research on teachers serving 

students with EBD are existential perspective theory, and self-efficacy theory. Existential 

perspective is based on the assumption that burnout is caused by the need to believe that 

one’s life and actions are meaningful and that he or she is important and needed (Pines, 

1993). Victor Frankl wrote that ―striving to find meaning in one’s life is the primary 

motivational force in man‖ (1976, p. 154).  

The existential perspective allows for the incorporation of other dynamic theories 

that are fundamental to teacher burnout, such as the self-efficacy theory. Schaufeli (1998) 

points out that the lack of reciprocal relationships with students, colleagues, and 

administrators demonstrates that a person's efforts are unimportant or useless, which may 

contribute to feelings of burnout.  According to Blasé (1982), when educators are 

unsuccessful in reaching their goals because of stress and organizational demands placed 

on them from their environment, an individual may find it difficult to see his or her work 

and life as meaningful, which can result in increased levels of burnout.    

Existential perspective often explains burnout findings because it ties an 

individual’s perceptions of relevance and importance to his or her levels of burnout. One 
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example is that teachers working with disruptive students often identify student behavior 

problems as one of the most stressful issues teachers experience because disciplinary 

issues weaken their feelings of effectiveness (Abel & Sewell, 1999; Brownell, Smith, & 

Miller, 1995; Byrne, 1994; Farber, 1991; Gonzales, 1995; Hastings & Brown, 2002; Sires 

& Tonnsen, 1993; Yoon, 2002). Teachers experience difficulty feeling existential 

importance from their efforts where their feelings of success are low. Students who do 

not pay attention and do not demonstrate an interest in learning make it difficult for 

teachers to gain existential importance because student behavior leads the teacher to feel 

irrelevant. Teachers who spend more time disciplining and retraining students, spend less 

time in activities that allow them to feel important, such as educating students (Brenner & 

Bentall, 1984; Cedoline, 1982). 

 The existential perspective can explain many organizational variables that result 

in educator burnout. When teachers feel overloaded with work, they may experience 

burnout because they may feel they are unable to properly complete their work (Blasé, 

1986; Cedoline, 1982; Cooper & Marshall, 1978; Farber, 1991; Iwanicki, 1983; Lortie, 

1975; Maslach, 2003, 2006; Platt & Olson, 1990; Weiskopf, 1980). Teachers that do not 

feel respected or that receive insufficient feedback from administration may result in 

burnout because educators do not feel they or their work is seen as important by others 

(Milner, 2002; Shaw, Bensky, & Dixon, 1981), which may contribute to burnout.  

 Perceived self-efficacy theory holds the belief that personal efficacy beliefs 

influence individual decisions, efforts, and perseverance (Bandura, 1986). Based on the 

Native American philosophy "Circle of Courage," which uses four central values 

(belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity) to foster self-esteem (Brendro & 
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Brokenleg, 2000; Coetzee, 2005). Bandura (1997) proposed four sources of efficacy 

expectations: mastery experiences, physiological and emotional states, vicarious 

experiences, and social persuasion. Mastery experiences have been found to be the 

greatest power source of efficacy information. The perception of a failed performance 

lowers efficacy beliefs and contributes to the belief that performances in the future will 

also be inept (Hoy, 2000).   

Existential perspective and self-efficacy theories work together to support the 

MBI and teacher burnout research. Existential perspective explains that failures and 

negative experiences make it difficult to find meaning in one’s work and may lead to 

feelings of uselessness, which contributes to burnout. The perceived self-efficacy theory 

explains that these failures and negative experiences lead to lower self efficacy and the 

belief that if a person wasn’t successful once, he or she will be unsuccessful in the future. 

These lowered self-efficacy beliefs can contribute to burnout.   

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses are based on previous research findings.  

1. Age was hypothesized to have a U-shaped relationship with burnout, with 

younger and older teachers experiencing greater levels of burnout and middle 

aged teachers experiencing lower levels of burnout.  

2. Years of experience was hypothesized to be a significant burnout predictor 

that works like a U-shape with newer and older teachers experiencing high 

levels of burnout for each of the three burnout aspects and teachers in the 

middle of their teaching careers experiencing lower levels for each of the three 

burnout aspects. 
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3. Principal support was hypothesized to be a significant burnout predictor for all 

aspects of burnout. Linear regression was used to test this assumption using 

71 participants.  

4. Principal feedback was hypothesized to be a significant predictor for all 

aspects of burnout. 

5. Emotional behavioral disorders preparation was hypothesized to be a predictor 

for each aspect of burnout.  

Summary of the Methodology 

 A sample of teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades 

pre-K-8 within non-public special education day schools that are members of a special 

education association located in the mid-Atlantic region were surveyed using the MBI 

Educators Survey (Maslach, Jackson, & Schwab, 1986), the Leader Member Exchange-7 

(LMX-7) (Graen & Scandura, 1984), a ten item supervisor feedback instrument (Kramer, 

1995), and the Background Data form. The special education association was selected 

because its membership consisted of a relatively large number of special education 

schools serving students with EBD, and offered parameters and participants to be selected 

with ease. The scales of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal 

accomplishment were measured by the 22 items on the MBI Educators Survey. A 

composite mean score was computed for each of the three burnout scales on each survey.  

The LMX-7 is titled Teacher Attitudes: Survey A. This instrument measures 

principal support. The ten item supervisor feedback instrument measures principal 

feedback and is titled Teacher Attitudes: Survey B. The Background Data Form collects 

information regarding teacher background and demographic data including, age, gender, 



19 

 

ethnicity, years of special education teaching experience, EBD teacher preparation, 

student to staff ratios within each teacher’s classroom, and plans to return to teaching for 

the upcoming school year. All of the variables identified and measured within these 

instruments have been identified as contributing to teacher burnout in the literature (see 

Chapter 2). The five predictor variables examined in this study are age, years of special 

education teaching experience, EBD preparation, principal support, and principal 

feedback. 

Teacher survey packets were mailed to the school principals who agreed to allow 

their schools to participate in the study. The school principals or their designees 

distributed the packets to their teachers by placing them in the teachers' mailboxes. Each 

of the teacher questionnaire packets consisted of a cover letter explaining the study, the 

questionnaires, a preaddressed postage-paid envelope for returning the completed 

questionnaires, and a letter of consent. A follow-up packet of flyers were mailed to the 

principals approximately one week after the questionnaire packets were received by the 

schools, which were placed in the teacher mailboxes as reminders to return their 

completed questionnaires. Data collected from participants in this study describes the 

sample (age, years of special education teaching experience, EBD teacher preparation, 

student to staff ratios within teacher classrooms, and plans to return to teaching for the 

upcoming school year) and  their job perceptions (principal support and principal 

feedback).  

Response rates and nonresponse rates are reported for each participating school in 

the population. Participants are described to identify the demographic variables and 

background data of the participants. The reliability of the data is reported, and Cronbach 
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alphas are calculated to confirm that the reliabilities are consistent with those previously 

used. The reliabilities that are not found to be consistent with previous uses are identified 

and the effects on interpretation are discussed.   

Descriptive statistical analysis was conducted to answer research question #1 

(What are the levels of emotional exhaustion, sense of personal accomplishment, and 

depersonalization experienced by teachers serving students with EBD and other 

disabilities in grades pre-K-8 within non-public special day schools, as indicated on the 

MBI-ES?). The measure of central tendencies (mean, median, and mode) and measure of 

variability (standard deviation) are identified. The MBI-ES publishers provide a scoring 

key and directions for scoring each scale. The scores for each scale were coded as low, 

moderate, or high burnout levels based on the provided numerical cutoffs identified in the 

MBI manual.    

Multiple linear regression analyses were implemented to answer question #2 

(What is the relationship of the predictor variables to each of Maslach’s three aspects of 

burnout for teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K-8 

within non-public special day schools that are members of special education 

associations). In addition to linear regression, curvilinear regression was also used with 

the two variables (age and years of experience) hypothesized to work with a U shaped 

relationship with burnout for each burnout model. The basic purpose of the multiple 

regressions is to examine the relationship between the five predictor variables and each of 

the three aspects of burnout or criterion variables.The multiple linear regression describes 

the relationship of each of the criterion by the linear combination of the predictor 

variables. The R
2
 identifies the goodness of fit of the model (how well the predictor 
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variables predict burnout as a whole). Multiple regression can be used to refine prediction 

accuracy and outcomes (Cozby, 2007; Liu, 2007) of the five predictor variables (age, 

years of special education experience, level of teacher education, principal relationship, 

and principal feedback) on the three burnout aspects (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment) (Liu, 2007). Regression 

coefficients were used to depict relationships, to calculate relative importance of scores, 

and to portray conclusions to the population. 

Methodological Assumptions 

Underlying Assumptions 

The foundation for this study originated from two underlying assumptions: 

1. Students identified as having EBD may also be identified as having a variety 

of other disabilities, such as learning, autism, mental retardation, speech and 

language, physical, hearing, visual, etc., disabilities. Non-categorical 

placements emphasizing common instructional student needs rather than their 

disability may also bring a diverse population with a variety of disabilities to a 

single classroom (Meyen, 1990). Therefore, it is assumed that many 

participants work with students who may have other disabilities in addition to 

having EBD. 

2. All participants indicated honest and truthful responses to all survey items.   

Testing Assumptions of Regression                   

This study originated with five testing assumptions of regression: 

1. There is linearity between the relationships of the predictor variables of 

principal support, principal feedback, and EBD preparation and the three 
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aspects of burnout, so that a change in the predictor variables also means a 

change in the burnout aspects.  

2. There is a curvilinear relationship between the predictor variables of age and 

years of experience, so that the predictor variables will demonstrate a curved 

relationship with the criterion variables. 

3. The errors in prediction of the values of burnout aspects are independent of 

each other.  

4. There is homoscedasticy so that regardless of the values of the predictor 

variables, the distribution of errors in prediction of the value of the aspects of 

burnout is constant. The variance of errors is identical at different values so 

the variance is constant.  

5. The error terms are normally distributed.  

6. It is assumed that the participants identify their honest responses on the 

surveys. 

Research Delimitations 

This study was delimited as follows: 

1. Surveys were used to collect data from participants in this study. 

2. The participants in this study were special education teachers serving students 

with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within special day schools 

that are members of a special education association within urban and large 

suburban areas within the mid-Atlantic region 

3. The surveys were completed during the month of May and June prior to the 

end of the 2008-2009 school year.   
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Research Limitations 

This study was limited as follows: 

1. The generalizability of findings from this study to other populations was 

limited, even if the other populations consist of teachers serving students with 

a similar student population in a similar setting. 

2. As with all self-reporting studies, this study was limited in that the survey 

measured one’s feelings and perceptions at a single point in time.  

3. This study was limited by the financial and time restraints allotted for the 

study so that all interactions with the school principals and designees were the 

telephone, e-mail, and mail rather than in person. 

Definition of Terms 

Alternative Preparatory Programs—Teacher preparation programs offered through  

collaborative efforts with districts and state agencies that can often take 

significantly less time to complete than traditional programs.  

Attrition—―The loss of intellectual capital‖ (Ettorre, 1997, p. 4), where teachers leave  

Teaching or move from special education to general education. 

Dehumanization in Self-Defense—The practice of shielding oneself from overpowering  

emotions by reacting to other individuals more as objects than as people 

(Zimbardo, 1973). 

Depersonalization—A callous and impersonal reaction to recipients of one’s service,  

care, treatment, or teaching (Maslach & Jackson, 1986). 

Emotional Arousal—Emotional condition and its ensuing impact on personal 

performance (Schaufeli, Maslach, & Marek, 1993) 
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Emotional Behavioral Disorder (EBD)—A condition that is harmful to a student’s  

Educational performance. It is also known as emotional disorder (ED) and was  

formally called Severe Emotional Disturbance (SED). It is characterized over 

time by one or more of the following:  

1. Students are unable to learn in some way that is unexplainable by intellectual, 

sensory, or health factors. 

2. Students are unable to build or sustain acceptable interpersonal relationships 

with peers and teachers. 

3. Students exhibit inappropriate behaviors or exhibit inappropriate feelings 

under normal circumstances. 

4. Students sustain a general, pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression 

5. Students generally experience physical symptoms or fears related with 

personal or school problems.  

Emotional disturbance includes schizophrenia, but it does not pertain to children 

with social maladjustments, unless the child is found to have an emotional 

disturbance (IDEA, 2004 (20 U.S.C. 1401(3)(A) and (B); 1401(26)). Common 

characteristics of students with EBD include hyperactivity (short attention span, 

impulsiveness), aggression (self-injurious behavior, acting out, fighting), 

withdrawal (failure to initiate interaction with others, retreat from exchanges of 

social interaction, excessive fear or anxiety), immaturity (inappropriate crying, 

temper tantrums, poor coping skills), and learning difficulties (academically 

performing below grade level) (National Dissemination Center, 2004). 

Emotional Exhaustion—Emotions of being psychologically overstrained and weakened  
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by one’s work (Maslach & Jackson, 1986). 

Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE)—Special education and related services  

that (a) are provided without charge at public expense under public supervision 

and direction; (b) meet the state educational agency standards; (c) are inclusive of 

an appropriate preschool, elementary, or secondary school education with state 

involvement and; and (d) ensure the implementation of the individualized 

education program (IEP) in accordance with IDEA (IDEA, 2004, 602(8)(A-D)). 

Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA)—A procedure designed to detect the cause  

of a student’s exhibition of problem behavior, including a determination of 

antecedents and consequences (Kauffman, 2001), that is completed by the special 

education teacher. 

Individualized Education Program (IEP)—A written document describing a child’s  

educational needs and outlining the special education and related services that 

were provided by the school to address those needs (Bateman & Linden, 1998). 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) –United Stated federal law that  

outlines how public agencies and states implement early interventions, special 

education services, and related services to students with disabilities. This act 

details the educational needs of students with disabilities (for 13 identified 

disability categories) for ages 3 through 21. IDEA only applies to states and local 

educational agencies accepting federal funding, which is the case for many of the 

non-public special education day schools. 

Learning Disabilities (LD)—Specific learning disability is a disorder in one or more of  
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the psychological processes required to understand or access spoken or written 

language that cause deficiency in the capacity to listen, think, speak, read, write, 

spell, or complete mathematical calculations. This includes such conditions as 

perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and 

developmental aphasia. This disability is not inclusive of learning problems which 

are mainly the result of visual, hearing, or motor disabilities, of mental retardation 

or emotional disturbance, or of an environmental disadvantage,  cultural, or 

economic (IDEA publication, 1991 as cited by Embich, 1986). 

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) —Students with disabilities within public or  

private institutions and care facilities are to be educated with students without 

disabilities to the greatest extent possible. Removal of a student from the general 

education setting to special classes, separate schools, or other removal away from 

nondisabled peers takes place only if the severity or specific need of the disability 

is such that education in the general education classroom cannot sufficiently meet 

the educational needs of the student with the use of supplementary aids and 

services. Least restrictive environmnet is the educational setting most similar to 

nondisabled students in which students with disabilities can academically succeed 

(as measured by IEP goals and objectives). The court identified two questions  

through Daniel R. R. v. State Board of Education, 874 F.2D 1036 (5TH CIR. 

1989) for determining LRE. The two questions posed by the test include:  

1. Can an appropriate education in the general education classroom with the use 

of supplementary aids and services be achieved satisfactorily? 
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2. If a student is placed in a more restrictive setting, is the student "integrated" to 

the "maximum extent appropriate"? (Standard in AL, DE, GA, FL, LA, MS, 

NJ, PA, TX) 

Role Ambiguity—The insufficient predictability of outcomes or responses to one’s  

actions and insufficient clarity of behavioral expectations, usually in light of 

environment stimuli, which acts as a guide to behavior and provides information 

to demonstrate that the behavior is appropriate (Rizzo, House, & Lirtzman, 1970). 

Role Conflict—The elements of compatibility in the requirements of the role, in which  

compatibility is critiqued in relationship to standards or conditions that encroach  

upon role performance (Rizzo et al., 1970). 

Non-public Special Education Day Schools—Programs that are privately operated and  

provide academic, social, behavioral, and emotional support services to students 

in a highly structured, separate school facility (Bateman & Linden, 1998; Kazdin, 

1994). Many of these schools accept federal and state funds, which require them 

to meet the mandates set by NCLB.  

Special Education Teacher—An educator providing specialized and individualized  

Instruction to students in grades pre-k–12 with disabilities (Myers, 2004). 

Teacher Retention—Continuing to teach students with disabilities until the age of  

retirement; although teachers may transfer to another school or position, they 

continue working as special education teachers (Billingsley, 2004). 

Teacher Self-Efficacy—Degree to which educators ―believes that they have the capacity  

To affect student performance‖ (Bergman, McLaughlin, Bass, Pauly, & Zellman, 

1977, p. 137). 
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Chapter II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

There are three bodies of literature that are highly significant to studying burnout 

of teachers serving students with emotional behavioral disorders (EBD) and other 

disabilities: (a) the professional burnout experience of teachers and others working in 

professional service occupations; (b) the variables and issues associated with serving 

students with EBD and other disabilities; and (c) the supply, demand, and attrition of 

special educators. This review examined studies conducted over the past three decades 

offer a context for understanding this study. Examining the burnout literature of teachers 

and other professionals working in service occupations is important because it offers a 

context for understanding this study, such as the causes and effects of the burnout 

syndrome. The literature on teachers working with students with EBD is an important 

focus because it offers a context for understanding the cause of some of the stress and 

challenges teachers serving this student population may experience. It was important to 

review literature examining supply, demand, and attrition of special educators because it 

lends support to the need and urgency for this study. Findings from this study will lead to 

a greater understanding of the burnout experience of teachers serving students with EBD 

in grades pre-K-8 within non-public special education day schools located in urban and 

suburban areas within the mid-Atlantic region. The information from this study will assist 

in identifying the research needs of these teachers in an effort to decrease burnout and 

retain effective teachers. This study sought to update and extend the research conducted 

by Embich (1996) that examined the burnout experience of teachers serving students with 
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LD within general education classrooms with the co-teaching model and teachers within 

self-contained special education classrooms.   

Search for Relevant Literature 

The literature for this review was identified and collected through computer 

searches in the areas of education, counseling, psychology, healthcare, and business using 

references of studies and electronic databases, including Academic Search Premier, 

Dissertations and Theses Online, Eric Education, ERIC.Gov, Jestor, LEXIS-NEXIS 

Academic Universe, Policy File, Project Muse, Proquest Research Library Plus, and 

Google Scholar. In an effort to gain a broad understanding of teacher burnout, teacher 

retention and attrition, teacher supply and demand, special day schools, and students with 

EBD, several search terms and keyword combinations were used, including (a) teacher 

burnout, (b) teacher and attrition and retention, (c) special education and teacher burnout, 

(d) special education teacher attrition, (e) special education teacher retention, (f) teacher 

burnout and emotional disturbance, (g) emotional disturbance and emotional behavior 

disabilities, (h) burnout, (i) principal support and teacher burnout, (j) teacher stress and 

burnout, (k) self-efficacy and teacher burnout, (l) special day schools, (m) special day 

schools and EBD, (n) teacher burnout and special day schools, (o) teacher burnout and 

workplace conditions, (p) teacher burnout and teacher preparatory programs, (q) principal 

feedback and burnout, (r) teacher burnout and administration, and (s) Maslach and 

teacher burnout, (t) Leader Member Exchange, and (u) principal teacher communication. 

The studies were conducted in various locations, including the United States, Norway, 

Denmark, England, Israel, Japan, China, Canada, and Australia.  
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This is not an exhaustive review of the literature. There is an extensive body of 

literature on teacher burnout of general educators, special educators, and newer research 

has begun examining burnout of teachers serving students with EBD. However, no 

studies could be found on burnout of teachers serving students with EBD in special 

education day schools. All relevant studies were selected as they were identified. The 

investigation for additional studies ceased once an ample body of literature could be 

identified to guide this research and offer a context for understanding this study. 

Literature used for this study accurately reflects available research and is not biased by 

the under or over reporting of certain data. There are additional studies in the area of 

teacher burnout that have not been identified  

Teacher Burnout and Teacher Attrition 

Wood and McCarthy (2002) reported that educators in today’s school often have 

difficult and stressful experiences when fulfilling their teaching duties. This stress affects 

teachers’ happiness and health and often leads to them prematurely leaving the teaching 

profession. According to researchers (Esteve, 2000; Troman & Woods, 2001), teacher 

stress results from an imbalance between the challenges teachers face at school and the 

resources they have for coping with these challenges.  

Freudenberger (1974) is credited with being the first to use the term ―burnout‖ to 

mean the loss of enthusiasm for work that results from the stress teachers experience (as 

cited in Wood & McCarthy, 2002). Early studies reported that teachers at risk for burnout 

see ―their work as futile and inconsistent with the ideals or goals they had set as 

beginning teachers‖ (as quoted in Wood & McCarty, 2002, p. 3). A national study 

conducted by the Council for Exception Children (CEC) (1998), which surveyed over 
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1,000 special educators, reported that ―poor teacher working conditions contributed to the 

high rate of special educators leaving the field, teacher burnout, and substandard quality 

of education for students with special needs‖ (p. 3 ). The continual burnout of teachers, in 

particular special education teachers, has become a significant liability in the American 

educational system to provide appropriate services to students, especially children with 

disabilities.  

Teacher Attrition 

Approximately one third of teachers leave within their first three years of teaching 

and 10% of teachers leave within their first year of teaching (Frontline Education, 2003). 

Teachers serving students from poor families can experience a 50% higher attrition rate 

than schools in more prosperous neighborhoods (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005). 

Within urban settings, as much as 70% of teachers leave the field during their first year of 

teaching and 29% of these teachers identified that they left the field because of issues 

with pay, lack of support, student discipline, but not with actually teaching (Stripling, 

2004).  

Many teachers continue to leave the field, due in part to burnout, which 

contributes greatly to the national teacher shortage in the United States (Boe et al., 1996). 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (1997), both public and private 

schools were unable to fill 10% of their teaching positions with qualified teachers and 

were forced to fill the positions with substitute teachers. In an effort to identify causes for 

teacher attrition, a study was sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education’s National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2001) using two survey instruments over the 

course of 2 school years. The 1999–2000 Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) was 
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administered to a nationally representative sample of over 50,000 teachers working in 

public and private schools from September 1999 through June 2000 to gather information 

regarding their work environment, classroom teaching experience, teacher qualifications, 

and other individual characteristics.  

The Teacher Follow-up Survey (TFS) was administered between January 2001 

and May 2001 to a representative sample of 5,000 of the SASS participants to collect data 

about job changes since the previous year. Although this study is relatively old, it is an 

important study that is continually cited in the literature for attrition and retention 

because it so comprehensive.
 
 The study found that during the school years 1999/2000 

and 2000/2001, non-public schools experienced higher teacher attrition rates (21%) than 

did public schools (15%). More non-public school teachers (7%) than public school 

teachers (1%) indicated that they left teaching for another job, more non-public school 

teachers (7%) than public school teachers ( 3%) left for additional schooling, and more 

non-public school teachers (3%) than general education teachers (1%) indicated that they 

left their jobs because of reasons related to their families. However, non-public schools 

(1%) lost fewer teachers than public schools (2%) to retirement. Both types of teachers 

transferred to other schools at approximately the same rate (8%). Few non-public school 

teachers transferred to other non-public schools (2%) and the majority of their transfers 

were to public schools (53%). Public school teachers mainly transferred to other public 

schools within their districts (45%) or outside of their districts (53%).  At the end of the 

1999–2000 school year, public and non-public schools lost a total of about 550,000 

teachers (16% of the teacher workforce) due to teacher turnover (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2005). 
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Loeb, Elfers, Knapp, Plecki, and Boatright (2004) describe the findings of a series 

of three surveys conducted to examine teacher work conditions and attitudes during the 

2003/2004 for K-12 public school teachers (n = 350) in the state of Washington. From 

this sample, the participants that chose not to return to teaching after this school year 

indicated that they left the teaching profession due to the following reasons: 

1. Workload (identified by 75% of respondents) 

2. Frustration with policies of education reform (identified by 63% of 

respondents) 

3. Lack of time (identified by 62% of respondents) 

4. Poor salaries (identified by 57 % of respondents) 

Mathematics, science, bilingual education, and special education are the most 

prevalent areas of need (Otto & Arnold, 2005), although special education teachers have 

a higher rate of attrition than all other areas of teaching (Ingersoll, 2001). During the 

1999/2000 school year, there were 69,249 special education teacher job openings, of 

which 12,013 were for teachers serving students with EBD (23
rd

 Annual Report to 

Congress, 2001). The teaching area of EBD was found to be one of the most critical 

teacher shortages (Arkin, 1988; Bradley, Hendrson, & Monfore, 2004; George, George, 

Gersten, & Grosenick, 1995), and was found to have the highest rate of attrition 

(Brownell, Smith, & Miller, 1994; Pullis, 1992). Brownell, Smith, and Miller (1999) 

conducted a study in Florida with 1,576 special education teachers. Their findings 

indicated that the rate of attrition for teachers who worked with students with EBD was 

almost twice that of other special educators.  
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Nelson (2003) and Billingsley (2004) expressed the need for teachers who meet 

the standards of highly qualified to teach students with emotional and behavioral 

disorders, as the shortage is now at a dangerous level. A nationally conducted survey of 

directors of special education showed that school administrators were worried about 

finding teachers who were highly qualified to teach students with emotional disabilities 

(Boyer & Mainzer, 2003). According to the U.S. Department of Education, 6.5% of 

teachers hired by public schools hold emergency credentials (―Educator Supply and 

Demand in the United States,‖ 2002) and 25% of these teachers serve students with EBD. 

The Presentation at the 19
th
 Annual ICSEI Congress (2006) explained that 25% of the 

teacher positions serving students with EBD remained unfilled, or filled by substitutes 

because highly qualified teachers could not be found to accept the positions.   

The need to constantly recruit and replace new teachers consumes time and 

money, and is harmful to student learning (Darling-Hammond, 2001). Most school 

districts struggle to make difficult decisions on how to budget with limited resources, 

especially when the cost of replacing employees can be as high as 25% of each leaving 

person’s salary (Norton, 1999). The Association for Supervision and Curriculum 

Development (2003) used industry models to estimate the cost of replacing leaving 

teachers and found that the cost ranged from $3,367 to $13,122 or approximately 20% of 

each leaving teacher’s salary. Districts spend millions of dollars on recruitment and 

training due to early leavers (Stripling, 2004). Scherer (2003) examined attrition rates for 

the state of Texas and found that teacher attrition costs the state $329 million annually. 

The enormous cost of continually replacing teachers detracts funds from school budgets 

that would otherwise go towards programmatic needs. The inability to retain teachers 
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disrupts the continuity of programs, planning, and student learning. Teacher attrition also 

increases the spending of school districts for recruitment and hiring (Shen, 1997).  

Miller, Brownell, and Smith (1999) conducted research to examine teacher 

attrition and retention with special education teachers in Florida (n = 1,576) indicated that 

57% of teachers remained in their positions after working in the field for two years, 20% 

of the teachers transferred, and 21% of the teachers left the field. Boe, Cook, and 

Sunderland (2008) indicate that the special education attrition rates during the 2001/2002 

school year were 22.85%. This finding comes from a national study sponsored by the 

NCES, which used the SASS for traditional public schools, private schools, public 

charters and Bureau of Indian Affairs. Participants included school districts (n = 4,700), 

individual schools (n = 12,000), principals (n = 12,300) and teachers (n = 52,400). 

  Luekens, Lyter, Fox, and Chandler (2004) examined the results of the Teacher 

Follow-up Survey (TFS) from this study. The TFS consisted of approximately 8,400 

teachers who participated in the SASS one year earlier. The participants included 3,300 

stayers, 2,200 movers, 2,800 leavers. This study found that 8% of public and private 

school teachers transferred to different schools and 7% of public school teachers and 13% 

of private school teachers chose to leave the field altogether. This study also found that 

one fifth of public school teachers leave their positions within three years of teaching. 

During the same year, Watlington, Shockly, Earley, Huie, Morris, and Lieberman, (2004) 

(n = 2,129) conducted a three year study of teachers hired during the 2000-2001 school 

year in four South Florida School Districts and found that 96% of the teachers remained 

after their first year, 79% remained after the second year, and only 72% of the teachers 

were retained after the third year. Within the United States, approximately 450 bills were 
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introduced in the legislative sessions within 41 states to address teacher recruitment 

during 2000 (Hirch, 2001). 

According to Boe et al. (1998), the number of new special education teachers 

entering the field cannot fill the demand of those who leave. Special education teachers 

leave the field at a faster rate than general education teachers (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; 

Boe, Cook et al., 1996). Many special education teachers leave the field of special 

education to teach general education, which is often less stressful than teaching special 

education (Boe et al., 1996). During the 2001/2002 school year, 8.27% of special 

education teachers transferred to general education (Boe, Cook, & Sunderland, 2006).  

A variety of factors have been identified as causing special education teacher 

shortages. The area of special education has experienced enormous growth in the number 

of students served over the last 25 years (Boe, Cook, Bobbit, & Terhanian, 1997). The 

National Center for Special Eduction (2010) state that the number of special education 

teachers are expected to increase by 17% from 2008-2018 because of the steady increase 

of the special education student population, which is due to (a) diagnosing students with 

disabilities at earlier ages, (b) increased legislation that emphasized training and 

employment of individuals with disabilities, and (c) educational reforms that require 

higher standards and increase demands for special education services.  

More demand, higher pressure, and increased challenges also contribute to special 

education teacher shortages. The job of a teacher has become more challenging than it 

once was, in that teachers must now comply with many legal mandates, respond to shifts, 

demands, and criticism of society and families, and teach more complex content to more 

diverse learners (Senge et al., 2000). Local funding has not regularly been approved for 
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special education programs because of the high price of programming for children with 

disabilities (Gersten et al., 2001). Societal demands continue to increase as teachers are 

blamed for the failure of students and programs. Superb teachers continue to leave the 

field with a feeling of disappointment and distress.  

The Council for Exceptional Children (2001) reported that the reauthorization of 

the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) introduced significant adjustments in how 

effective curricula are used, which led to a significant increase in documentation and 

paperwork. Special educators expressed concern over meeting their daily responsibilities 

with such large caseloads, overwhelming paperwork, student disciplinary issues, lack of 

time for instruction, and insufficient administrator support (CEC, 2001). The special 

educator duties continue to increase with federal legislation that mandates they work with 

increased numbers of students with more diverse disabilities (CEC, 2001).  

 The shortage of special education teachers is largely the result of emotional 

challenges faced on the job (Katsiyannis, Zhang, & Conroy, 2003).  Stress from work, 

possibility for burnout, and the trends of teacher shortages and attrition rates of special 

education teachers rank among the most critical issues threatening the ability of public 

education to offer quality service to students with disabilities (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; 

Brownell & Smith, 1992; CEC, 2001; Fimian & Santoro, 1983; Katsiyannis et al., 2003; 

Platt & Olsen 1990; Singer, 1993; Weiskopf, 1980; Zabel & Zabel, 1992). Gersten, 

Keating, Yovanoff, and Harness (2001) believe that resolving the issue of the shortage 

with special educators is not as simple as expanding recruitment efforts or concentrating 

on retention. They believe that work conditions and stress of special education teachers 

must be addressed to prevent teacher burnout. Hence, retaining quality special educators 
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must entail investigating the variables that produce the stress that affects the 

psychological well-being of special educators. According to Darling-Hammond and 

Scalan (1996), teacher attrition can limit the educational experience and development of 

children with disabilities and can lessen their chances to achieve success after completing 

school.  

Teacher Burnout  

Prior to the 1970s the word ―burnout‖ was not often used within the workplace, 

unlike now when it is integrated into our everyday vocabulary. Since burnout was first 

introduced to the scientific community and the public in the 1970s, teacher burnout has 

received widespread and continuous research attention (Blasé, 1982; Byrne, 1994; 

Cedoline, 1982; Farber, 1984, 1991; Friedman, 1992, 2000; Shirom, 1986; Van Horn et 

al., 1999). Based on a study conducted approximately 10 years ago, teachers make up the 

largest occupational group (22% of all samples) used in all burnout studies (Schaufeli, 

1998). During the 1970s, writings on teacher burnout were mostly nonempirical and 

subjective, and were highly criticized. The need for a single definition that was standard 

(Maslach, 1982b), a technique that was more statistical (Perlman & Hartman, 1982), or 

an acceptance of a single thorough model that implemented a current description or 

measure (Shinn, 1984) needed to be developed.  

Early literature contributed to creating further confusion in its attempts to develop 

the burnout concept. From one writer to the next the term ―burnout‖ often changed. 

Individuals using the term were actually discussing different phenomena. Some writers 

believed that burnout was identical to other ailments, such as depression (Meier, 1984), 

disillusionment (Edelwich & Brodsky, 1980), or strain (Perlman & Hartman, 1982). 
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Perlman and Harman (1982) examined 48 articles, published between 1974 and 1981, 

which offered many ideas, suggestions, and recommendations, although there were only 

five (10%) that offered empirical data above intermittent anecdotes or personal case 

history (Schaufeli et al., 1993). 

Until the 1980s, no attention was placed on developing burnout theories and no 

conceptual frameworks were identified for connecting or assessing findings. During the 

1980s, burnout research that was empirically based began to rapidly increase. There was 

movement away from focusing on clinical research toward quantitative research that 

implemented questionnaires (Maier, 1984; Maslach, 1982b). Research became more 

productive and focused on standardized measurement tools, such as Maslach’s Burnout 

Inventory (MBI; Maslach & Jackson, 1981, 1984, 1993) and the Tedium Measure (Pines, 

Aronson, & Kafry, 1981). Systematic burnout research increased, as did the number of 

published articles, as these instruments became widely accepted (Schaufeli et al., 1993).  

Social psychologists Maslach, Jackson, and Leiter (1996), studied and improved 

this concept by creating a three-factor structure consisting of emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment, which grew out of the early 

studies. As Schaufeli et al. (1993) defined the three aspects of burnout as follows:    

1. Emotional exhaustion refers to feelings of being emotionally overextended 

and depleted of one's emotional resources.  

2. Depersonalization refers to a negative, callous, or excessively detached 

response to other people, who are usually the recipients of one's service or 

care.  
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3. Reduced personal accomplishment refers to a decline in one's feelings of 

competence and successful achievement in one's work. (pp. 20–21) 

Esteve (1989) described burnout as a variety of stages where teachers move from 

one stage to the next, where they may entirely skip particular stages, and then may 

recover from burnout. The symptoms for burnout stages range from feelings of 

dissatisfaction, to symptoms of stress, to indications of distress. Esteve’s contribution to 

burnout is important because of the realization that burnout levels are not fixed so 

teachers can actually recover. Many teachers pass through the stages of burnout during 

their careers. Esteve points out that stages of burnout can intensify so that they contribute 

to a teacher’s decision to leave the field.  

Blasé (1982) studied 43 teachers over the course of one year in a burnout study 

and found that the burnout syndrome occurred differently for each teacher. It was found 

that every teacher defined student needs in various areas, such as learning, values, or 

solving personal problems. The teacher interprets these needs into objectives and exerts 

energy toward attaining them while dealing with different stresses and demands coming 

from the organization. When teachers fail to obtain self-defined objectives, they generate 

feelings of frustration, failure, and low self-evaluation. A continual failure to reduce the 

discrepancy between the desired objective and the actual achievement reduces their level 

of involvement and effort. The discontent develops and eventually leads to burnout. 

Theoretical Perspective on Burnout 

 Many theoretical models and perspectives were identified in the review of the 

literature in an effort to explain teacher burnout. Schaufeli (1998) used a social exchange 

model to suggest that educator burnout stems from a lack of reciprocity in their 
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relationships with students, colleagues, and administrators. Sakharov and Farber (1983) 

proposed critical theory to explain that burnout is not strictly a psychological state, but 

instead the subjective experience of mostly a social problem, which is the outcome of a 

dynamic relationship between an educator and a social world. Fruedenberger (1980) used 

psychoanalytic theory to explain that vulnerability to burnout can occur when individuals 

are excessively dedicated, committed professionals who substitute their work for their 

social lives and feel as though they are vital in their positions, because they attribute 

excessive feelings of importance to their jobs, which they feel express their own 

importance. The theory of perceived self-efficacy was proposed by Bandura (1977, 1986, 

& 1997) and has offered a framework for understanding how an individual’s beliefs and 

perceptions of their own abilities and capabilities impact professional burnout (Browere 

& Tomic, 1998; Cherniss, 1993; Leiter, 1992). This theory explains that when teachers 

perceive a considerable gap between the expectations they hold for successful 

professional performance and the reality that is significantly less satisfying, 

inconsistencies arise between the levels of expected and observed professional self-

efficacy, which leads to burnout.   

For the purpose of this study, theories supported the MBI and research on teachers 

serving students with EBD included existential perspective theory and perceived self-

efficacy theory. Existential perspective is founded on the belief that the main reason for 

burnout is the need for individuals to believe their lives are meaningful, to believe their 

actions are meaningful, and that they themselves are essential and significant (Pines, 

1993). The importance of existential perspective to teacher burnout is demonstrated by 

research findings that show an association between higher-order necessities (such as the 
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need for self-actualization (Malanowski & Wood, 1984)), that consists of the need for 

success, achievement, and working at one’s full potential.  

 The existential perspective can explain key findings in educator burnout. One 

example is that teachers working with disruptive students usually rate disciplinary issues 

among items that are most stressful on teacher surveys because disciplinary issues 

weaken the effectiveness of teachers (Farber, 1991). Disruptive students make it difficult 

for educators to obtain feelings of existential importance from their efforts. Likewise, 

students who demonstrate insufficient attention in class and who do not show an interest 

in learning can contribute to educator burnout because their behavior they demonstrate 

teacher irrelevance. Large classes are often difficult for teachers (Brenner & Bentall, 

1984; Cedoline, 1982) because they must spend much of their classroom time retraining 

students and implementing discipline rather than educating them, which is the task that 

allows them to most feel a sense of importance.  

 The existential perspective has a great advantage in that it allows for and includes 

other dynamic theories that are fundamental to teacher burnout, such as the theory of 

perceived self-efficacy. Friedman (2000) supports the existential perspective and the 

theory of perceived self-efficacy as he questions what self-efficacy and dreams of 

immaculate performance are intended for if it is not to feel as though your achievements, 

and also yourself, are of significance in the bigger picture. Schaufeli (1998) points out 

that the lack of reciprocal relationships with students, colleagues, and administrators 

translates into the unimportance of a person’s efforts. Sakharov and Farber (1983) support 

the existential perspective as they point out that burnout is an individual's perception of 

failure in a hero system that is socially defined. Blasé (1982) explained that when 
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educators are unsuccessful in reaching goals they set for themselves due to stress and 

organizational demands placed on them from their environment, the result is often 

burnout. 

 Perceived self-efficacy holds the belief that personal efficacy beliefs influence the 

decisions of individuals, as well as the effort and perseverance that they put forth in their 

daily activities (Bandura, 1986). Based on the Native American philosophy "Circle of 

Courage," which uses four central values (belonging, mastery, independence, and 

generosity) to foster self-esteem (Brendro & Brokenleg, 2000; Coetzee, 2005), Bandura 

(1997) proposed four sources of efficacy expectations: mastery experiences, 

physiological and emotional states, vicarious experiences, and social persuasion. Mastery 

experiences are the greatest power source of efficacy information. The perception of a 

successful performance increases efficacy beliefs and the perception of a failed 

performance lowers efficacy beliefs, as well as contributes to the belief that performances 

in the future will also be inept (Hoy, 2000). 

Physical Symptoms of Burnout  

 Burnout is a multidimensional phenomenon that is made up of the three aspects of 

emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment 

(Maslach, 2001, 2006; Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Burnout does not require all the 

symptoms be present (Dunham, 1992). The syndrome can be manifested in a variety of 

ways (Dedrick & Raschke, 1990), such as (a) feeling unimportant and unsuccessful with 

little sense of accomplishment (Farber, 2000a; Pines & Maslach, 2002); (b) feeling 

powerless, physically worn out, and emotionally depleted and exhausted (Gold, 1984); (c) 

depersonalizing, becoming less concerned and more desensitized (Mearns & Cain, 2003); 
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and (d) becoming emotionally callous, having low feelings of personal accomplishment, 

and a poor self-assessment (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Friedman, 2000). Burnout 

symptoms can range from physical symptoms such as fatigue, headaches, and ulcers to 

psychological symptoms such as irritability, detachment, and hopelessness (Dunham, 

1984; Kyriacou, 1989). Irvin Schonfeld (1991) suggested that burnout symptoms be 

thought of as depressive symptoms that result from work friction. Burnout symptoms 

may not be avoided altogether, but they can be minimized (Edelwich & Brodsky, 1980).  

Research found that teachers’ somatic complaints stemming from burnout include 

abdominal pain, nausea, difficulty in breathing, dizziness, loss of appetite, muscle 

tightening, cold sweats, back pains, and occupational injuries (Belcastro, 1982; Brenner 

& Bentall, 1984; Shirom, 1986), and psychosomatic symptoms included insomnia, 

headaches, and ulcers (Sakharov & Farber, 1983). Burnout influences teachers because 

teachers who experience burnout no longer put forth the effort they once did, they are not 

as motivated, patient, or optimistic as they once were, and they search for ways to reduce 

their student involvement (Farber, 1991). 

Haberman (2004) found that teachers experiencing higher levels of burnout are 

less effective in increasing student achievement. These teachers may continue to work in 

the teaching profession, but are coping with their burnout by depersonalizing themselves 

from their students and their work (Wood & McCarthy, 2002). 

Sociological Issues 

Dworkin (2001) explains that sociologists believe that teachers often view their 

roles as inconsequential because of feelings of powerlessness, as they are continually left 

out of the decision-making process regarding change that concerns them within their 
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organizations. This leads to feelings of being disconnected. The theory of existential 

perspective is useful in explaining how these experiences may lead to increased feelings 

of burnout. As individuals experience a lack of reciprocity in relationships, they may feel 

that their work is meaningless and that they themselves are useless. Dworkin points out 

that as education reform continues to be influenced by external systems, such as social 

and economic systems, policy makers develop school mandates without fully 

comprehending or conceptualizing the complex realities, relationships and challenges of 

the individual learning institutions. Teacher feelings of frustration and powerlessness can 

eventually lead to teacher burnout. 

Mateir (2007) states that low public confidence in the education systems has also 

contributed to teachers’ experiencing a diminished sense of value in the teaching 

profession, where teachers were once considered to be the intellectual elite. Mateir 

pointed out that only a small percentage of the population completed high school during 

the early part of the 20
th
 century. During the 1940s, only half of U.S residents completed 

high school. Today, approximately one-third of young adults have a college education, 

which may contribute to changing attitudes of the public toward teachers and the 

profession.  

 Quality Education Data (2006) found that new teachers entering the profession 

are excited about their new careers and hold high expectations. These new professionals 

often view education as their calling, but become disillusioned upon beginning their work 

as they quickly find that their experiences do not meet their expectations. New teachers 

experience a shortage of curricular resources and are often forced to purchase many items 
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with their own money. Teacher reported spending an average of $475 per year, although 

20% of the teachers reported spending over $1,000. 

 Teachers often experience opposition and disrespect from students, particularly 

within high-poverty schools (Mateir, 2007). The socialization that once guided our 

society’s norms are disappearing. Within the schools in which they work, teachers are 

victims of theft and physical attacks (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  

Demographic Factors Associated with Teacher Burnout 

There are several demographic variables that have been associated with teacher 

burnout and which may lead to teacher attrition and teacher shortages. Teacher 

demographics are defined by groups of characteristics that are shared among teachers that 

may impact a teacher’s decision to remain or leave the field, such as age, ethnicity, sex, 

marital status, years of teaching experience, population taught, working within their field, 

and qualifications (meeting state teaching standards).  

Age and years of experience. Age  and years of experience (Boe, Bobbitt, Cook, 

Whitener, & Weber, 1997; Embich, 1996; Otto & Arnold, 2005; Singer, 1993) have been 

shown to be high predictors of teacher burnout and attrition. The research demonstrates a 

U-shaped pattern whereby the rate of attrition due to burnout is extremely high for 

teachers who are young and at the beginning of their careers, and middle-age teachers 

have a low rate of attrition, which once again increases significantly when teachers are 

older and closer to retirement (Grissmer & Kirby, 1987; Murnane, Singer, & Willett, 

1989; Shen, 1997; Singer, 1993; Watlington, Shockley, Earley, & Huie, 2004).  

Banks and Necco (1990) conducted a study using 181 special education teachers 

from two urban school districts, located in the Great Lakes and southeastern regions of 
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the United States. Results indicated that age had a significant relationship to job burnout, 

whereby younger teachers expressed greater feelings of job burnout.  

Friedman (1991) conducted a study to identify burnout factors with teachers 

serving students with EBD using a random sample of teachers (n = 1,597) located in 78 

elementary schools and consisting of 1,485 females and 112 males from two states, with 

a median years of teaching experience of 11.5. The first stage of the study asked the 

teachers serving students with EBD to complete a modified Maslach Burnout Inventory, 

as well as a background information sheet during the months of March and April. The 

second stage of the study was conducted several weeks after the data analysis of the first 

stages and allowed the researchers to interview the principal, the administrative staff, and 

five randomly selected teachers serving students with EBD. The second stage assisted the 

researcher in identifying the differences among the high and low burnout schools.  

Teachers working in high burnout schools were found to have more years of 

experience than low burnout schools. Teachers at high burnout schools had mean of 

14.43 years of experience, and the mean years of experience in low burnout schools was 

10.67 years of experience (t = -3.66, df = 265, p < .001). These findings support previous 

studies that found lower burnout rates for teachers in the middle years of their career and 

higher rates of burnout as teacher gain more years of experience.  

Friedman’s study (1991) also found that teachers in high burnout schools were 

found to be older (m = 35.45) and younger (m = 33.06) in low burnout schools (t = -2.49; 

df = 248; p < .001). There were approximately half as many teachers between the ages of 

41 to 45 in the high burnout schools. The findings from this study relating to age differed 

from those in most other studies in that burnout levels were found to increase with age 
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and years of teaching experience, until it attains a zenith at 41–45 years of age, at which 

time it begins to decline. These findings are exactly the opposite of most other studies 

that have found that burnout levels are higher at younger years, lower in the middle years, 

and rise up again in the older years. This study may differ from previous studies in that 

this study focused primarily on teachers serving students with EBD and few other 

burnout studies examine this teacher population. 

Teacher preparation and training. Training preparation was found to have a 

significant effect on job burnout, but research findings have been mixed. Because of the 

great demand for teachers, the number of alternative preparation programs leading to 

teacher certification is growing (Rosenberg & Sindelar, 2001). Controversy regarding the 

success of these programs both in general and special education (e.g., Banks & Necco, 

1987; Rosenberg & Sindelar, 2001; Sindelar & Marks, 1993; Zeichner & Schulte, 2001) 

and concerns about the limited research on their effectiveness (e.g., Buck, Polloway, & 

Motorff-Robb, 1995; Rosenberg & Sindelar, 2001; Sindelar & Marks, 1993) have been 

expressed. Regardless, these alternative preparatory programs are being used, particularly 

in urban and rural areas where the teacher shortage is great. Alternative programs offer 

innovative teacher preparation programs through collaborative efforts with districts and 

state agencies that can often take significantly less time to complete than traditional 

programs. 

In the study conducted by Friedman (1991), participants (EBD teachers) in high 

burnout schools were found to have obtained higher education than the low burnout 

schools (x = 9.34; df = 2; p < .010).  Teachers with only college level teacher preparation 

made up 62% of the staff in high burnout schools, but made up 81% of the staff in low 
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burnout schools. Teachers that obtained a university degree made up 36% of the staff in 

high burnout schools, but made up on 17% in low burnout schools. This study found that 

teachers with more education experienced higher levels of burnout, and teachers with 

lower levels of burnout and preparation experienced lower burnout levels. The results of 

this study may indicate that better educated and prepared teachers are more invested in 

their work. Therefore, when these teachers struggle in their jobs or experience failure, 

they may personalize the failures or find it difficult to find meaning in their jobs. 

Teachers with less education and preparation may be less invested in their jobs and may, 

therefore, be less effected by failure.  

Banks and Necco (1990) found that teachers who received their certification 

through alternative preparatory programs were found to have significantly lower levels of 

burnout than those with undergraduate and graduate degrees that matched their current 

positions. The researchers offered a possible explanation—that teachers with alternative 

certification may only be in positions within special education temporarily, and that they 

will move to general education positions as they become available, which would allow 

certified teachers to emotionally disassociate from the special education classroom with a 

low level of emotional involvement (Banks & Necco, 1990).  

 Teaching area. The area in which educators teach has been associated with 

teacher burnout. Banks and Necco (1990) found that teachers who taught students with 

behavioral and learning disabilities experienced significantly higher levels of emotional 

exhaustion. Teachers working with students with behavior disorders are more likely to 

leave the field than other types of special education teachers (Fore et al., 2002; Singh & 

Billingsley, 1996).  
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  Teaching level. Few studies examining burnout with special education teachers 

investigated the difference between teachers who teach elementary, middle, and high 

school levels. Generally, studies identify the grade levels in which the participants work, 

but few studies examine and compare the difference and similarities of the different grade 

levels as determinants of burnout. Exceptions to this include studies from Zabel and 

Zabel (1982) and Weber and Toffler (1989), who examined the grade levels served by the 

participants in isolation and found that middle-school special education teachers indicated 

experiencing higher levels of burnout on all three facets.  

Organizational Variables Associated with Teacher Burnout 

Job-related variables have received much focus because there is a theory that 

burnout is related to organizational variables more than personal variables (Maslach & 

Leiter, 1997; Pines & Aronson, 1988). There is also research demonstrating that teacher 

burnout is better explained by predictors that are organizational than those that are 

personal (Kremer, Hayon & Kurtz, 1985). Organizational variables that have been 

recognized as causing burnout in teachers are role ambiguity, role conflict, work 

overload, lack of decision-making voice, and lack of principal and colleague feedback 

and support (Cedoline, 1982; Ursprung, 1986), as well as class size (Brenner & Bentall, 

1984; Cedoline, 1982; Malanowski & Wood, 1984).  

Three main organizational conditions Rosenholtz (1989) identified as essential to 

the commitment of teachers were identified as follows:  

1. an environment that provides teachers with psychological rewards, where 

individuals obtain approximations of their professional worth through a 

performance-based context. Positive interactions with students, colleagues, 
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administrators, and parents could provide needed psychological rewards for 

many teachers;  

2. the wish for ―increased task autonomy and discretion‖ (p. 423). The job must 

allow teachers to experience professional independence and make 

contributions with instructional decision making that impact student learning; 

and  

3. the work teachers are given must be meaningful and ―important to their 

personal values and beliefs‖ (p. 424). For teaching to hold meaning, teachers 

should (a) receive professional growth opportunities, (b) receive 

encouragement in demonstrating confidence in their teaching abilities, and (c) 

believe that the work they are doing has a positive impact on their students, 

and allows teachers to find meaning in their work and increases self-efficacy 

to decrease burnout levels. 

 Role ambiguity and role conflict. Maslach (1982a) found that analyzing tasks, 

activities, and settings that may contribute to feelings related to burnout was important. 

Maslach suggested that ―although personality does play some part in burnout, the bulk of 

the evidence I have examined is consistent with the view that burnout is best understood 

(modified) in terms of situational sources of job-related, interpersonal stress‖ (p. 9). 

Jackson and Schuler (1983) identified four organizational conditions that increase the 

likelihood of burnout, especially when there was a lack of rewards, autonomy, clarity, and 

support. Schwab (1986) stated that many organizational variables have been studied in 

relationship to educator burnout using the MBI. He identified role conflict, role 
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ambiguity, degree of participation in decision making, freedom and autonomy, and social 

networks and support, among others. 

Embich (1996) conducted research to examine the burnout levels of middle and 

secondary teachers serving students with learning disabilities (n = 300). This study 

examined seven predictor variables (age, years of special education teaching experience, 

principal support, work conditions, role ambiguity, and role clarity) and found that role 

ambiguity and role conflict were among the strongest predictors of burnout, along with 

the variables of workload and principal support. 

Work Conditions 

Rosenholtz (1989) described workplace conditions as the design and management 

of duties within the workplace. Within current research, the use of the term ―work 

conditions‖ has expanded to include all of the variables that affect a teacher’s ability to 

perform their job duties within their work environment. Features of work condition that 

have been identified by teachers to be problematic include role ambiguity, complex 

student behaviors and academic challenges, large case loads, inadequate curricular and 

technical resources, deficient administrative support, lack of planning time, limited 

opportunities for collaboration and professional development, and excessive procedural 

demands. Work conditions can strongly impact the morale, effort level, and work quality 

of teachers. According to Gersten et al. (2001), the negative responses to daily work may 

lead teachers to exit the field or to lessen their involvement and work effort while they 

lower student expectations. The Council for Exceptional Children stated that ―poor 

teacher working conditions contribute to the high rate of special educators leaving the 
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field, teacher burnout, and substandard quality of education for students with special 

needs (―CEC Launches Initiative,‖ 1998, p. 2). 

Inadequate working conditions associated with the work, or poorly designed jobs, 

confront many of these teachers as they report to classrooms across the United States 

(Gersten, Keating, Yavanoff, & Harniss, 2001). The association between a teacher’s 

decision to remain in the classroom and his or her workplace conditions has been 

supported by previous research findings (Brownell, Smith, McNellis, & Miller, 1997; 

Morvant et al., 1995). Abel and Sewell (1999) conducted a study to examine stress and 

burnout on secondary education teachers in rural (n = 51) and urban (n = 49) areas. The 

study found that poor work conditions were a significant predictor of teacher burnout for 

both groups of teachers. 

Embich (1996) conducted a study to delineate factors contributing to the burnout 

variables of secondary teachers serving students with learning disabilities. Middle and 

high school learning disabilities teachers (n = 300) working in a large suburban school 

district completed the Maslach Burnout Inventory, the role Conflict and Role Ambiguity 

Questionnaire, and background information questions. The study found that these 

teachers experienced a high degree of emotional exhaustion. The most significant 

predictors of burnout for all of the secondary educators serving students with learning 

disabilities were workload, role conflict, role ambiguity, and lack of principal support. 

 Workload. Work overload occurs when there are too many demands placed on a 

worker and not enough time to adequately meet them, as well as when the worker 

perceives the work to be difficult to finish satisfactorily (Cooper & Marshall, 1978). 

Work overload is constantly cited as a major job stressor by teachers (Maslach, 2003, 
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2006). This includes excessive paperwork, oversized classes made up of academic 

abilities that are heterogeneous, and teaching courses that are not part of the workers’ 

skill area (Blasé, 1986; Cedoline, 1982; Farber, 1991; Iwanicki, 1983; Lortie, 1975; Platt 

& Olson, 1990; Weiskopf, 1980). Educators serving students with disabilities are required 

to fulfill multiple roles and a multitude of responsibilities (Conderman & Katsiyannis, 

2002; Weiss & Lloyd, 2002) that can contribute to burnout. Maslach (2006) states that the 

main source of exhaustion is work overload, which contributes to the burnout syndrome. 

Embich’s findings (1996) support this finding. Teachers serving students with LD 

indicated that workload was one of the strongest predictors of burnout.  

Paperwork. The amount of required paperwork is continually identified as a 

source of teacher dissatisfaction (Kozleski, 2000). One goal of IDEA 1997 and 2004 was 

to decrease the amount of paperwork. Kozleski stated that paperwork issues exist for two 

main reasons. The first is that many teachers do not see the value of paperwork they are 

required to complete and the second is that teachers do not receive the necessary support 

to complete the paperwork. Without appropriate administrator support, teachers felt 

stressed, overworked, and unvalued (Council for Exceptional Children, 2000). Paperwork 

has been found to contribute to increased stress levels (Gersten, 2001) and has been 

found to contribute to increased levels of burnout (Mood, 2008). Burnout studies do not 

differentiate between various types of paperwork, nor do they list examples. 

Carlson et al. (2002) conducted a study to explain the quality of personnel serving 

students with disabilities and other variables associated with workforce quality. 

Information was gathered from participants through computer-assisted telephone 

interviews with a nationally representative sample of local administrators (n = 358), 
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service providers, including special educators, general educators, (n = 8,061), speech and 

language pathologists, and special education paraprofessionals in spring and fall 2000. 

The study found that 76% of teachers who indicated that they planned to leave their jobs 

teaching students with disabilities identified the cause as paperwork which significantly 

interfered with their ability to teach (Recruiting and Retaining High-Quality Teachers, 

2002). Paperwork in Special Education (2002) reported that special educators indicated 

that required paperwork obstructed their capacity to teach, and that they spent an average 

of five hours per week completing job-related paperwork. According to a report issued by 

Bright Futures for Exceptional Learners: An Action Agenda to Achieve Quality 

Conditions for Teachings and Learning (Council for Exceptional Children, 2000), 

paperwork that is overwhelming to educators is the second highest ranked cause for 

special educator attrition. Insufficient planning time was also identified as a major 

problem. Frustration and stress may occur as a result of teachers’ inability to meet the 

individual needs of students and complete required paperwork within limited planning 

times (Nicols & Sosnowsky, 2002). Stempien and Loeb (2002) conducted a study using 

special education teachers. The teachers reported that they wished to lessen the amount of 

time they exhausted finishing paperwork and include more time for planning while at 

work.  

Class size. Many studies have demonstrated that, in large classes, teachers spend 

more time restraining and disciplining than actually educating and encouraging students 

(Brenner & Bentall, 1984; Cedoline, 1982; Malanowski & Wood, 1984). Few burnout 

studies, however, examine class ratios, although class size is frequently a variable in 

these studies. Bloom (1992) conducted a study to examine the effect changes in class size 



56 

 

had on burnout for special education teachers (n = 23) from 3 districts that served 

students with LD within self contained classrooms (n = 15) and resource rooms (n = 8). 

The participants completed the MBI, a demographic survey, and two questionnaires 

during the Fall of 1991, with student to teacher ratios of 12:1, and again in the spring of 

1992, with student to teacher ratios that spread from 13:1 to 15:1. The self contained 

teachers indicated not difference in burnout levels relative to class ratios. The resource 

teachers, however, indicated that they experienced increased levels of depersonalization 

(t = -2.67; p = .04) and lower levels of personal accomplishment (t = 4.17; p = .01).  

Although class size is often mentioned within burnout studies, it is not often 

examined in isolation, but is examined as a component of workplace conditions that is 

related to burnout (Cheung, 2008). Mabry (2006) conducted a study with 356 elementary, 

middle, and high school teachers in the Maury County School System in Tennessee and 

found that class size did not play a significant role in teacher burnout for this study. This 

finding was supported by Stevenson (2004) who conducted an exploratory burnout study 

to examine factors that contribute to teacher burnout for untenured teachers in urban 

settings (n = 58), class size was not found to be a significant predictor of burnout. 

Assessment. Reeves (2000) stated that the increase in societal pressures, such as 

new state testing requirements, and the need to educate more students to greater levels of 

learning than at any other time in history, with even greater challenges, is strongly 

impacting teacher work conditions. There are new standards for education that have come 

into effect due to the public’s dissatisfaction with the state of education, poor student 

performance, and an increase in evidence that students were not meeting the demands of 

society and the economy to obtain certain knowledge and master more-challenging skills 
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(Darling-Hammond, 1997). Standardized testing is becoming the key tool to measuring 

educational productivity, but has created new challenges for teachers (Luckner & Hanks, 

2003). Dissatisfaction with testing mandates has increased teacher stress and lowered 

morale (Boaler, 2003; Inman & Marlow, 2004; Nathan, 2002; Noddings, 2005; 

Sunderman, Tracey, & Orfield, 2003). Hanson (2006) states that if this dissatisfaction 

continues without intervention, burnout levels will increase.  

Dworkin et al (2003) states that the perceived pressure to increase test scores can 

be largely blamed for the level of stress and burnout experienced by teachers. Dworkin et 

al recommended that additional studies be conducted to examine whether democratic 

school settings can effectively operate in systems of reform where there is great emphasis 

on high stakes testing and accountability. No burnout studies could be identified that 

directly studied assessment. 

Administrator Support. School administration has been found to affect teacher 

burnout levels in most areas of education. Teachers indicated that the most important role 

of the administrator is to demonstrate understanding (Gersten et al., 2001) and support. 

This support should be given in a variety of ways, such as offering more resources, 

building stronger collegial communities, allow more time for planning, preparation, and 

professional learning. Teachers felt less isolated when administrators engaged in 

meaningful substantive conversations with them (Otto & Arnold, 2005). School 

leadership was directly linked to job satisfaction (Norton, 1999). Teachers indicated that 

administration should also offer assistance in various areas of need such as meeting state 

standards and assessments, and working with a diverse student population. Furthermore, 

teachers indicated administrators should assist in creating a collaborative school culture.  
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Certo and Fox (2002) found that special education teachers showed the strongest 

appreciation for having a school principal who was knowledgeable about special 

education law. However, Chapman (1984) found little evidence to support a direct 

relationship between administrator behavior and factors contributing to attrition. Social 

support can decrease stress that results from organizational factors such as role 

ambiguity, work overload, and job uncertainty (Cohen, 1993). Immediate supervisors 

have been consistently found in social support research to provide this support that 

reduces employee stress (Alexander, Helms, & Wilkins, 1989; Anderson & Tolson, 

1991), which contributes to lower burnout levels.  

In their book, Chenowith and Everhart (2002) state that principals must work to 

increase teacher buy-in. Buy-in requires principals to clearly identify a problem 

supported by evidence, present the problem and evidence to staff, and gather staff support 

by implementing a comprehensive approach for solving the problem, which includes 

shared leadership. Principals must engage in dialogue, hear all sides, and seek 

alternatives before making a determination for how to proceed. Chenowith and Everhart 

indicate that it is important to develop teacher committees and teacher leadership roles to 

share in decision-making and demonstrate teacher support. Principals can also 

demonstrate support for their teachers by leading teachers through the complex change 

processes by offering technical training.  

Chenowith and Everhart (2001) state that principals must include teachers in the 

problem solving protocol and shared leadership experiences to demonstrate support and 

gain teacher buy-in. Crow, Mathews, and McCleary (1996) state that administrators can 

demonstrate support by empowering teachers and making them part of the decision 
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making process, which can be done through establishing committees for shared decision 

making and allowing for opportunities for teachers to take on leadership roles. Inclusion 

in the decision making process allows teachers to feel valued, decrease isolation and find 

meaning in their work, which contributes to decreased burnout level. 

Mateir’s (2007) conducted a mixed methods study implementing both quantitative 

and qualitative methods to examine how democratic practices and organizational 

variables within schools impact teacher burnout. Principal management styles were used 

to examine democratic practices. This study included 64 teacher surveys, 8 teacher 

interviews, and 5 principal interviews from a combination of five schools within an 

Oregon school district serving 47,000 students in grades pre-k-12
th
 that worked in low-

socioeconomic areas of Portland where more than 50% of students received free and/or 

reduced lunch. Previous burnout literature found that teachers working in schools with 

these characteristics are more vulnerable to burnout experiences and job dissatisfaction 

(Asher, 1991; Dworkin, 1987; Farber, 1991, Inger, 1993).   

Mateir (2007) found that the democratic practices and policies implemented by 

the principals had the strongest influence on decreasing teacher burnout levels. Teachers 

in this study expressed a need for a shared set of values and philosophies. Teachers in the 

study also expressed a need for principals to be visible throughout the building and in the 

classrooms. Teachers indicated that principal presence was reassuring and they felt 

supported. Mateir found that teachers feel supported by values centered practices from 

principals that demonstrate ethical humanistic leadership. Teachers indicated that open 

door policies is one way that principals demonstrate a safe environment. Teachers 

indicated that principals that stress state testing lead teachers to teach to the test. Teachers 
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indicated feelings of separation from administration in regards to collaboration that lead 

to increases in burnout. Principals indicated that principals work to develop communities 

of learners that support each other that decreased burnout. Supportive principals consider 

teacher feedback and were found to decrease burnout. Teachers working in schools that 

were found to implement democratic processes and policies experienced lower burnout 

levels. 

Cherniss (1988) conducted an exploratory study with two schools that serving 

students ages 5 – 17 with severe intellectual impairment to examine the relationship 

between burnout and supervision. The study observed teachers (n = 23), teacher assistants 

(n = 5) and ancillary staff, such as therapist and specialist (n = 12). Over a four week 

period, the school that indicated moderate burnout levels was observed 953 times. The 

school that indicated a low burnout level was observed 1,011 times over a five week 

period. Reliability was tested using Cohen’s Kappa (Cohen, 1960) and the reliability was 

found to good, ranging from .71 to 1.00. Teachers in this study that indicated 

experiencing lower burnout levels also indicated that they received greater principal 

support. This study found that the principal who spent more time in their office was 

perceived as more supportive than the principal who spent more time in the hallways, 

staff lounge and classrooms. Participants indicated that a principal who listens more and 

talks less, and who spends time engaging in casual conversations with staff are not 

necessarily found to be supportive. Participants in this study indicated that they felt 

supported by their principal when their principal includes them in important discussions 

and keeps them informed about important matters.   
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Principal Feedback. Terry (1997) states that principals must offer teachers 

feedback that demonstrates that teachers are valued though their interactions and positive 

comments. Blasé and Kirby (1992) support this idea. They conducted a study (n = 836 

teachers) to examine the influence strategies of principals. Blasé and Kirby found that 

principal praise was one of the most frequently mentioned strategies implemented for 

raising moral and self-esteem. They state that principals can give verbal, nonverbal or 

written feedback by writing a short note, offering a pat on the back, or engaging in brief 

conversations. Participant in this study identified school bulletins, newsletters and faculty 

meetings as effective ways to recognize staff and share the recognition with the larger 

community. Participants indicated that that principals must be sincere, positive and must 

schedule time for recognition. They state that teachers can be recognized for such actions 

as developing and implementing creative lessons, maintaining an attractive classroom 

environment, supporting peer, or spending time working on committees. Frequent 

evaluative and useful feedback was found to contribute to an optimal work environment, 

along with offering staff recognition of their hard work (Friedman, 1999; Gaitan, 2009; 

Schlichte, Yessel, & Marbler, 2005).  Cherniss (1988), however, found that the tone of 

the communication was not significant, but the location of the interaction was not found 

to be significant.    

Student Misbehavior and Discipline. Many studies found that student 

misbehavior contributed to increased levels of burnout (Brouwers et al., 2000; Carter, 

1994; Center for Mental Health in Schools at UCLA, 2000; Dworkin, 2001). Brouwers et 

al. (2000) states that social crises are disruptive to the learning environment and the 

education system. Low self-efficacy has been found to contribute to teacher burnout and 
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feelings of inadequacy in dealing with student misbehaviors contribute to lower self-

efficacy (Brouwers et al., 2000). Brouwers describes perceived self-efficacy, in regards to 

student discipline, as the belief in one’s ability to change specific student behaviors, but it 

does not pertain to the teacher’s actual knowledge or abilities. Bandura (1985) states that 

teacher beliefs in their abilities can impact their performance.  

Student discipline consistently ranks high on the list of teacher stressors 

(Brownell, Smith, & Miller, 1995; Byrne, 1994; Cherniss, 1980; Farber, 1991; Gonzales, 

1995; Pines & Aronson, 1988; Sires & Tonnsen, 1993; Zabel & Zabel, 1981) that 

contribute to teacher burnout. Abel and Sewell (1999) found that student misbehavior 

was a significant predictor of burnout in urban secondary teachers. ―Nothing gets 

teachers so worked up and so ready to leave the profession as this issue‖ (Farber, 1991, p. 

53). Special educators were found to be especially susceptible to burnout, particularly 

when they work with students who have behavior problems (Morsink, 1982; Zabel & 

Zabel, 1982). 

 Yoon (2002) conducted a study to explore negative teacher perceptions of 

difficult students using 113 teachers. Teacher stress was used as the predictor for negative 

teacher-student relationships. The study indicated that stress, when experienced 

frequently over prolonged periods, whether it was a single stressor or a series of stressors, 

led to a decline of personal accomplishment, a sense of personal failure, and a tendency to 

depersonalize the student receiving special education services. Disruptive students made 

it difficult for teachers to teach the rest of the class. Students’ lack of interest in learning, 

lack of attention in the classroom, and continual talking and shouting caused burnout 

because teachers felt like failures as educators.  
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Mitchell and Hastings (2001) examined the relationship of staff well-being and 

negative emotional reactions to aggressive behavior in residential settings with students 

with cognitive impairments. Participants (n = 83) reported a positive correlation to 

emotional exhaustion and feelings of depersonalization. Hastings and Brown (2002) 

attempted to replicate this study with 101 educators of students with cognitive 

impairments. They put forward that difficult behavior induces negative emotional 

reactions in teachers and that conflicts accumulate over time and influence staff’s well-

being as measured by their level of stress, burnout, and psychiatric problems.  

Burnout and Attrition of Special Educators 

Special Educator Vulnerability to Burnout 

Because of the nature and pressures of the profession, special education teachers 

are subjected to an array of occupational stressors. Teachers must work closely with 

students who may have a variety of disabilities. Special education teachers often enter the 

field with service-oriented, optimistic aspirations. Their positions require them to invest 

emotional, cognitive, and physical energy into working with their students; however, 

these characteristics place the special education teacher at risk. Teachers who are more 

empathic, dedicated, and idealistic have been found to be most susceptible to excessive 

stress (Pines & Aronson, 1988) that can lead to burnout. Banks and Necco (1990) found 

that teachers serving students with behavioral and learning disabilities, as well as those 

teaching in resource rooms, experience significantly higher levels of emotional 

exhaustion than those teachers serving students general education students, and are 

therefore more vulnerable to burnout.  The reason most often given for leaving special 

education was the need for change, followed by their experience of burnout from 
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teaching special education students (Boe et al., 1997; Brownell, Smith, McNellis, & 

Miller, 1997; McKnab, 1995; Singh & Billingsley, 1996). Seidman and Zager (1987) 

pointed out that burnout is contagious. As individuals experience burnout, their attitudes 

and behaviors may change, and that often impacts others.  

Cunningham (1983) reviewed the body of burnout literature and reported that, at a 

personal level, special education teachers who experience burnout are not as sympathetic 

toward their students, and have less tolerance for disruptions in class, than their teacher 

counterparts who are not experiencing burnout. Teachers experiencing burnout are also 

less likely to adequately prepare for class, and they are usually not as productive (Blasé & 

Greenfield, 1985). Thus, teachers experiencing burnout demonstrated both personal and 

professional traits that were not a good match to their special education teaching roles.  

Special Educator Stress and Job Dissatisfaction  

Stress (Billingsley & Cross, 1992), job satisfaction (Singh & Billingsly, 1996), 

and commitment have all been found to be related to one another and to the attrition of 

special educators (Lawrenson & McKinnon, 1982). Singer and Billingsley (1996) found 

that strong principal support did not have an effect on teachers who taught students with 

behavioral disorders, but was found to have a moderate effect on the retention of other 

groups of special education teachers. Job satisfaction was found to have the greatest 

influence on special education teachers' intent to remain in the field. The findings 

suggested that teachers with more experience, principal support, and less stress, were 

more likely to remain the teaching field.  

Job dissatisfaction and teacher stress have been correlated with each other and 

found to lead to teacher attrition in special education (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Culver, 
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Wolfle, & Cross, 1990; Platt & Olson, 1990; Singh & Billingsley, 1996). Many studies 

have been conducted to examine levels of stress experienced by special education 

teachers in relation to their job responsibilities (Gersten et al., 2001; Miller, Brownell, & 

Smith, 1999; Wisniewski & Gargiulo, 1997). A two-year study was completed by Miller, 

Brownell, and Smith (1999) to establish factors that predict teachers remaining in, 

leaving, or transferring from special education. These researchers surveyed 1,576 special 

education teachers in the state of Florida. The survey addressed many school 

environmental variables, teacher demographics (age, race, efficacy, certification status), 

teacher relationships with students, fairness of workload, student caseload, teacher-

colleague relationships, building administrator support, role conflict , salary, 

effectiveness of various service-delivery systems, job benefits, stress, job satisfaction, 

teacher commitment, and teacher intent to remain in special education. Results from this 

study indicated that 57% of the teachers remained in their positions, 20% transferred, and 

21% left the profession by the end of the following school year. Teachers who remained 

in their positions cited experiencing significantly less stress and a better work 

environment than did the teachers who left the field. Teachers who stayed were also 

found to be older and more experienced. Teachers who transferred to regular education 

classes and teachers who left the profession reported having experienced much higher 

stress. Findings showed poor work climates in special education, a lack of administrator 

support, poor job preparation, large caseloads, and low salaries as factors that contributed 

to teacher stress and attrition. Teachers who remained in special education felt better 

about their job preparation, caseload, caseload diversity, personal teaching efficacy, and 
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perceived building administrator support. These teachers perceived significantly less 

stress with lower burnout than teachers who left the classroom.  

Special education teachers are experiencing a great deal of stress, as well as 

workloads that are felt to be unmanageable. Brownell, Smith, McNellis, and Miller 

(1998), addressed the issue of higher special education teacher attrition in a study using 

93 randomly chosen Florida teachers who did not return to their position as special 

educators following the 1992/1993 school year. The findings indicated that the majority 

of special education teachers left to accept positions in other areas of education. Many 

teachers accepted positions in general education, as well as various other positions within 

schools that were nonadministrative, administrative, district-level specialist, or substitute 

teaching positions, and others retired. Disgruntled educators indicated that they left their 

positions because of stress resulting from being unsupported, unprepared, overwhelmed 

by the needs of students or job responsibilities, and/or overall feelings of 

disempowerment.  

The outside influences that lead them to make the decision to leave the field 

included the birth of child, the transfer of a spouse, or retirement. In 2005, 42% of 

teachers were aged fifty or older (Murnane & Steele, 2007) and nearing retirement. Those 

leavers who were in the nondisgruntled group identified their reasons for leaving as 

external factors such as certification requirements, family influences, retirement, 

positions not being reoffered, or inadequate pay. The majority of the teachers indicated 

that there were no incentives for returning. A few did state that they would consider 

returning if they received increased administrative and instructional support. As a result 

of experiencing a great deal of stress and unmanageable workloads, many special 
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educators are accepting new positions outside of special education in other areas of 

education that they feel are less stressful and where they may experience less burnout. 

 Simone (1997) conducted two studies to investigate the relationship between 

school climate, mainstreaming attitudes, locus of control, personality variables, and 

demographic variables with burnout in special education teachers. The first study 

examined special education and general education teachers’ (n = 115) stress. The two 

groups appeared to have similar levels of stress. The following study focused on 

attempting to gather data to predict stress and burnout (n = 40). The research found that 

personality variables, demographics, and general stressors were predictors of teacher 

burnout, and such variables as role conflict and lack of support from administration were 

found to cause stress within the school environment that could lead to burnout. 

 Wisniewski and Gargiulo (1997) conducted a review of previous research studies 

and reported that educators experiencing daily stress over extended periods may grow to 

be emotionally exhausted, experience a lack of personal accomplishment, and feel that 

they have failed professionally. Based on previous research findings, the authors state that 

teachers who experience a high degree of stress may experience greater 

depersonalization, so that they retreat from students and may hold cold, uncaring attitudes 

toward students, parents, and co-workers. The authors concluded, based on the review of 

the literature, that teachers cope with their daily work by depersonalizing the services 

provided to their students.   

Administrator Support with Special Educators 

The Council for Exceptional Children (2000) has noted the importance of 

administrators learning about the placements and needs of their students with special 
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needs to understand discipline procedures and to assist in making money available for 

successful programs. This recommendation is supported by Fore et al. (2002), who 

conducted structured and semistructured interviews with teachers and found that without 

appropriate administrator support, special education teachers can feel stressed, 

overworked, and unvalued, which can lead to educator burnout. Special education 

teachers were more likely to express intent to stay when they experienced principal 

support.  

Otto and Arnold (2005) conducted a survey research study in Texas that examined 

factors related to administrative support as perceived by teachers. The study was done on 

over 200 special education teachers. These teachers believed that the most important role 

of administrators was to demonstrate an understanding of the teacher’s role. They 

believed that ―when special educators feel their administrator engages in meaningful, 

substantive conversations with them, they do not feel as isolated from the other teachers‖ 

(p. 3). The special education teachers identified a need for administrators to offer support 

through scheduling time for them to complete tasks, such as special education paperwork, 

and by scheduling collaboration and planning time with general education teachers. They 

further expressed the need for administrators to support them by offering opportunities 

for meaningful in-services, decreasing caseload sizes and class sizes, and providing 

appropriate materials and technology for special education students. These variables have 

been found to impact burnout levels. 

Embich (1996) conducted a study examining burnout with teachers serving 

students with LD by examining the relationship between the variables of role ambiguity, 

role conflict, perceived workload, principal support, age, level of special education 
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preparation, and years of special education teaching experience with the three aspects of 

burnout for middle and high school teachers (n = 300) working in self-contained and 

team teaching models. This study examined the relationships between each of the 

predictor variables and the burnout aspects across secondary learning teaching positions 

(self-contained and team teachers; middle and high school teachers). For high school 

teachers (n = 133) in this study, the seven independent variables explained 51% of the 

variance (R² = 0.217; F = 18.381; p = .000) for the burnout aspect of emotional 

exhaustion, 22% of the variance (R² = 0.217; F = 4.935; p = .000) for the burnout aspect 

of depersonalization, and 15% of the variance (R² = 0.148; F = 3.108; p = .005) for the 

burnout aspect of personal accomplishment.  

For middle school teachers in the study conducted by Embich (1996), the seven 

independent variables explained 33% of the variance (R² = 0.329; F = 9.746; p = .000) 

for the burnout aspect of emotional exhaustion, 25% of the variance (R² = 0.176; F = 

4.250; p = .000) for the burnout aspect of depersonalization, and 18% of the variance (R² 

= 0.176; F = 4.250; p = .000) for the burnout aspect of personal accomplishment. 

Principal support (t = 3.051; p = .003) was found to significantly contribute to the sense 

of personal accomplishment of the middle school teachers in this study.  

For the self-contained teachers, the seven independent variables explained 38% of the 

variance (R² = .376; F = 7.824; p = .000) for the burnout aspect of emotional exhaustion, 

32% of the variance (R² = .319; F = 6.084; p = .000) for the burnout aspect of 

depersonalization, and 19% of the variance (R² = .190; F = 3.035; p = .006) for the 

burnout aspect of personal accomplishment. For participants working in self-contained 
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settings, principal support was not found to be a significant contributor to any of the 

burnout aspects (Embich, 1996).  

For teachers serving students with LD within the team-teaching model in the 

study conducted by Embich (1996), the seven independent variables explained 44% of 

the variance (R² = .442; F = 17.290; p = .000) for the burnout aspect of emotional 

exhaustion, 18% of the variance ( R² = .179; F = 4.760; p = .000) for the burnout aspect 

of depersonalization, and 13% of the variance (R² = .134; F = 3.395; p = .002) for the 

burnout aspect of personal accomplishment. Principal support (t = -2.045; p = .043) was 

found to significantly contribute to the sense of personal accomplishment of teachers that 

team taught. 

Embich (1996) found that approximately 69% (n = 210) of participants in the 

study indicated they felt supported by their principals, assistant principals, and/or 

department chairpersons a few times a month or more. Some participants indicated that 

they had little to no direct interaction with their principal, but indicated that they felt 

supported by other administrators within the building. Nearly 31% (n = 90) of 

participants indicated that they felt support from their principal once per month or less, 

and approximately 20% (n = 58) indicated that they received assurances regarding 

integrity, motivation, and ability only a few times a year or never from their principals.   

Burnout and Attrition of Teachers Serving Students with EBD 

Identification and Service Rates of Students with EBD 

During the 10-year period of 1990 to 2000 there was an increase of 20% in the 

number of students identified with emotional or behavioral issues, according to the 23rd 

Annual Report to Congress (U.S. Department of Education, 2001). Since this time, the 



71 

 

number of students identified with EBD that are receiving special education services has 

consistently grown each year (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). Students with EBD 

are serviced in a variety of settings, including inside and outside the general education 

classrooms within public schools, in public and non-public day schools, in public and 

non-public residential programs, and within home and hospital settings (U.S. Department 

1of Education, 2006). Table 1 indicates the number of students educated within special 

day schools in relation to the total combined number of students with EBD that are 

educated within a United States educational setting. 

Table 1    

Educational Settings for Students with EBD (Ages 6-21) 

Year Public 

Day 
Schools 

Non-public 

Day Schools 
Non-public 

Residential 
All Settings 

Combined 

1995 37,053 23,434 6,792 435,769 

1996 35,638 24,148 7,593 440,593 

1997 33,398 25,448 9,023 450,227 

1998 34,631 26,671 8,590 560,861 

1999 35,022 25,681 9,290 466,864 

2000 36,756 25,849 9,676 476,439 

2001 33,957 25,832 11,737 477,808 

2002 34,372 25,000 12,073 480,643 

2003 31,682 26,044 12,400 483,284 

2004 34,696 27,829 9,473 484,527 

Note. All settings includes EBD students in all educational environments, including general 

education classes 

(US Department of Education, 2005) 
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 Higher numbers of students in the United States are identified with emotional 

and/or behavioral disabilities each year (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). The 

numbers of students with EBD that are educated within special education day school 

continues to grow (Kress, 2007; U.S. Department of Education, 2006). According to 

Bradley, Henderson, and Monfore (2004), students with EBD compose approximately 

8% of students requiring special education services. Kauffman (2001) points out that 

students with EBD are underidentified in that their identification level is less than 1% of 

the total population of students who could actually benefit from the specialized services 

for EBD. Forness and Kavale (2001) stated that many student with EBD have actually 

been misidentified in that they have received services under categories such as learning 

disabilities (LD). As a result, they receive specialized instruction that focuses on learning 

deficits instead of a blend of skills in the areas of academic, social, and behavioral skills.    

 Behaviors Issues of Students with EBD  

Challenging behaviors which are significant sources of stress for special 

education teachers serving students with emotional impairments include antisocial 

conduct that is physically and verbally aggressive, violent, and destructive (Bersani & 

Haifetz, 1985; Buckhalt, Marchetti, & Bearden, 1990; Male & May, 1997; Hastings & 

Brown, 2002), which may be more severe than the misbehaviors experienced by teachers 

working with other student populations. Students with EBD are often aggressive, suffer 

academic failure, and are unpopular with their peers and teachers (Kauffman, 2001). 

Students with EBD arouse negative feelings and responses in others, including their 

teachers (Shores & Wehby, 1999, as cited in Kauffman, 2001)  
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Students with EBD often do not experience success (Myers, 2004). Many times 

they fail to complete school, experience high rates of arrest and low rates of employment, 

and have a hard time living independently (Nelson, 2000). Students with EBD often 

cause their teachers to experience feelings of anxiety and frustration (Abrams & Segal, 

1998) stemming from the wide variety of student behaviors, which can include acting out 

behaviors (violent or angry) or internalized feelings (withdrawn and quiet) (Quinn, 

Osher, Warger, Hanley, Bader, & Hoffman, 2000). 

 Students with EBD experience both academic and behavioral difficulties in a 

wide variety of severity, which are not easily aligned with the guidelines and expectations 

of classrooms. These students can often exhibit impulsive, disruptive, and aggressive 

behaviors, such as engaging in fights, throwing tantrums, crying, exhibiting self-injurious 

behaviors, refusing to respond to others, and having excessive fears or worries. Problem 

behaviors that primarily affect the individual student are referred to as internalizing 

problem behaviors. These students may experience depression, loneliness, and continual 

sadness. They may possess deficits in their ability to use self-control and may not possess 

needed cognitive, social, and problem-solving skill (Gable et al., 2002). Many students 

with EBD are unable to properly evaluate and appropriately respond in various social 

situations. They often misinterpret the social cues of others, and as a result they become 

humiliated, confused, and agitated, resulting in inappropriate behaviors (Maag, 1998). 

Disordered thinking, excessive anxiety, unusual motor acts, and abnormal mood swings 

may occur with children with the most serious EBD. These students may be identified as 

having severe psychosis or schizophrenia (Kauffman, 2001). 
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Educational Settings for Students with EBD  

The study conducted by Kress (2007) describes the continuum of placement 

options provided to students with EBD. The LRE begins with the general education 

classroom with additional support, followed by increasingly more restrictive settings, 

including special education resource services, self-contained programs, special day 

schools, residential facilities, and finally home-based services. Students identified with 

EBD receive the majority of their education in separate settings from students receiving 

general instruction. In 2005 the U.S. Department of Education reported that 156,965 

students identified with EBD received instruction outside of the general education 

classroom less than 21% of the time, and 106,414 of these students received instruction 

outside the general education classroom 21% to 60% of the time, and 137,734 students 

received special education services outside of the special education classroom more than 

61% of the time. The educational settings outside of the general education classroom 

consist of special education classes, day treatment programs, such as non-public day 

schools, and residential care (Myers, 2004). These schools aim to offer social-problem-

solving education that helps to prevent and resolve behavior issues. Social-problem-

solving education includes avoiding conflict, coping with anxiety and stress, and treating 

antisocial behavior (Kazdin, 1994). 

Teaching Students with EBD 

While studies have been conducted to examine teacher burnout in relationship to 

student misbehaviors (which have included both general education and special education 

teachers), few burnout studies have focused on teachers serving students with EBD. 

Teachers working with students with behavior disorders are more likely to leave the field 
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than other types of special education teachers (Banks & Necco, 1990; Fore et al., 2002; 

Pines & Aronson, 1988; Singh & Billingsley, 1996). Because students with EBD 

generally display emotional and behavioral problems, serving students with EBD is often 

viewed as undesirable (Cavin, 1998; MacDonald & Speece, 2001). 

Stress of Teachers Serving Students with EBD 

Singh and Billingsley (1996) conducted a study using 658 special educators in 

Virginia in an effort to identify factors that affect a teacher’s plans to remain in the field. 

One hundred and fifty-nine of these participants were teachers working with students 

with EBD, and 499 were teachers working in other areas of special education. The data 

revealed that the highest area of teacher burnout in special education was in the area 

working with students with behavior disorders; this area was higher than all other areas of 

special education. Higher stress experienced in the behavioral disorders classes was 

attributed to the higher burnout rate. Both groups indicated experiencing role-related 

problems, such as managing challenging behavior, arranging IEP meeting, etc. Strong 

principal support did not have an effect on teachers who taught students with behavioral 

disorders, and it had a moderate effect on the retention of the other group of special 

education teachers, something that is consistent with the findings of other studies.  

Pullis (1991) conducted a study in which 244 classroom teachers serving students 

with EBD across 9 states and over the course of 5 years were surveyed in an effort to 

examine the stress of teaching students with EBD. Teachers indicated that their main 

sources of stress were a result of their school/settings (inadequate discipline policies, 

attitudes and behavior of administrators, evaluation by administrators/supervisors, and 

attitudes of other teachers/professional), career issues (poor career opportunities, 
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inadequate salary, and low professional status), workload issues, and pupil 

characteristics. The results of this study indicate that teachers serving student with EBD 

may feel that their work conditions are more stressful than are their interactions with their 

students. Insufficient discipline policies were found to be a key source of stress for these 

teachers, which may indicate that they experience more frustration due to insufficient 

support with their work than to their interactions with their students. Pullis (1992) found 

that teachers reported the most common factor for causing stress was the view that they 

were not understood by their colleagues and that their colleagues did not value or respect 

their work.  

Nelson et al. (2001) conducted a study to determine specific working condition 

factors that caused stress for teachers serving students with EBD. Data were gathered 

from a national sample of teachers of students with EBD (n = 415) who were members of 

the Council for Children with Behavioral Disorders (CCBD), which is a division of the 

Council for Exceptional Children. Teachers indicated that their stress stemmed from their 

relationship with their principals, their ability to contribute to decision-making, and their 

working relationships with colleagues. These teachers indicated that it was a greater 

possibility to contribute to decision-making than it would be to build strong principal-

teacher relationships or colleagues-teacher relationships. Nelson et al. (2001) categorized 

the behaviors of students with EBD as (a) internalizing, (b) externalizing, and (c) 

thought-disordered. Teachers indicated that they had a stronger ability to serve students 

with exhibiting internalized behaviors, such as those avoiding interactions with others, 

than those students who exhibit disordered or externalized behaviors. The findings of this 

study may indicate that these teachers hold positive attitudes regarding their work 
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conditions. Teachers who believed that they had a well-built connection with their 

principal, the capacity to contribute to decisions affecting their work, acceptable 

relationships with their colleagues, and the ability to work with children exhibiting 

external behaviors had a greater likelihood of experiencing smaller degrees of stress. 

Responsibilities and Demands of Teachers Serving Students with EBD  

Students identified as having EBD generally receive special education services 

that may add additional responsibilities and stress (i.e., paperwork, a larger number of 

students with behaviors, and students with more severe behaviors) to their teachers or 

may offer teachers additional supports (i.e., student therapy, behavior management 

programs with incentives, and/or behavior specialist) that they otherwise may not have 

access to if they were working with another student population. Morvant et al. (1995) 

discussed changes in the special educator’s job as a movement toward the integration of 

special education programs and students, which may add additional roles and 

responsibilities. The author states that an important consideration should be the degree to 

which the special education teachers’ jobs, as they currently exist, are capable of 

managing the new job requirements. 

Special educators must provide specialized and individualized instruction within 

the educational setting identified as appropriate by the Individualized Education Program 

(IEP) committee. This instruction is implemented to ensure that the individual needs of 

each student are met and to prepare each student to live independently. Teaching students 

with disabilities requires training for effective teaching strategies. Instructional materials 

must be modified, and the various learning styles of students must be accommodated 

(Clark, 2006).  
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Myers (2004) conducted an exploratory qualitative case study by interviewing 

four experienced special education teachers and school administrators serving students 

with EBD in various instructional middle school settings in Virginia, in an effort to better 

understand the work of special educators who continue to serve students with EBD. The 

study supports previous studies of teachers serving students with EBD. These teachers 

indicated that they spent their workday (a) supporting student progress in general 

education curriculum, (b) developing student prosocial skills, and (c) meeting various 

nonteaching-related duties. They reported that attempts to educate their students were 

hindered by (a) challenges in working with particular general education teachers, and (b) 

meeting complicated special educator responsibilities within their middle schools. 

Gersten et al. (2001) discuss special educator role dissonance regarding 

conflicting feelings between what they believe their work is and the ―expectations held 

by others, such as administrators, other teachers, parents, and support service personnel‖ 

(p. 552). They are also conflicted by the fact that they must complete multiple teaching 

and nonteaching duties. Zabel and Zabel (2002) also recognize the change in the work 

required of teachers serving students with disabilities. They point out that due to 

inclusion efforts, special educators do not often work alone or with the students in which 

they are assigned. 

Classroom Environment and Instruction for Students with EBD 

According to Kauffman (2001), the most important goal for teachers serving 

students with EBD is to improve the students' social behavior and achievement. A 

balance between academic instruction and addressing student behavioral needs must be 

created by teachers. This balance is obtained through the creation of classroom 
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environments that affords opportunities to feel ―work is accomplished, play is learned, 

love is felt, and fun is enjoyed‖ (p. 533) by both the teachers and the students. Creating 

environments that promote and allow students to be successful requires teachers to take 

on multiple underlying tasks (Myers, 2004). 

Teachers serving students with EBD must begin by identifying factors 

(contributing to the current emotional or behavioral state of their students) that can be 

changed. Next, teachers must identify and assess the student behaviors causing the issues. 

Teachers must be familiar with the past and present circumstances of the children which 

are unchangeable, while they focus on present and future conditions that can be changed. 

Teachers must choose tasks that are at the levels of the students to create effective 

teaching environments that allow students to obtain academic success. Teachers may 

need to collaborate with the students’ parents or representatives from community 

agencies to meet student needs. The job of the special education teacher requires finesse, 

patience, flexibility, specialized training, and commitment (Kauffman, 2001). 

Student Behavior and Discipline of Students with EBD  

The behaviors of students with EBD can place students and staff at risk of injury 

at times. Male and May (1997) surveyed special education teachers, and their results 

revealed that difficult behaviors of students with EBD were reported as those that were 

―aggressive, violent, and destructive‖ (p. 118). Scheuermann and Johns (2002) state that 

discipline for students with EBD is an ongoing concern for advocates of these students. 

Billingsley and Cross (1991) state that issues with discipline are regularly identified as a 

source of stress. Stress often contributes to burnout and attrition. 
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Support for Teachers Serving Students with EBD 

  Clark (2006) conducted a qualitative study using focus group methodology to 

examine the professional responsibilities and needs of special educators serving students 

with EBD who worked in special day schools, as well as how they were supported by 

their administrators. The major responsibilities identified by the teachers were 

categorized as content knowledge, instruction design, student learning assessment, 

student behavior monitoring, communication with parents and agencies, and maintaining 

current with professional practices. The teachers in the study reported that their 

professional needs include better professional development practices and administrative 

support. Teachers reported that they felt supported by their administrators when they 

received performance appraisals and offers to participate in collegial support and 

collaboration. Clark suggested that the results indicated that the participants of this study 

(a) received nontraditional preparation, (b) found it difficult to achieve and maintain 

focus on instruction, (c) were highly motivated despite facing many challenges, and (d) 

received insufficient support for instruction. This study indicates that special educators 

working in special day schools require additional support so that they can focus on their 

work and implement effective instruction as a means of decreasing burnout.    

Burnout of Teachers Serving Students with EBD 

  Kress (2007) examined the relationship between the psychological well-being of 

special educators and their emotional response to the challenging behaviors they 

experience. The participants of the study included 71 full-time special education teachers 

in possession of an EBD endorsement on their teaching certificate. The mediation of self-

efficacy on teacher burnout was also investigated. This study used three self-report 
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instruments: the MBI Human Service Survey; the Emotional Reaction to Challenging 

Behavior Scale, which examines psychological responses to challenging behaviors on two 

factors of depression/anger and fear/anxiety; and the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale, 

which measures the educator’s perception of efficacy along three factors—Student 

Engagement, Instructional Strategy, and Classroom Management. The results of this 

study found that the burnout factor of depersonalization is most strongly related to 

emotional responses of depression/anger and fear/anxiety. Teacher self-efficacy was not 

found to be associated with emotional responses.  

Attrition Rates for Teachers Serving Students with EBD  

Special education workforce demands are high because of the shortage of special 

educators. A majority of districts (57%) reported difficulty attracting highly qualified 

special educators (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). These findings are similar to 

those reported in the 23
rd

 Annual Report to Congress that during the 1999/2000 school 

year, 69,249 special educator positions were unfilled, of which 12,013 (17%) were for 

teachers serving students with EBD (U.S. Department of Education, 2001). The area of 

EBD was found to have one of the most critical teacher shortages (Arkin, 1988; Bradley, 

Hendrson, & Monfore, 2004; George, George, Gersten, & Grosenick, 1995). A 

nationwide study was conducted to examine the state of teacher supply and demand in 

special education. Findings demonstrated that approximately 30% of special education 

teachers who work with students with EBD left the field within three to four years 

(Smith-Davis, Burke, & Noel, 1984). Lawrenson and McKinnon (1982) conducted a 

study using Iowa teachers and found an attrition rate of 48% over the course of three 

years for those special educators teaching students with EBD. In a survey study 
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conducted with over 8,000 general education and special education teachers, only 58.5% 

of teachers serving students with EBD stated that they planned to stay in the profession 

until retirement, in comparison with 62.9% of teachers serving students with learning 

disabilities and 74% of general educators (Westat, 2002). 

George, George, Gersten, and Grosenick (1995) conducted an investigation of 

teachers (n = 96) working with students with EBD. From their findings it was determined 

that 36.5% of the special educators planned to leave the profession within the upcoming 

year. An additional 10.4% of the teachers were uncertain of their plans but were 

considering changing their careers. Parshall (1995) surveyed 1,498 special educators in 

Michigan who left or transferred out of special education to teach in general education 

classrooms. The study found that 50% of participants reported not wanting to go back to 

special education. Forty percent of the teachers taught students with cognitive 

impairments; 43% taught students with learning disabilities, and 45% taught students 

with emotional impairments. 

Teachers working with the EBD population do not generally teach in this area for 

an extended number of years. A longitudinal study of special educators in two states was 

conducted by Singer (1992) over the course of three years. The result showed that the 

median number of employment years for teachers of students with EBD was six to seven 

years for elementary school teachers compared to nine and a half years for teachers of 

students with learning disabilities. The median number decreased from five to six years 

for teachers working in the secondary level. Special education teachers who have more 

years of experience and higher levels of education reported experiencing less stress 

(Billingsley & Cross, 1992), although this is not true for teachers who work with students 
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with emotional impairments. Teachers of students with EBD obtained higher levels of 

education, have more on-the-job experience, and frequently report as much stress and 

deterioration of job commitment as those teachers who are less experienced and have less 

education (George, George, Gersten, & Grosencik, 1995). 

Cause for Attrition of Teachers Serving Students with EBD 

Recent studies focusing on the causes for attrition of teachers serving students 

with EBD are limited, although the area was more widely studied in the 1980s and early 

1990s. Current studies that examine causes for attrition in special education have not 

focused specifically on teachers serving students with EBD. Instead, they group these 

teachers in with other special educators and present the findings of the entire group. The 

attrition rate of teachers serving students with EBD is high (Singer, 1993). Studies have 

shown that teachers serving students with EBD indicate feelings of isolation from 

colleagues, dissatisfaction with the lack of parent participation, frustration with 

paperwork, and a lack of recognition as some of the reasons why they choose to leave the 

field (Gersten et al., 2001; McManus & Kauffman, 1991; Miller, Brown, & Smith, 1999; 

Schnorr, 1995). In a study conducted by Center and Callaway (1999), teachers serving 

students with EBD reported their greatest concerns to be the involvement of parents, 

administration, and school policies.  

Working Conditions and Job Design for Teachers Serving Students with EBD 

  The working conditions or the job design of teachers of students with EBD could 

result in teachers’ plans to leave teaching (George et al., 1995). Job design that clearly 

defines role expectations and recognizes the particular needs of teachers serving students 

with EBD can reduce stress, decrease role issues, and diminish the possibilities for 
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attrition, as well as improve working condition quality (Gersten et al., 2001), which can 

reduce burnout. Singh and Billingsley (1996) conducted a study to determine whether 

workplace factors influence the levels of job satisfaction, professional commitment, and 

intent to stay in the classroom for teachers serving students with EBD, and whether the 

results differed from teachers serving students without disabilities. Four significant 

factors were found to be common among both groups of teachers—job satisfaction, role 

problems, teaching experience, and stress. 

Administrator Support for Teachers Serving Students with EBD 

  Mood (2008) stated that lack of administrator support is the most commonly 

identified burnout variable. Special education teachers serving students with EBD are 

more likely to leave the field than other types of special education teachers, regardless of 

the amount of administrative support they receive (Fore, Martin, & Bender, 2002). Singh 

and Billingsley (1996) found that principal support and professional commitment varied 

between the group of special educators and teachers serving students with EBD in their 

plans to remain in the classroom. Principal support significantly impacted both groups, 

although it had a greater impact on special educators in other areas than it did for teachers 

serving students with EBD.  

Stress for Teachers Serving Students with EBD 

 Teaching students with emotional and behavioral disorders has been found to be 

more stressful than other teaching positions within special education, and this can impact 

a teacher’s decisions to leave teaching (Singh & Billingsley, 1996). Singh and Billingsley 

(1996) found that stress negatively impacted all special educators. They also found that 

the high degree of stress experienced by special educators negatively impacted their job 
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satisfaction, professional commitment, and intent to remain in the field. Furthermore, 

their findings indicated that teachers serving students with EBD experience the highest 

levels of stress. Cross and Billingsley (1994) found that teachers serving students with 

EBD reported experiencing greater stress and role problems than do other special 

educators.  

Job Satisfaction for Teachers Serving Students with EBD  

The differences among general education, special education, and EBD teachers 

have been examined in various studies. Cross and Billingsley (1994) and Singh and 

Billingsley (1996) focused specifically on factors influencing special educators to leave 

their positions working with students with disabilities, and Stempien and Loeb (2002) 

studied differences in job satisfaction among general education teachers, special 

education teachers, and teachers serving students with EBD. 

Cross and Billingsley (1994) conducted a study implementing path analysis to 

determine the degree of influence the factors of work-condition, teaching assignments, 

and personal characteristics have on a teacher’s decision to remain a special education 

teacher. The participants were a random sample of 10% (n = 558) of Virginia special 

education teachers drawn from the personnel files of the Virginia Department of 

Education. The final sample of 658 special education teachers included 159 special 

educators serving students with EBD and 499 special educators serving students with 

other disabilities. The response rate was 82% for both groups of special education 

teachers (n = 542) and was composed of 130 teachers serving students with EBD and 412 

teachers serving students with other disabilities. Questionnaires were mailed to the 

participants. The study found that principal support had a significant influence on stress, 
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role problems, job satisfaction, and commitment. This study also found that job 

satisfaction was the strongest influence on both groups’ plans to remain in the field. The 

findings also indicated that teachers serving students with EBD perceive higher levels of 

stress and role problems than special educators serving other disabilities. This supports 

other research studies which found that teachers serving students with EBD experience 

significant levels of stress related to their work with this student population (Center & 

Steventon, 2002; Wisniewski & Gargiulo, 1997), as well as recognizes the inverse 

relationship shared between role problems and teachers’ intentions to remain in their 

positions as special educators (Gersten et al., 2001).  

Professional Commitment of Teachers Serving Students with EBD  

Singh and Billingsley (1996) found that professional commitment had a 

significant impact on the intent to remain in the field for teachers serving students with 

EBD, and it had no impact for the special educators working in other areas. These 

findings may imply that professional commitment is greater for teachers serving students 

with EBD, and principal support for this group is less important, which supports previous 

research findings. Research on professional commitment for teachers working with 

students with EBD was limited and no other studies were found.  

Qualifications of Teachers Serving Students with EBD 

  Many special educators serving students with EBD are not certified to work with 

this population and the percentage of uncertified special educators serving this population 

continues to increase over time. Out of the 387,284 special education teachers employed 

to provide special education services to students with disabilities during the 1998/1999 

school year, approximately 10% of them were not fully certified to teach their assigned 
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special education student population (U.S. Department of Education, 2001). During the 

following school year (1999/2000), 71% of educators serving students with EBD had not 

obtained the required certification credentials to teach students with EBD. Of this group, 

59% reported they did not have the required certification to educate students within any 

disability classification (Westat, 2002c). These findings were higher than those found a 

few years earlier by Clark-Chiarelli and Singer (1995). Clark-Chiarelli and Singer 

analyzed a national sample of special educators in 1994 and found that 43% of teachers 

serving student with EBD had not obtained permanent standard certification to teach 

these students. The results of the study are especially concerning because students with 

EBD require programs consisting of positive behavioral interventions, individualized 

instruction, and a variety of student supports. Teachers with inadequate knowledge and 

training regarding the implementation of effective behavioral practices often implement 

ineffective punitive practices with students (Scheuerman & Johns, 2002). 

According to Billingsley, Fall, and Williams (2006), higher attrition rates exist for 

uncertified special education teachers than for certified ones, and teachers serving 

students with EBD were found to be the least qualified and lacking in certification within 

public schools.  Approximately 50% of the teachers serving students with EBD are not 

fully certified and there is a 50% turnover rate among teachers serving students with EBD 

(Billingsley, Fall, and Williams, 2006). Therefore, teachers serving this population with 

only provisional or temporary certification are at high risk for leaving the profession 

(Billingsley & McLeskey, 2004). 
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Approaches to Reducing Teacher Burnout 

 Many strategies and interventions have been identified to decrease teacher 

burnout, although none of these have been examined with teachers serving students 

working within non-public special education day schools.  

Interventions for Coping with Burnout  

Few studies specifically examine interventions related to decreasing special 

educator burnout. Embich (1996) cited interventions implemented by Cooley and 

Yovanoff (1996). Cooley and Yovanoff examined the impact of the Stress Management 

Workshop and the Peer-Collaboration Program that provided special educators strategies 

and techniques over the period of five weeks that was specifically designed to decrease 

teacher burnout and attrition. The Stress Management Workshop offered teachers tools 

and training to identify work-related issues that were problematic and offered strategies 

for developing and implementing action plans to correct or improve upon situations. It 

also offered strategies for being content with actions that were in the participants control 

and accepting that some things are out of the participants’ control. The Peer 

Collaboration Program offered strategies for communicating issues and seeking support 

and resolution to issues. The findings from this study demonstrated that participants in 

the treatment group experienced greater work satisfaction, job commitment, and lower 

burnout rates than those that did not participate.  

Howard and Johnson (2002) identify several ways to treat or decrease burnout, 

which include relaxation techniques, meditation, exercise, and time management training, 

as well as identifying various sources of job satisfaction, improving coping skills, and 

increasing social supports. Shaw, Bensky, and Dixon (1981) developed 14 tips based on a 
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review of the literature that was designed to assist special education teachers dealing with 

stress. They recommend that teachers organize their time and activities by setting realistic 

and flexible professional goals and objectives, that they establish priorities, leave work at 

school, set a pace, access available human resources, and organize their classrooms. They 

recommend teachers be open to change, innovation, and new opportunities by changing 

their environment, keeping themselves motivated, thinking about career options, and 

searching for personal learning experiences. They further stated that another good way to 

cope with stress is to think positively about themselves and their profession by offering 

and allowing for positive feedback, looking for the positive in situations, becoming 

directly involved, and keeping their students in mind to remember why they became 

special education teachers. Increased stress levels contribute to increased burnout levels. 

Direct action techniques (Farber & Ascher, 1991) allow teachers to deal with 

stress by decreasing stressful situations. Examples of direct action techniques include (a) 

reaching out to colleagues and the principal for support, (b) building important adult 

relationships, (c) ensuring competency (such as good preparation), and (d) prioritizing 

tasks and organizing time. Site-based management allows teachers to gain a sense of 

professionalism and allows them to feel more connected to the work they do (Farber & 

Ascher, 1991).  

Mentoring 

 One major support identified as contributing to teacher retention was mentoring 

(Cooley & Yovanocc, 1996; Fore et al., 2002; Gerstein & Keating, 2001; Singh & 

Billingsley, 1996; Whitaker, 2000; 2001; Yovanoff & Harniss, 2001). Burk, Ford, and 

Mann (1996) also found that teaching interns participating in a mentoring program 
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received higher principal ratings than those who did not participate in a mentoring 

program, and appeared to be more prepared for the realities of teaching. However, for 

mentoring to be effective, beginning special education teachers must work with their 

mentors weekly (Fore et al.). Jorrissen (2002) conducted case studies (n = 7) using 

student teachers who were part of a year-long internship with mentoring. The participants 

indicated that their mentors promoted professional integration that helped them with 

important teaching strategies and techniques, which they could use in the classroom. The 

study found that the mentors provided emotional support, affirmation, and 

encouragement, as well as had the opportunity to participate in reflective practices. 

Assigning new teachers to expert mentors is a systematic way to retain teachers (Norton, 

1999). The process of mentoring can also improve retention rates for more experienced 

teachers serving students with EBD because ―helping new teachers can prove to be 

incredibly fulfilling‖ (Alvy, 2005, p. 3). 

 Mentors and colleagues who provide the greatest support are those who choose to 

offer support in a nonjudgmental way on a regular basis. NRTA: AARP’s Educator 

Community (2003) conducted qualitative research on current teachers with 5–10 years of 

teaching experience and compared them to teachers who had left the field with less than 5 

years of teaching experience to investigate why teachers choose to leave or remain in the 

field. All of the teachers in this study agreed that formal mentoring, support, and training 

programs are needed and are beneficial to new teachers. The participants indicated that 

the ideal support system would include regular interaction with mentors who really want 

to be involved instead of those who are forced into the duty, other new teachers, and a 

formal mentoring and support team consisting of veteran teachers and colleagues who are 
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new teachers. They indicated that this mentoring should be constructive, compassionate, 

and nonjudgmental and that the ideal support system would provide training regarding the 

school culture, such as administrator expectations and classroom management (i.e., 

student discipline, managing time, development lesson plans, a support group of 

colleagues to allow for venting and motivation, and parental support and guidance).  

Rowley (1999) found six traits that good mentors possess. These traits are a commitment 

to the role, acceptance of the beginning teacher, skills in providing instructional support, 

flexibility to adapt to different situations, continuing education for themselves, and 

confident communication with their mentees 

 The health and wellness of the school environment transfers to those who work 

there. An unhealthy school environment directly impacts the socialization and 

experiences of new teachers, which affects their plans and decisions to remain in the field 

of education. Assigning new teachers to work with a group of peers is one way to 

minimize teacher isolation and support teachers to improve retention (Norton, 1999). 

Additionally, Cherniss (1989) and Leiter (1991b) stated that the value system held by an 

organization’s cultures within the public service agency plays a pivotal role in how 

burnout is conceptualized. 

Teacher Preparatory Programs  

 Whitaker (2000) states that teachers who are not properly prepared for the 

realities they will face as teachers are at risk for burnout and attrition. Teacher preparation 

programs should work to create a more realistic picture for preservice special education 

teachers, so they are better prepared for the realities they will face (Whitaker, 2000). 

These programs should also help teachers to be more assertive in asking questions and 
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finding assistance (Fore et al., 2002). Teacher preparatory programs that allow for cohort 

participation and a complete year of an internship with a mentor before taking on 

teaching responsibilities, increase teacher retention (Jorrissen, 2002).  

 Experiential learning has been found to have greater impact on the development 

of preservice teachers than have other areas of their programs (Sileo, Prater, Luckner, 

Rhine, & Rude, 1998; Stowitschek, Cheney, & Schwartz, 2000). Stein points out that 

research has shown that students learn better when they are engaged in active learning. 

He therefore stresses the importance of teacher preparatory programs engaging preservice 

teachers in making discoveries for themselves. Stein states that these programs should 

provide for active learning rather than lectures, a learning by which preservice teachers 

participate in hands-on, inquiry-based instruction.  

Strawderman and Lindsey (1995) state that existing general and special education 

teacher preparatory programs should be enhanced by including new courses or field 

experiences, or by adjusting their current requirements and content. These enhancements 

can also include the formation of collaborative experiences for preservice general and 

special education teachers (e.g., Nowacek & Blanton, 1996; Peterson & Beloin, 1998). 

Content infusion into existing classes has been used to better prepare general education 

teacher candidates (Cook, 2002; Lombardi & Hunka, 2001).  

 Researchers have offered recommendations to include collaborative teaming and 

teaching skills in preservice teacher programs, especially for general and special 

educators who may work in inclusive settings (Jenkins et al., 2002; Pugach, 1996). Volz 

and Elliott (1997) express concern that such skills are not currently addressed in most 

preservice teaching programs. Program enhancements that create shared courses and field 
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experiences among general and special educators may offer more effective training than 

those programs that only offer content on collaboration skills without opportunities to 

practice actually collaborating.  

The ability to make curricular and instructional accommodations and 

modifications is an important skill for both special and general educators (Fisher et al., 

2003); some researchers identify it as even more useful than the knowledge of the 

characteristics of specific disabilities (Peterson & Beloin, 1998). Fisher et al. (2003) 

identifies the areas of assistive technologies, supervision of paraeducators, and positive 

behavioral support as other important areas on which preparation programs should focus.   

The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) (2006) created Content Standards, 

which were supported by the National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher 

Education (NCATE), to be used by teacher preparation programs for preparing special 

educators. Teachers of students with EBD working in special day schools are expected to 

obtain the knowledge and skills in specific areas of specialization that meet the Content 

Standards. The performance-based standards that are specific to teachers with the EBD 

endorsement consist of knowledge and skill acquired through the standards of 

foundations, development and characteristics of learners, individual learning differences, 

instructional strategies, learning environments, social interactions, instructional planning, 

assessment, professional and ethical practice, and collaboration. These standards are 

expected to ensure that special education teachers are highly qualified and prepared to 

perform their jobs and face its challenges, which will reduce the burnout experience of 

these teachers, as well as reduce rates of attrition. 
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Collegiality and Collaboration 

Collegiality is a strong tool for teachers to continue to improve themselves, and it 

can also improve teacher retention (Hope, 1999; Schnorr, 1994; Walling, 1994). 

Principals are encouraged to be supportive, support educational change, support teacher 

networks that allow for sharing ideas, support mentoring and partnerships, and support 

teacher assistance teams. Administrators should promote the school as the center of the 

community, collaborate with university faculty, share school programs with the 

community through the media, and embrace the culture of the community, to assist in 

alleviating some of the stress that leads to burnout. 

Certo and Fox (2002) found that special education teachers generally remained in 

their teaching positions because of the administration, their appreciation for relationships 

with their colleagues, commitment to the profession (i.e., commitment to the children), 

and a strong connection with collegial relations. Teachers specifically pointed to the time 

they were allotted to collaborate on lessons and units, and their ability to share 

instructional materials and strategies with their colleagues as well as discuss the work of 

their students. Teachers indicated that it was important to have time to collaborate and 

cooperate with each other regarding planning and instruction. Some teachers expressed 

strong feelings for their colleagues and felt that their school felt like an extended family. 

Administrator Support 

Rather than traditional incentives, school administration should offer incentives 

that empower teachers (Norton, 1999) and motivate them by creating a climate of 

appreciation (Spitzer, 1996). To increase teacher retention, administrators should provide 

teachers with needed resources (Schnorr, 1994). Milner (2002) recommends that school 
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principals create opportunities for colleagues to offer constructive positive feedback, 

which assists in increasing teacher self-efficacy and teacher retention. 

The Center for Exceptional Children reported that special education teachers 

identified a need for administrators to offer support through scheduling time for them to 

complete tasks, such as special education paperwork, and by scheduling collaboration 

and planning time with general education teachers. They further expressed the need for 

administrators to support them by offering opportunities for meaningful in-services, 

decreasing caseload sizes and classes, and providing appropriate materials and 

technology for special education students (as cited by Otto & Arnold, 2000). 

Based on a review of the literature, Farber (1991) identifies several suggestions 

for reducing teacher burnout, which include (a) allowing teachers to work with students 

in more personalized ways, (b) offering teachers more autonomy, and (c) organizing the 

school around a psychological sense of community, where collaborative interactions are 

the norm and no single teacher is expected to carry the sole responsibility of students 

with special needs which may lead to becoming overwhelmed. Schools would then move 

far away from a self-reliant culture to one that is collaborative and supportive to both 

staff and students. 

Federal Legislation and Special Educators 

 With the development and changes in legislation in NCLB of 2001 and 2003 and 

IDEA of 2004 and 2007, students with disabilities have greater access to the general 

education curriculum in the least restrictive environment (The Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act of 2004, 2007). However, legislation has greatly contributed to 

the increase of demands and pressures teachers experience (Kohn, 2005; Mandel, 2006). 
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Students with emotional or behavioral disorders were often considered mentally ―crazy‖ 

prior to the start of the 20th century, and those students who received some instruction 

were educated with extremely low expectations, as if they were incapable of learning 

(Kauffman, 2001). Societal efforts to offer services to take care of these students resulted 

in both positive and negative results. With the start of 20th century, this population began 

receiving new opportunities.   

 According to Kauffman (2001), intervention programs were created and 

implemented to improve the lives of children with emotional and behavioral disorders 

during the first 50 years of the 20th century. Within the first 15 years of the century, the 

U.S. Children’s Bureau established the first special educator training program focusing on 

the well-being of all children within the United States. Programs that focused on 

children’s mental health throughout the United States were created and implemented in 

many schools during the 1920s, as were clinics that focused on children’s mental health. 

By the end of the 1940s, most states required local school districts to ensure at least one 

group of students with disabilities received services. Although students with emotional or 

behavioral disabilities could have been included in the group identified to receive services 

within these schools, they were not usually included.  

 From 1945 to 1960 many important developments occurred. Schools that were 

intended to exclusively provide instruction to students with EBD were established in New 

York City during the mid-1940s. Research provided the necessary support to identify and 

serve these students within public schools by the mid-1950s. At this time, the need for 

programs that aimed to prepare teachers for serving students with emotional or behavioral 
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disorders emerged. Federal funds (P.L. 88-164) were identified specifically to assist in 

preparing individuals to work with students with EBD in 1963 (Kauffman, 2001).  

 During the 1970s, projects that focused on the long-term needs of students with 

EBD were funded by the federal government. Kauffman (2001) states that these projects 

focused on conceptual models, labeling, and needs analysis. The Education of the 

Handicapped Act (EHA), or PL 94-142, was passed by Congress in 1975 to mandate 

educational services for all students identified with a disability. This act attempts to set up 

a solid financial support to local districts and improve program development for 

individuals with disabilities. It increased opportunities for students with EBD to receive 

specialized instruction to increase the likelihood that they would be prepared for 

employment and independent living, although the individual needs of many students were 

still unmet (Myers, 2004). The major provisions of EHA included the following: 

1. The creation of due process procedures for handicapped children (and/or their 

parents or advocates) so actions or lack thereof by educational agencies that 

result in discriminatory practices could be disputed. This ensured the parents’ 

right to appeal a service recommended by the school. 

2. The responsibility to provide a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) 

which ensured access and quality of education. As a result, children could no 

longer be excluded from a free and appropriate education because of their 

disability. 

3. The creation of an individualized education program (IEP) for all students 

requiring special education services. The requirement of an IEP laid the 

foundation for accountability and quality control. 
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4. The mandate that testing would be used to establish eligibility for special 

education services that are not discriminatory. This would ensure students 

could not be denied necessary services or placed into inappropriate programs 

(Meyen & Skrtic, 1995). 

Important advances were made during the late 1980s, such as the need to provide 

services for younger students identified with disabilities. In 1986 Congress passed P.L. 

99-457 to broaden IDEA provisions to include children identified with disabilities 

between the ages of 3 and 5 years and to incorporate program development incentives for 

those programs focusing on early intervention for infants and toddlers between the ages 

of birth and 3 years who are at risk for developing or already identified with a disability. 

Advocates for students with EBD were not fully satisfied by the outcomes, although they 

recognized some improvements. The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) and the 

National Mental Health Association are two influential organizations that in 1987 created 

a partnership to develop the National Mental Health and Special Education Coalition 

(Kauffman, 2001), which is still currently active in bringing together representatives 

consisting of parents, special educators, social workers, and school psychologists to 

ensure that students with EBD receive an appropriate education. The reforms of 1980 

improved the education for all children identified with EBD and the need for further 

improvements was identified in the following decade.  

The EHA was revised in 1990 by Congress with the passage of the IDEA. No 

major philosophical shift from the public policy established in EHA occurred with this 

revision, but the legislation attempted to provide further guarantees that the educational 

and related service needs of individuals with disabilities would be met. The most 
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noteworthy change that took place was in the change of terminology, from 

―handicapped‖ to ―persons with disabilities.‖ The legislation was largely accepted for 

ensuring equity for students with disabilities and their families.  

As one of its provisions, EHA and IDEA required that schools place students with 

disabilities within the LRE. With these decisions, Congress acknowledges that each child 

with a disability has an absolute right to be educated in the educational setting most 

fitting for that child. The LRE is a legal term that states children with special needs must 

be educated in as ―normal‖ an environment as possible (Hallahan & Kauffman, 1994). A 

―normal‖ environment is considered one in which students with disabilities are integrated 

with nondisabled students to the extent possible and where they are separated from their 

family and community as little as possible. The idea of least restrictive environment holds 

that options exist along a restrictiveness continuum, with residential institutions on one 

end of the continuum and general education classes on the other. The specialized services 

a student receives must be consistent with individual needs, so as to not violate his or her 

individual freedom any more than is needed. As Morse (1984) reported, ―The goal should 

be to find the most productive setting to provide the maximum assistance for the child‖ 

(p. 120). Criticism has surfaced over troubles with special education practices, 

particularly, that students with disabilities are regularly segregated from general 

education classes to a greater extent than necessary. Criticism has been related to such 

problems as racial, cultural, and linguistic bias, instructional ineffectiveness, and 

psychological and social damage to students (Heller, Holtzman, & Messick, 1982; 

Reynolds, Wang, & Walberg, 1987).  
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Changes in legislation, such as the Individualized Education Program (IEP) 

(300.346(a)(2)(i); 300.520 (b)(1)) and issues relating to the discipline of students with 

disabilities, altered special educator responsibilities, particularly for those working with 

teachers serving students with EBD. The IDEA 1997 supports the implementation of 

positive behavior interventions (PBI) and supports for students identified with a disability 

whose behavior interferes with their learning or the learning of other students 

(300.346(a)(2)(i)). These students should have an IEP that consists of  goals and 

objectives specific to their behavior, as well as a behavioral intervention plan (BIP), 

which is based on their functional behavioral assessment (FBA) (300.520 (B)(i)(ii)).  

Students with EBD receive referrals to school administration for disciplinary 

action more often than other special education students because of behaviors related to 

their disabilities (Etscheidt, 2002). Teachers serving students with EBD in most school 

districts are accountable for behavior documentation, consultations with other 

professionals, performing FBA, creating and implementing the BIP, drafting IEP goals 

and objectives, and revising the IEP, which requires experienced trained teachers (Myers, 

2004).  

Children with disabilities must be following and making progress toward the 

general education curriculum (IDEA, 1997 (300.347 (a)(1)(i)), which has broad 

implications for general and special educators because it requires the curriculum to be 

modified and accommodations to be made to ensure it meets the individual needs of 

students. Teachers serving students with EBD are mandated to make progress in the 

general education curriculum, which may necessitate the need to make academic progress 

the primary focus of educating their students rather than to ensure that the emotional and 
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behavioral concerns of students are addressed (Forness & Kavale, 2001). This may cause 

special education teachers to experience increases in their levels of frustration and stress 

(Gersten et al., 2001). Darling-Hammond (1997) explains that the result of bureaucratic 

mandates for more than a century is a trap that has created a tangled web for both the 

students and teachers. This tangled web entails responding to new educational goals, 

which are hindered by complicated policy, systems, organizations, and directives. In 

response to the issue of school reform and special education, Kauffman, et. al. (2002) 

pointed out that some students experience great difficulty progressing along the general 

education curriculum and others are unable to make any progress, although these 

difficulties are not accounted for.  

Additional standards for education have been implemented due to the public’s 

dissatisfaction with the state of education, poor student performance, and an increase in 

evidence that students were not obtaining certain societal and economical knowledge and 

needed to master more challenging skills (Darling-Hammond, 1997). These issues were 

brought to light by such papers as A Nation at Risk (1983) and A Nation Still at Risk 

(2003). Luckner and Hanks (2003) point out that recent legislation has been designed to 

ensure students with disabilities are included in the LRE to the maximum extent possible 

with rigorous education standards, expectations for increased academic achievement, and 

statewide assessments. These federal and state mandates include Goals 2000, the 

Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, the IDEA Amendments of 1997 and 2004, 

and the NCLB (2001). The purpose of NCLB is to make sure that all students receive 

equitable opportunity to obtain a high-quality education. To help achieve these goals, 

NCLB requires that all teachers meet the federal definition of a teacher who is "Highly 
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Qualified." The federal definition states that a teacher must hold valid teaching 

certification and/or licensure for the state in which he or she works, hold a minimum of a 

bachelor's degree from a 4-year institution, and demonstrate competency in each of the 

core academic subject areas in which he or she teach (NCLB, 2001). The NCLB Act 

requires states to ensure that poor and minority students have the same access to highly 

qualified teachers as their nondisadvantaged peers in order to close achievement gaps 

(NCLB, 2001). The NCLB directly impacts students with disabilities in the areas of 

accountability, adequate yearly progress, standardized assessment, and the requirement 

that all teachers be highly qualified. 

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2002), NCLB follows four 

guiding principles: 

1. An increase in accountability  

2. An increase in the flexibility that states, school districts, and schools have in 

using federal funds  

3. An increase in the options for parents of children from disadvantaged 

backgrounds  

4. An emphasis on using scientifically based teaching methods 

The IDEA reauthorization (2004) offers descriptive explanations of the 

monitoring and enforcement of the law, and addresses issues around students being 

disproportionately overrepresented and inappropriately identified as having disabilities. It 

encourages states and districts to examine issues that exist in regular and special 

education in order to address potential causes of overrepresentation of students (Losen, 

2008). It addresses the issue of providing grants to eligible educational agencies to reach 
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objectives, including that of ensuring regular educators have the required skills and 

knowledge to implement instruction to students with disabilities within the regular 

education classrooms, and the objective that all special education teachers meet the 

standard of highly qualified. Furthermore, IDEA (2004) authorizes the Secretary of 

Education to agree to supports for personnel development activities that decrease the 

occurrence of misidentification, overidentification, or underidentification of children as 

having a disability.  

Overburdened or inadequately trained school teachers, lack of school resources, 

insufficient pre-referral interventions or early intervention services, and the lack of 

parent/school communications can contribute to policies and practices that contribute to 

over identification of students in special education. Previous studies found that less 

qualified teachers with less training refer more students for special education evaluations, 

identify more students as having a disability requiring special education services, and 

refer students to more restrictive educational setting (Cross, 2002; Klingner & Harry, 

2001; Losen & Orfield, 2002). Research findings demonstrate that interventions used in 

the general education classroom to improve classroom management have been shown to 

reduce the number of students that are later identified with behavior disorders (Cross, 

2002; Harry & Klingner, 2005). As a result of such issues, IDEA contains specific 

wording stating that a child shall not be determined to have a disability if the chief cause 

for such determination is the lack of appropriate instruction. Lack of early interventions 

can lead to the identification of disabilities, if the deficiencies are not addressed. 

Furthermore, students with mild disabilities who do not receive needed special services 

may develop more severe disabilities as they become more at risk for school failure 
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(National Academy of Sciences 2001, 2002; Civil Rights Project at Harvard University, 

1997).   

There are some discontinuity issues that exist between the principles of NCLB 

and IDEA. Where IDEA is students-centered and places emphasis on the individual child, 

NCLB is a standards-based reform that places emphasis on learning standards and 

outcomes that are uniform across all students, regardless of the existence of disabilities 

(McDonnell, McLaughlin, & Morison, 1997). Although IDEA does require students with 

disabilities to be included in state assessments, the NCLB requires students with 

disabilities to be included in state assessments that are used to determine adequate yearly 

progress of individual schools. There is concern regarding the possibility that test scores 

are overemphasized and that the needs of the individual child may become secondary 

(Faircloth, 2004).  

 Over the course of the past century the services provided to students with EBD 

have improved tremendously. Scheuermann and Johns (2002) point out that these 

advancements consist of (a) laws that ensure students receive a FAPE, (b) due process 

safeguards that can be used when disciplinary actions are thought to be needed, and (c) 

broad research that allows educators to identify research-based practices to prevent and 

manage difficult student behaviors. According to Kauffman (2001), students with EBD 

heavily depend on the provision of successful instruction consisting of a combination of 

special education services and behavior management so that they may attain outcomes 

that are positive. 
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Summary of Findings 

The literature reviewed for this study revealed that personal and organizational 

conditions influence a special education teacher’s level of emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment, which are the three 

components that make up the concept of burnout most widely accepted. The literature 

also identifies possible predictors of burnout in special education to be the organizational 

variables of role conflict, role ambiguity, excessive workload, and poor work conditions 

and administrative support, as well as the variables of stress and low self-efficacy. Most 

studies examining the relationship of teacher burnout and administrator support found 

that administrator support was a significant predictor of burnout. Administrator support 

was also found to predict occupational stress, career satisfaction, and job performance 

with teachers, which can impact burnout levels (Litt & Turnk, 1985). Principal support 

was found to be less significant for teachers serving students with EBD than for teacher 

serving students in general education or those with learning disabilities. Perceived role 

conflict and role ambiguity (organizational stress variables associated with administrator 

support) are associated with teacher burnout (Schwab & Iwanicki, 1982). 

Teachers found to be most at risk for burnout and attrition are those who have 

worked fewer than five years in the field (Boe et al., 1998; Callieari, 1990; Darling-

Hammond, 1999; Delgado, 1999; Fideler & Haselkorn, 1999; Fore et al., 2002; Gold, 

Darling-Hammond, & Schlan, 1996; Ingersoll, 2002; Johnson & Ryan, 1980; National 

Center for Education Statistics, 1997; Otto & Arnold, 2005). From this group, females 

(Otto & Arnold, 1989, 2005; Singer, 1993) under the age of 35 are most at risk 

(Friedman, 1991; Grasser & Kirby, 1987; National Center for Education Statistics, 1991; 
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Otto & Arnold, 2005; Singer, 1995). However, as teachers approach retirement, burnout 

levels and attrition rates increase again (Grasser & Kirby, 1987; Mundane, Singer, & 

Willett, 1989; Sheen, 1997; Singer, 1993; Wallington, Shockley, Early, & Hue, 2004).  

Teacher attrition rates are significantly higher for special education teachers than 

for general education teachers. However, those teachers working with students with 

emotional and behavioral issues are found to be most at risk for burnout and attrition 

(Banks & Necco, 1990; Billingsley & Cross, 1991, 1994, 1996; Fore et al., 2002; Means 

& Cain, 2003; Sakharov & Farber, 1983; Singer, 1993; Smith-Davis et al., 1984). 

Additionally, special education teachers leave their positions to teach in general 

education, although general education teachers are not leaving to work in special 

education positions (Boe et al., 1996). These studies were conducted within general 

education schools. 

In summary, teachers want to be involved in meaningful important work (Norton, 

1999) and to be a part of a dynamic system (Robinson & Galpin, 1986). Teachers who do 

not believe their work is important, do not believe they are helping their students make 

positive growth, or do not believe they are part of a dynamic system are at higher risk for 

burnout and attrition. With the loss of experienced teachers serving students with EBD 

and the inability to retain new qualified teachers serving students with EBD, student 

learning is seriously threatened. Many students will not benefit from the knowledge and 

skills obtained by experienced and qualified teachers serving students with EBD. 

Overall Trends in Literature 

There were many trends identified within the existing research on teacher 

burnout. Research tended to focus on demographic information, such as teacher age, 
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years of experience, sex, population in which they teach, and types of communities in 

which they teach (urban, rural, etc.). The data drawn from the demographic studies found 

inconclusive findings regarding gender, but found that teacher burnout patterns vary over 

the life cycle, with significantly higher levels of burnout for younger and newer teachers, 

as well as for  older teachers and those near the end of their careers (Blasé, 1982; 

Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Harness, 2001; Himle, Jayarante, & Chess, 1987; Johnson 

& Stone, 1986; Koeske & Koeske, 1989b; LeCroy & Rank, 1986; Maslach & Jackson, 

1981; Yoon, 2002). Principal support was the most highly identified burnout variable 

(Mood, 2008) for general and most special educators. Principal support, however, was 

often not found to be a signficiant burnout variable for teachers serving students with 

EBD (Fore, Martin, & Bener, 2002; Singh & Billingsley, 1996). The vast majority of 

studies were quantitative in nature and examined teachers working in public schools. 

Burnout studies in the 1980’s were primarily with general education teachers. Burnout 

studies mainly started in the early 1990’s, but studies examining teachers serving students 

with EBD did not become a focus until the late 1990’s.  
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Chapter III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This chapter includes a detailed description of the methods and procedures used in 

this study. It includes a discussion of the problem, target population, sample to be used, 

research design, instrumentation, data collection, ethical treatment of participants, and 

data analysis procedures.  

This quantitative study utilized descriptive statistics to investigate burnout of 

teachers serving students with EBD.  Four survey instruments were used to gather 

information from participants, including: (a) the Maslach’s Burnout Inventory Educators 

Survey (MBI-ES), (b) the Leadership Member Exchange Seven (LMX-7), (c) the 

Supervisor Feedback Survey, and (d) the Background Data Form. The population for this 

study consisted of teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades 

pre-K–8within non-public special education day schools that are members of a special 

education association located in the mid-Atlantic region. The methods and procedures 

implemented for this study are described in the following sections: Research Design, 

Sample and Population, Descriptions of Materials and Instrumentation, Selection of 

Participants, Specific Implementation Procedures, Data Handling, Data Analysis, 

Methodological Assumptions, Delimitations and Limitations, and Ethical Assurances. 

Research Questions 

 This study attempted to assess relationships between Maslach’s three aspects of 

burnout (sense of personal accomplishment, emotional exhaustion, and depersonalization) 

and the five predictor variables (age, years of special education teaching experience, EBD 
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preparation, principal support, and principal feedback) by utilizing a non-experimental 

design. This study was designed to answer the following research questions: 

1. What are the levels of emotional exhaustion, sense of personal 

accomplishment, and depersonalization experienced by teachers serving 

students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic 

special day schools that are members of a special education association, as 

indicated on the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI)? 

2. What is the relationship of the predictor variables (age, years of experience, 

EBD preparation, principal support and principal feedback) and each of 

Maslach’s three aspects of burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 

and sense of personal accomplishment) for teachers serving students with 

EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic special 

education day schools that are members of a special education association 

located in the mid-Atlantic region?  

Research Design 

A survey research design was used to conduct this study. This quantitative study 

used descriptive analyses with teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities 

in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic special education day schools that are members of a 

special education association located in the mid-Atlantic region to examine the 

relationship of Maslach’s three aspects of burnout (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment) and the predictor variables 

(age, years of special education teaching experience, level of special education 

preparation, supervisor relationship, and supervisor feedback) using the MBI-ES 
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(Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996), the Leader Member Exchange-7 (LMX-7; Graen & 

Scandura, 1984), and ten item regarding supervisor feedback (Kramer, 1995). 

A regression equation can be used for making predictions (Cozby, 2007; Liu, 

2007). One multiple linear regression model was used for each of the three aspects of 

burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal 

accomplishment) to relate the burnout levels to each of  the predictor variables (age, 

years of special education teaching experience, level of special education preparation, 

supervisor relationship, and supervisor feedback; Liu, 2007). Multiple regression with a 

U-shaped relationship was used in each of the models for the two burnout predictor 

variables of age and years of experience. Both of these predictor variables have been 

shown to share a U-shaped relationship with burnout where new and younger as well as 

older teachers experience higher levels of burnout, whereas middle aged teachers and 

those in the middle of their careers experience lower levels of burnout.  

Population 

The population used for this study consisted of full-time teachers (n = 192) 

serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic 

special education day schools (n = 13) that are members of a special education 

association located in the mid-Atlantic region. Students served by these teachers would 

generally include students who are between 3 and 13 years of age. However, some 

students may be older than 13 years of age due to academic or other reasons. For the 

purpose of this study, full-time teachers are defined as those teachers who work 30 hours 

or more weekly. The number of teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities 

in grades pre-K–8 within one of these nonpublic special education day schools spread 
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greatly, from 3 to 38 teachers. The ages and/or grades served at each school vary, and 

some of the schools group students by their chronological age rather than by their grade. 

Teachers who primarily teach students in grades 9 through 12 were not included in this 

study because their experience may be unique in that high school students may be earning 

Carnegie units toward graduation or the students may spend more time out of the 

classroom due to truancy, work experience, or internships. The 13 schools that are 

members of the special education association that serve students with EBD in grades pre-

K- 8 were invited to participate in the study.  

Some of the schools within this population may have more than one campus or 

may serve students in other grades or ages outside of those that are included in this study. 

Full-time teachers serving additional ages or grades outside the scope of this study may 

participate in this study if at least 50% of their workday is spent serving students within 

its scope (pre-K–8
th
 grades, ages 3 to 13 years). Surveys indicating that respondents did 

not spend at least 50% of their workday serving students within the scope of this study (n 

= 3) were discarded. All respondents indicated that they worked full time (working 30 

hours or more weekly). Any surveys where participants indicated working part time 

would have been discarded.  

Although teachers generally report directly to principals and/or assistant 

principals within public school settings, the title and responsibilities of teacher 

supervisors within nonpublic school settings may vary. Examples of titles of teacher 

supervisors within nonpublic special education day schools may include: Program 

Director, Principal, Head of School, Executive Director, Chief Academic Officer, etc. 

Regardless of the title used by the nonpublic special day schools, the title of principal 
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refers to the direct supervisor of the teachers and would be the equivalent of position of a 

principal within the public school setting.   

Sample and Selection of Participants 

The special education association’s website lists each of its member schools, a 

description of each of its schools, including the disabilities and ages of the students they 

serve, as well as the contact information for each school. Each of the 13 schools listed as 

a member that served the target population was contacted to seek authorization and 

assistance to survey their teachers. Ten of the 13 schools contacted agreed to participate 

in the study by the required deadline. Three of the schools in this population did not 

respond in time for their teachers to participate. The sample for this study consisted of the 

teachers (n = 139) working within the ten participating schools. The principals for each of 

the participating nonpublic special day schools agreed to accept the responsibility for 

presenting and distributing the surveys and flyers to the participants in the sample.    

The age, years of special education experience, and education preparation varied 

among the participants, although they each obtained a minimum of a bachelor’s degree to 

participate, regardless of their area of study, and they were employed as full-time 

teachers. The number of teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in 

grades pre-K–8 working in a given school varied from one to 35 teachers. Furthermore, 

the number of students each teacher served, as well as the staff-to-student ratios, varied at 

different points throughout the day, from classroom to classroom within a school, and 

from school to school. Teachers also received varying levels of additional classroom 

support throughout the day from paraprofessionals, behavior specialists, or clinical staff, 

and other teachers  exclusively worked alone. Data, therefore, reflect information on the 
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student-to-staff ratio of each classroom which is used to describe the sample and to 

identify emerging patterns.  

Interests and Concerns of Respondents 

When asked to participate in the survey, respondents may have been interested in 

the purpose of the survey. They may have wanted to know what research questions the 

survey answers. They may have wanted to know who was sponsoring the survey and why 

they were chosen as participants. The respondents might have been interested to know 

what the impact of the study would have on themselves and others. They may have also 

been interested in what changes might occur as a result of the study. 

Participants of the study may have been concerned about the consequences of 

their participation, particularly if their responses were discovered by their supervisor.  

They may have been concerned whether they answer questions correctly or that their 

responses may have unintended consequences. Participants might also have been 

concerned that the survey would be time-consuming or demand too much of their energy. 

They might also have been concerned that the surveys were required of them, and may 

have perceived it as an added responsibility.  

The cover letter explained the purpose of the study. It explained that their 

responses would be grouped with those of other participants, so that no individual 

respondent should experience pressure to answer questions in a particular way. They 

were asked to simply answer questions to the best of their ability. To combat fears of 

negative consequences or reprisals for answering questions honestly, the cover letter 

stressed the anonymity of the study and pointed out that no identifying information was 

required of them and that no individual survey would be shared with anyone other than 
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the researcher. It explained that the overall findings of the study, not their individual 

responses, will be shared to protect their identities. The cover letter also described the 

purpose of the survey and how the findings of the study might assist in reducing the 

factors that contribute to teacher burnout. The letter stressed that the survey was strictly 

voluntary and their participation was optional. The cover letter pointed out that the 

completed surveys should be returned directly to the researcher, and that the surveys were 

anonymous so that their identities would not be revealed. 

Operational Definition of Variables 

Maslach and Jackson (1981) stated that there are three aspects of burnout: 

emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment. Each of 

these burnout aspects makes up a separate scale on the MBI. Emotional exhaustion is 

described by Maslach and Jackson (1981) as feeling as though one has nothing left to 

offer others emotionally or psychologically. The authors described depersonalization as a 

social distancing and psychological detachment that hinders one’s personal and 

professional life. Furthermore, they described reduced personal accomplishment as 

experiencing feelings of no longer being effective in one’s professional responsibilities. 

Depersonalization and emotional exhaustion are interpreted in the opposite direction of 

personal accomplishment. High scores on depersonalization and emotional exhaustion 

scales demonstrate higher levels of burnout, and higher levels of burnout on the personal 

accomplishment scale are indicated by lower scores.   

 For the purposes of this study, age referred to the number of years the participant 

has lived, starting from birth. Participants wrote in their age in years. Number of years of 

special education teaching special education referred to the total number of years the 
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participant taught special education at the time of completing the survey, regardless of 

their teacher certification status. Level of special education preparation is represented in 

the following ways: (a) No Special Education Preparation, (b) Masters in Special 

Education, and (c) Doctorate in Special Education. Similar to public schools, the 

nonpublic special education day schools require teachers to possess a minimum of a 

bachelor’s degree. The goal is for all teachers to be fully certified, but as is the experience 

of public schools, some teachers may still be in the process of obtaining their 

certification. Emotional behavioral disorders preparation refers to whether or not 

participants received specific training to prepare them with skills, strategies, and 

knowledge to work with this student population. Teachers were asked to respond ―yes‖ or 

―no‖ as to whether they received specific training to work with student with EBD. 

Principal support refers to the perceived relationship the teacher has with his/her 

direct supervisor, including feelings regarding levels of support, supervision, interactions, 

communication, and expectations and goals, which are measured by the LMX-7 (Graen 

& Scandura, 1984). Principal feedback refers to the communication the supervisor has 

with the teacher in response to the teacher’s job performance, which is measured by the 

ten item supervisor feedback instrument (Kramer, 1995). 

 Description of Instruments 

 The instruments used for this study included The Maslach Burnout Inventory 

Educators Survey (MBI-ES), the Leader Member Exchange-7 (LMX-7; Graen & 

Scandura, 1984), a ten-item supervisor feedback instrument (Kramer, 1995), and the 

Background Data form. The LMX-7 was titled Teacher Attitudes: Survey A. This 

instrument measures perceived principal support. The ten-item supervisor feedback 
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instrument was used to measure supervisor feedback and was titled Teacher Attitudes: 

Survey B. The Background Data Form collected information regarding teacher 

background and demographic data including age, gender, ethnicity, years of special 

education teaching experience, EBD teacher preparation, and plans to return to teaching 

for the upcoming school year. All of the variables identified and measured within these 

instruments have been identified as contributing to teacher burnout in the literature (see 

Chapter II).  

 The LMX-7 measuring principal support and 10 items measuring principal 

feedback (Kramer, 1995) used a five-point Likert scale to measure each teacher’s level of 

agreement along statements regarding his/her feelings ranging from strongly disagree (1) 

to strongly agree (5). The responses of each item were summed for the instrument and 

examined as a single scale.    

Leader-Member Exchange – Seven (LMX-7)  

There are several versions of the LMX that have been used to examine principal 

teacher relationships. The LMX-7 (Scandura & Graen, 1984) is made up of seven items 

measuring supervisor support. The summed scores for the LMX-7 span from 7-35. 

Higher scores indicate a greater sense of support. The LMX is largely based on the idea 

that the relationship between an employee and supervisor is unique (Graen & Scandura, 

1987). The LMX was first described by Dansereau, Cashman, and Graen in 1975 as the 

vertical-dyad linkage. The quality of the supervisor/employee relationship is an important 

predictor of key outcomes for individuals and organizations (Bauer & Green, 1996; 

Gerstner & Day, 1997; Minsky, 2002). The LMX has been found to relate positively to 

job satisfaction (Graen & Cashman, 1975; Graen, Novak, & Sommerkamp, 1982; 
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Lagace, 1990; Scandura & Graen, 1984), organizational commitment (Basu & Green, 

1997; Duchon, Green, & Taber, 1986), work performance and productivity (Gren et al., 

1982; Liden & Gren, 1980; Liden, Wayne, & Stilwell, 1993; Scandura & Graen, 1984; 

Vecchio & Gobdel, 1984; Vecchio & Norris, 1996). It has also been found to relate 

inversely to attrition intentions (Jackson, Brett, Sessa, Cooper, Julin, & Peryronnin, 1991; 

Scandura & Graen, 1984; Vecchio & Norris, 1996). The study of relationships rather than 

the study of behaviors or employee/supervisor traits distinguishes the LMX from other 

instruments used to examine supervisor/employee relationship, according to House and 

Aditya (1997). Furthermore, this instrument has been used in previous burnout studies 

(Hannam & Jimmieson, 2003; Somech, 2010; Thomas & Lankau, 2009)  

 The LMX has been used in many studies in the field of education to examine the 

relationship between teachers and principals. Yukl (2002) and Yukl and Fu (1999) found 

that the LMX model supports perceptions of trust, quality of support, and high-quality 

exchanges of individuals with their immediate supervisors. The LMX can be used to 

assess teacher perceptions of the quality of relationships and level of support with 

principals.  

Somech (2010) used the LMX to examine the impact of participative decision 

making (PDM) on schools and teachers. This study attempted to predict PDM impact on 

school outcomes (innovation, organizational citizenship behavior, and productivity) and 

teacher outcomes (job satisfaction and strain). Somech and Wenderow (2006) used the 

LMX to conduct a study that examined the impact of participative leadership and 

directive leadership on teacher performance through job structuring (bureaucratic job 
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structuring versus person-job integration), decision domain (technical versus managerial), 

and leader-member exchange.  

 The LMX-7 is the most widely used and implemented supervisor/employee 

relationship measuring instrument (Gerstner & Day, 1997), and has been found to have 

the highest reliability and freedom from social desirability (Liden & Maslyn, 1998). 

Construct validity has not been verified for the LMX-7 (Schriesheim, Castro, & Cogliser, 

1999), although it appears to have predictive and congruent validity (Cogliser et al., 

1999). The instrument includes such sample items as ―My supervisor would use his/her 

power to help me solve my problems‖ and ―My supervisor recognizes my potential.‖  

Scandura, Graen, and Novak (1986) used the LMX-7 to conduct a study to examine 

supervisor subordinate relationship quality using two samples. The first sample used 466 

completed surveys (95% response rate) from employees of an electric utility company. 

From this sample, 22% of the participants were women and the average age was 44.6 

years. The coefficient alpha reliability for this sample was .93.  The second sample 

consisted of 2,418 employees from various levels and departments of a water 

management district in the south. Forty-two percent of the participants were 42% female 

and the mean age was 41 years. The coefficient alpha reliability for this sample was .9. 

These findings are supported by other studies (Gerstner & Day, 1997; Kramer, 1995, 

Scandura & Graen, 1984). This study used this instrument to look at similar variables 

using a similar population, therefore, similar reliability and validity was expected. Items 

for this instrument were listed on the Teacher Attitudes: Survey A instrument. 
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Ten Items for Measuring Principal Feedback  

Ten items (Kramer, 1995) were used to measure supervisor feedback. Kramer 

tested this instrument on a group of 44 employed adults. The coefficient measure for this 

instrument was found to be an α of .91 (n = 44). Sample items found on this instrument 

include ―My supervisor shares feelings and reactions to work events with me‖ and ―My 

supervisor indicates the quality of my performance.‖ Kramer (1995) conducted a study 

using individuals that accepted job transfers within their organizations. The participants 

(n = 103) in the study worked for government agencies (n = 56), nine private companies 

(n = 40), and two military units (n = 7). Respondents were primarily male (74%) and 

were an average of 33.89 (SD = 7.7) years old. Two methods for feedback exchange were 

identified, which included unsolicited supervisor feedback (eigenvalue 3.55; variance 

50.7%; α = .83) and solicited supervisor feedback (eigenvalue 1.9; variance 17.0%; α = 

.83). These 10 items were used with previous research to examine principal feedback 

(Minsky, 2002). The 10 items measuring principal feedback were summed and examined 

as a single scale. These items were listed on the Teacher Attitudes: Survey B instrument. 

This study used this instrument to examine teacher feedback using a similar population, 

therefore, similar reliability and validity is expected. 

The Maslach Burnout Inventory 

 The MBI was developed over a period of eight years and the first copyrighted 

version asked participants to indicate their feelings and the frequency of those feelings in 

response to 47 statements. This version of the MBI was first given to a sample of 605 

people who were employed in a health and service-related job (Maslach as cited 

inEmbich, 1996). The later versions of the MBI decreased the number of items to 22 and 
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changed the statements so that instead of responding to the intensity of feelings, 

participants would indicate ―how often‖ they experienced those feelings (Maslach & 

Jackson, 1993). These changes made it easier for participants to measure their feelings, 

increasing testing validity. Embich (1996) cited several studies with health and service-

related workers that supported increased validity, which include: King and Beehr (1983); 

Aronin and Kubelun (1981); Belcastro, Gold, and Hayes (1983); Golembiewski, 

Munzenrider, and Carter (1983); Iwanicki and Schwab (1981); and Gold (1984)  

 The MBI is made up of three distinct burnout aspects. The emotional exhaustion 

scale is represented by nine statements regarding feelings of exhaustion, depletion, and 

overextension in regards to work. The depersonalization scale lists five statements 

regarding feelings of callous distant reactions toward recipients of the participant. Sense 

of personal accomplishment is measured by eight items that describe feelings of 

competence and success within the workplace (Maslach & Jackson, 1993), as cited by 

Embich (1996). 

 The MBI-ES is modified from the original MBI (Maslach, Jackson, & Schwab, 

1986) to be used specifically for assessing burnout in teachers by changing the word 

―recipient‖ to ―student‖ throughout the instrument. The wording was altered to increase 

clarity and consistency for participants (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996). The MBI-ES 

was used in this study to assess the burnout of the participants. This survey is comprised 

of 22 items that make up three scales. Each of the scales measures one of the three 

aspects of burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal 

accomplishment). The three aspects of burnout are measured by separate scales, but the 

individual items for these scales are intermixed throughout the MBI-ES. Participants are 
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requested to report the frequency with which they experience feelings associated with 

each item on the seven-point scale that ranges from zero (never) to six (everyday) 

(Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996). The personal accomplishment scale is positively 

stated and therefore to measure a reduction in individuals’ sense of accomplishment it 

must be considered inversely (Maslach, Jackson, & Schwab, 1986). 

 The scale measuring emotional exhaustion on the MBI-ES includes statements 

such as "I feel emotionally drained from my work" and "I feel frustrated by my job." The 

emotional exhaustion scale includes questions 1, 2, 3, 6, 8, 13, 14, 16, and 20. The scale 

measuring depersonalization includes statements such as "I've become more callous 

towards people since I took this job" and "I don't really care what happens to some 

students." The scale measuring depersonalization includes questions 5, 10, 11, and 15 of 

the instrument. The scale measuring personal accomplishment includes statements such 

as "I deal very effectively with the problems of my students" and "I have accomplished 

many worthwhile things in this job." These statements are represented by questions 4, 7, 

9, 12, 17, 18, 19, and 21. Levels of burnout are reflected on a continuum. Scores for each 

item within a scale are added together for each participant survey. The mean of the 

combined participant survey scores for each scale will be reported. Possible composite 

scores range from 0 to 54 on the emotional exhaustion, from 0 to 24 on depersonalization, 

and from 0 to 48 on the PA. The MBI-ES contains a scoring key, which indicates higher 

levels of burnout for emotional exhaustion (27 and over); for depersonalization they are 

14 and over, and for personal accomplishment they are 0 to 30 (lower scores for personal 

accomplishment). Lower levels of burnout for emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalization are indicated by lower scores (emotional exhaustion is 0–16 and 
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depersonalization is 0–8) and lower burnout levels for personal accomplishment are 

indicated by higher scores (37 and over), as indicated on the MBI-ES scoring key. 

Composite scores in the emotional exhaustion and depersonalization scales positively 

correlate with one another, but negatively correlate with personal accomplishment 

(Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996). Moderate scores fall more toward the middle for 

emotional exhaustion (17-26), depersonalization (9–13), and personal accomplishment 

(31–36).  

 Survey respondents were requested to read each statement of job-related feelings 

and identify their feelings regarding their job for each statement. For each of the 

statements, respondents are given a seven-point scale to respond to the question ―how 

often.‖ The range of scale options are from zero (never) to six (every day). The scale 

scores are evaluated separately and are not combined into a single score. 

Maslach and Jackson (1993) found that scores are considered high on the MBI if 

they fall into the upper third of the distribution, average if they fall in the middle third, 

and low if they fall within the lower third in each scale. Because of the limited 

knowledge about the relationship between the three aspects of burnout, the authors 

subsequently segregated the scores for each scale and consider them individually rather 

than as a combined single score. An individual can experience burnout in a single aspect 

or in any combination of aspects. It is not necessary for an individual to score highly in 

all three aspects of burnout to experience "burnt out."  Therefore, three individual scores 

are calculated for each respondent. For each scale, the normed range of scores from a 

study conducted with 4,163 teachers serving students in grades K-12 (see Table 2).  
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Table 2 

Burnout Score Range, Teachers in Grades K to 12 (n = 4,163) 

 

Burnout aspect 

 Low                 

(Lower third) 

Average        

(Middle third) 

 High            

(Upper third) 

Emotional exhaustion < 16         17–26 > 27 

Depersonalization < 8 9–13  > 14 

Sense of personal 

accomplishment 

> 37 36–31 < 30 

Note. Reprinted from Maslach Burnout Inventory Manual, 3
rd

 Edition, by C. Maslach and 

S. Jackson, p. 6. Copyright 1996 Consulting Psychologists Press. 

  

MBI Validity and Reliability. The MBI has been found to have strong validity 

and reliability in numerous studies (Byrne, 1993; Gold, Roth, Wright, Michael, & Chen, 

1992; Issac & Michale, 1995; Kalimo, Schaufeli, Schutte, & Toppinen, 2000; Langballe, 

2006; Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996; Schwab & Iwanicki, 1982). As previously 

mentioned, the single differentiation between the original MBI and the Educators Survey 

is the change from the term ―recipients‖ to ―students.‖. The reliability and validity in the 

literature on these two measures does not differentiate one instrument from the other 

except to point out the change in terminology. All MBI components have shown strong 

internal consistency and test-retest reliability, as well as construct-related validity (Gold, 

1984, 1985; Maslach & Jackson, 1982, 1984; Schwab & Iwanicki, 1981; Schwab et al., 

1986). 

 Internal consistency that correlates test items within each aspect of burnout was 

estimated by Cronbach’s coefficient alpha. In a sample composed of teachers, social 

service workers, physicians, and mental health workers (N = 1,316), the reliability 

coefficients for each scale are as follows: emotional exhaustion was .90; 

depersonalization was .79; and personal accomplishment was .71 (Maslach & Jackson, 
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1984). Data from teaching populations were found in three studies. In studies on internal 

consistency, Schwab and Iwanicki (1981) found an alpha coefficient of .76 (N = 469) for 

both depersonalization and personal accomplishment and an alpha coefficient of .90 for 

emotional exhaustion. Gold (1985) found an alpha coefficient of .73 (N = 339) for 

depersonalization, .78 for personal accomplishment, and .87 for emotional exhaustion. 

 Test-retest reliability is described as the extent to which the results remain similar 

in different forums and during different data collection instances using the same 

instrument and the same participants. Maslach and Jackson (1984) used a sample of 

graduate students working in social welfare and administrators working in a health 

agency (N = 53). Two testing sessions were conducted four weeks apart. The three scales’ 

test-retest reliability coefficients were .82 for emotional exhaustion, .60 for 

depersonalization, and .80 for personal accomplishment. The findings would have been 

even more meaningful had more time elapsed between the two points of time in which the 

tests were taken.  

 Construct validity is the degree to which the explanation or meaning that is 

assigned to a set of scores is suitable, functional (McMillan & Schumacher, 1984), and 

measures the theoretical construct (Dannels, 2008). A factor analysis implemented with 

teachers using the MBI supports the three-factor structure utilized by Maslach and 

Jackson with other professional populations (Iwanicki & Schwab, 1981). This study 

surveyed 469 teachers from Massachusetts. They found Cronbach alpha estimates for 

emotional exhaustion to be .90, and depersonalization and personal accomplishment were 

both found to be .76. Gold (1984) conducted a factor analysis study using 462 California 

students and found support for the 3 factors with Cronbach estimates of .88 for emotional 
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exhaustion, .74 for depersonalization, and .72 for personal accomplishment. Both of these 

studies supported the validity and reliability of the MBI-ES with the change in 

terminology from ―recipient‖ to ―student.‖ Similar reliability and validity findings would 

be expected using the same scales with a similar population.  

Similar findings were indentified in five studies (Himle, Jayarante, & Chess, 

1987; Johnson & Stone, 1986; Koeske & Koeske, 1989b; LeCroy & Rank, 1986; 

Maslach & Jackson, 1981) conducted with 328 social workers over an eight-year period. 

Work stress factors were found to be strongly related to emotional exhaustion (r = .55) 

and teachers experiencing high levels of stress were also found to experience greater 

levels of emotional exhaustion. These findings have been supported by other studies 

(Gersten, Keating, Yovanoff, & Harness, 2001; Blasé, 1982). Yoon (2002) found that 

work stress also decreased sense of personal accomplishment and increased 

depersonalization. Work stress was also found to be strongly related to factors aimed at 

measuring an individual’s excessive involvement with clients (investment factors) with a 

correlation of .56 for emotional exhaustion. As teachers overly exert themselves in 

helping their students, their levels of emotional exhaustion increase. Blasé (1982) 

reported similar findings. 

 ―Further evidence of the validity of the MBI was obtained by distinguishing it 

from measures of other psychological constructs that might be presumed to be 

confounded with burnout‖ (Maslach & Jackson, 1993, p. 13). Participant (N = 91) scores 

on the MBI were evaluated against the Job Diagnostic Survey, which measures (a) the 

characteristics of jobs (specifically, the level to which jobs are designed to allow for 

internal work motivation and job satisfaction for workers), (b) affective reactions of 
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individuals to their job duties and their work settings, and (c) the inclination of workers to 

positively respond to their jobs (jobs that possess measured potential for increasing 

internal work motivation). Job satisfaction was found to have a moderate negative 

correlation with emotional exhaustion (r = -.23) and depersonalization (r = -.22), as well 

as a slight positive correlation with personal accomplishment (r = .17), which requires 

reverse scoring (Gann, 1979). When comparing the MBI with the Job Diagnostic Survey, 

the correlations indicated that the MBI measures distinct constructs and was found to be a 

valid instrument. 

 Since the MBI was first developed, evidence has supported its validity and 

reliability, although some minor concerns have been identified in the literature. Koeske 

and Koeske (1989a) conducted an examination of the instrument using 125 social 

workers and identified an issue in combining the scores of the scales. They stated, ―Given 

the differential associations of the three subscales with one another and with other 

measures, researchers probably should avoid computing a composite ―burnout‖ score and 

instead preserve the three subscale scores and relate them separately to other measures 

whenever appropriate‖ (p. 142). From their examination, they found the MBI to be 

structurally and theoretically valid and concluded that there was strong support to 

continue to use the MBI as the preferred tool for measuring the existence of burnout.  

 The MBI has endured other criticisms regarding certain items that appear out of 

place or confusing to participants. Such items could compromise the validity of MBI 

scores (Schwab, 1986). Gold, Bachelor, and Michael (1989) found that a possible concern 

persisted in the administration of the MBI to teachers. The term ―recipients‖ was changed 

to the term ―students‖ on the Educator’s Survey. The Educator’s Survey using the term 
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―students‖ will be used for this study, although Gold et al. (1989) conveyed further 

apprehension regarding a few other terms and gained permission from the publisher to 

change the term ―work‖ to ―work day,‖ ―job‖ to ―school,‖ and ―working with people‖ to 

―working in my class assignments.‖ These additional changes in wording will not be used 

for this study. Some caution should be used when discussing the validity of MBI score of 

educators, although the vast majority of the literature strongly supports the validity and 

importance of the MBI as a conceptualization of burnout and a measurement tool. The 

MBI is the most widely accepted instrument for assessing burnout (Bakker et al., 2002; 

Byrne, 1993; Cordes & Dougherty, 1993, Maslach et al., 2001). 

The MBI-ES is also widely accepted and has been used in many teacher burnout 

studies, such as Sedgwick (1998), Hanson (2006), Miller (1991), Liu (2007), and 

Frassinelli (2002). Many studies have been conducted to test the validity and reliability of 

the instrument. These studies have found the Educators Survey to be consistent with that 

of the original MBI. The Educators Survey was used in a study by Friesen, Prokop, and 

Sarros (1988) using the change of ―recipients‖ to ―student‖ with 1,211 teachers. The 

inter-item reliability for emotional exhaustion was found to be .88; depersonalization was 

.83, and diminished personal accomplishment was .86. Abu-Hilal and Salameh (1992) 

conducted a study on the MBI-ES to assess the construct validity and reliability of the 

instrument using 223 teachers in Jordan. They found the reliability of the instrument to be 

acceptable, but recommended that items 5, 15, and 22 by reworded to improve clarity. 

A cross-validation study was conducted by Byrne (1994) to evaluate the factorial 

validity, replication, and invariance of the Educators Survey.  The study examined the 

impact of organizational variables (role ambiguity,
 
role conflict, work overload, 
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classroom climate, decision making,
 
superior support, and peer support) with the three 

aspects of burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal 

accomplishment). Participants included full-time
 
elementary (N = 1203), middle (N = 

410), and high school teachers (N = 1431). Testing and cross validation occurred for each 

hypothesized burnout variable within each teaching group followed by testing for group 

invariance within common causal
 
paths. The results were consistent across groups, which 

showed that (a) role conflict,
 
work overload, classroom climate, decision making, and 

peer
 
support are organizational variables that contribute to teacher burnout, (b)

 
self-

esteem and external locus of control are important determinants of teacher burnout, and 

(c) role ambiguity and the lack of supervisor support contribute to increased burnout 

levels. Byrne found the instrument to be valid, but stated that items 11 and 12 should be 

further examined because the content of the two items overlap. Findings demonstrated
 

that interpretations of burnout as a unidimensional construct
 
are not meaningful. The 

authors of the Maslach Burnout Inventory Manual (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996), 

stated that the Educators Survey offers a three-dimensional perspective of burnout 

because it evaluates burnout on the three levels: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 

and sense of personal accomplishment.  

In their study of 3,727 teachers, Maslach et al. (1996) calculated Cronbach’s  

reliability coefficients for the three burnout aspects as: emotional exhaustion, .90 (M = 

21.25, SD = 11.01); depersonalization, .76 (M = 11, SD = 6.19); and personal 

accomplishment, .76 (M = 33.54, SD = 6.89). Intercorrelations between scales were .52 

(depersonalization and emotional exhaustion), -.26 (personal accomplishment and 

depersonalization), and -.22 (emotional exhaustion and personal accomplishment. 
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The MBI-ES was selected for this study because of its reliability and validity 

support in measuring burnout levels of teachers. It is a widely used and accepted 

instrument that has been implemented in a number of previous teacher studies (Boyd & 

Pasley, 1989; Crane & Iwanicki, 1986; Schwab & Iwanicki, 1981; Schwab, Iwanicki, & 

Pierson, 1983; Schwab et al., 1986). This study used this instrument to look at similar 

variables using a similar population, therefore, similar reliability and validity was found. 

Nature of Research Questions and Data Collection 

These research questions were developed to measure the three aspects of burnout 

and the background variables associated with burnout. The MBI-ES was chosen for its 

high level of reliability and validity in measuring burnout.  

Among all of the methods for conducting scholarly research, surveys are one of 

the most popular methods for collecting information from individuals (Walonic, 1993). 

Survey data can be collected through telephone interviews, mail, email, or in person 

(Babbie, 1990). Survey data can often be collected more easily, quickly, and accurately 

than other methods (Alreck & Settle, 1995). Results can be processed easily by most 

statistical analysis software and readily analyzed. In comparison with other methods, 

such as interviews or observations, surveys are often more cost-effective, particularly 

when the population is large (Walonic, 1993). Because of their cost-effectiveness, 

information can be collected from larger samples, allowing for greater generalizability to 

the population (Walonic, 1993). Written surveys reduce interviewer bias because 

questions are presented uniformly to all participants and there are no verbal or visual cues 

to influence responses (Walonic, 1993). The population for this study included teachers 

serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic 
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schools that are members of a special education association within the mid-Atlantic 

region. These schools are located in both urban and large suburban settings. Because of 

time and financial restraints, the MBI-ES, LMX-7, and Kramer’s ten supervisor feedback 

items were used to collect data in a cost-effective and efficient way. The responses 

wereprocessed and analyzed easily. By using a mail-in survey, interviewer bias was 

eliminated because researchers do not have to interpret responses.  

Making the return of the surveys easy and convenient also increased response 

rates (Walonic, 1993). Included with each participant’s survey package was a postage-

paid pre-addressed envelope to allow each participant to easily and quickly return his/her 

completed survey. The promise of anonymity and confidentiality can also increase 

response rates with individuals who are concerned about how their responses might be 

perceived by others (Walonic, 1993). Using a mail-in survey also assisted in protecting 

the identity of the respondents because the surveys required no identifying information, 

so even the researcher was unable to recognize or identify participants. Surveys are 

limited, in that they are a reflection of the participants own perceptions, beliefs, or 

feelings at a single point in time, which may change if the participants are surveyed at 

another point in time.  

 Often, respondents do not answer sensitive questions because they feel 

embarrassed or threatened. Surveys can also be limiting if/when respondents have a 

difficult time assessing causality because they are unsure of reasons or because they will 

not state the cause (Alreck & Settle, 1995). For example, the MBI-ES does not require 

participants to identify the cause or reason for their perceptions or feelings. It simply asks 
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them how often they experience such feelings to allow participants to more accurately 

respond to the survey items.   

Validity of the Study 

Internal Validity for This Study 

Internal consistency is the degree to which a test or procedure accurately 

measures characteristics, skills, or qualities. It measures the accuracy between observers 

and instrumentation used within the study. Internal consistency demonstrates reliability 

that assists researchers in interpreting data and predicting score values, as well as 

identifying the limits of the variable relationships (Colorado State University, 2009). 

Internal validity estimates inferences of causal relationships, therefore it is relevant only 

in studies attempting to establish a cause and effect relationship (Trochim, 2006). Internal 

validity is determined by the amount of control of the study design. The degree of control 

over the extraneous variables establishes the level of internal validity. The design of this 

study did not support conclusions of cause and effect. Therefore, internal validity within 

this study is not discussed. 

External Validity for This Study 

Population validity describes the degree to which the findings of the study can be 

replicated using other teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades 

pre-K–8 within nonpublic special day schools in the mid-Atlantic region (Isaac & 

Michael, 1995). Ecological validity describes the degree to which the findings can be 

replicated in a different setting or using different instruments measuring the same 

constructs (Bracht, & Glass, 1968; Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996). The threat to ecological 

validity in this study is (a) the time of year in which the study was conducted, (b) the 
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staff-to-student ratios within the classrooms, (c) the severity of the student behaviors 

within their classroom, and (d) the lack of available time and resources to conduct the 

study. The time of year in which this study was conducted may influence the results. May 

and June are near the end of the school year and may be a period of time where teachers 

may experience different levels of stress than at other times of year, contributing to 

higher levels of burnout than may be found  at other times of the school year.  

Limitations 

The generalizability of this study to other populations of teachers, even those 

serving similar student populations in similar settings, may be limited for schools that are 

not members of this special education association. Why? Another limitation of the study 

is the lack of time and financial resources that do not allow for face-to-face contact with 

the principals, designees, or participants, which might increase teacher response rates. 

Instead, all interactions were via telephone, e-mail, and mail. Surveys may be a limitation 

to the study because they measure the participants’ perceptions and feelings at a single 

point in time, which may differ at a later point in time. The ability to generalize this study 

to all other times of the school year may be limited in that this study was conducted 

during the last month of the school year, where teachers may experience different levels 

of stress and responsibilities than at other times of the year.   

Description of Materials 

Survey Materials   

Principals or principal designees were contacted by phone and e-mail to seek their 

approval and support to allow their staff to participate in the study. After principals 

received an explanation of the study and agreed to participate, a Principal Package was 
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mailed to them, which contained the following items: (a) a letter to the principals that 

briefly outlines the study’s purpose, outlines directions for distributing the surveys to the 

teachers, and thanks them for their participation and assistance in completing the study, 

and (b) Teacher Survey Packets (n = number of eligible participants). The Teacher 

Survey Packets were contained within ten-inch envelopes, which were made up of the 

following: (a) the cover letter / Informed Consent, (b) the MBI-ES, (c) the Demographic 

Form, (d) the Teacher Survey A, (e) the Teacher Survey B, (f) a preaddressed postage-

paid nine-inch envelope which allowed participants to easily return their completed 

questionnaires, (g) and a piece of candy (M&Ms, Blow Pop, or Kit Kat) to enjoy while 

completing their surveys. The preaddressed postage-paid nine-inch envelopes were coded 

with a number representing its school to monitor participant response rates. Reminder 

flyers were sent to the principals one week after the Teacher Survey Packets were sent to 

be placed in the participant mailboxes as reminders to submit their completed surveys. 

Thank you cards were mailed to each principal or principal designee to express 

appreciation for their assistance and support after receipt of the completed surveys. 

Estimated Cost of Materials 

The cost to use the MBI-ES was approximately $160 and the cost of purchasing 

the twelve-, ten-‖, and nine-inch envelopes was approximately $60. The cost of the candy 

included with the surveys was approximately $40 and the cost of making copies was 

approximately $60. The cost of the ―Thank You‖ cards that were sent to each school in 

appreciation for their assistance were $20 and the cost of postage for the envelopes and 

the thank-you cards was approximately $80. The total cost for the study was 

approximately $420. 
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Specific Implementation Procedures 

Permission to conduct this dissertation study was received from The George 

Washington University Institutional Research Board (IRB) prior to conducting research. 

This board is responsible for ensuring the safe and ethical treatment of all research 

participants. A description of the study, including the purpose, population, survey 

instruments, and timeline for conducting the study were submitted for review, along with 

a description of the process for data collection and data handling. Additionally, a request 

for exempt status was requested due to the anonymity of the participants because no 

identifying information was requested from the participants. Approval to conduct this 

study with an exempt status was received through IRB once the board felt confident that 

no harm would come to the participants that were part of the study. 

School principals (or the equivalent administrator position) whose schools are 

members of the special education association and whose schools serve students with EBD 

in grades pre-K - 8 were contacted by phone to receive approval, support, and assistance 

to survey their eligible teachers. A script was followed to explain the study and request 

their approval and assistance (see Appendix 5). The initial phone call was followed up 

with a written explanation and request for participation (see Appendix 6). The written 

explanation was e-mailed to principals who were unreachable by telephone and a copy 

was included in the principal packets.  

Decision making structures vary among nonpublic schools. Some principals are 

empowered to make the decision as to whether their schools would participate, and other 

principals had to seek authorization before they were able to respond to the request to 
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participate. Some principals directed the researcher to contact another source to seek 

approval for the staff to participate.  

A packet of surveys was mailed to the principals or designees for distribution into 

the work mailboxes of the teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in 

grades pre-K–8. The packets sent to the principals/designees included (a) a teacher 

survey packet for each teacher, (b) one to two extra teacher survey packets (depending on 

the number of participants at the school) that could be given out to participants that 

misplaced or destroyed their original packets (although principals or designees were able 

to request additional packets if more were needed for distribution), and (c) school 

endorsement letters (Appendix 7) that were placed with the survey packets in the 

mailboxes of each participating staff member. The Principal Endorsement Letter was a 

letter from the principal to the participants that stated that the school endorsed the study 

and encouraged the participants to complete and return their surveys.  

Each of the teacher survey packets consisted of a cover letter explaining the study, 

the survey, an informed consent, and a preaddressed postage-paid envelope for returning 

the completed survey. Principals or designees were contacted a few days after the 

principal packets were sent out to ensure that the survey packages were received and 

distributed, as well as to answer any questions they had.   

A follow-up packet of flyers was mailed to the principals approximately one week 

after the initial follow up. Along with the flyers, the principals or designees received an 

outlined schedule of what to expect next in the process. The schedule included (a) 

distribution of the flyers, (b) date of the follow-up contact, and (c) due date for the 

completed surveys. The reminder flyers were to be placed in the work mailboxes of the 
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participants to remind participants to return completed survey and increase responses. 

The flyers were also to inform participants that replacement survey packets could be 

obtained from their principals or designees, should their survey packages be misplaced. 

The principals or designees were contacted to ensure that the reminder flyers were 

received and that they were distributed, as well as answering any questions that the 

principals or designees had. The completed surveys were due approximately three weeks 

after the principals were first contacted. Principals or designees had the researcher’s 

contact information and could contact the researcher if questions, concerns, or issues 

arose, such as the need to acquire additional survey packets. After the survey submission 

deadlines, thank-you cards were sent out to principals and designee to thank them for 

their participation in the study. 

Survey Distribution Schedule 

 During the week of May 18, 2009, calls were placed to principals of the schools 

in the population to seek authorization and assistance to survey their staff. The survey 

packets were mailed to each participating school during that week to be distributed to the 

participant work mailboxes, which must occur on or before May 22, 2009. Calls were 

placed to each administrator within four business days of the packets being mailed to the 

school to ensure the packets were received. Participants were informed that they should 

return their completed survey packets by June 12, 2009, although late packets were 

accepted until June 19, 2009. 

Response Rates 

The surveys were anonymous to increase response rates and protect the 

participants. The teachers’ survey packets also included preaddressed postage-paid 
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envelopes in which to easily return their completed surveys; intended to increase 

response rates. Also in an effort to increase response rates, flyers were placed in the work 

mailboxes of the teachers to act as reminders for teachers who intended to participate, but 

initially failed to do so. The flyers stated that an additional survey packet may be 

acquired from their principal if their packet was misplaced or damaged.  

The school endorsement letter to the staff offered a brief description of the study, an 

endorsement of the study, and requested the assistance of the participants in completing 

the study. There may have been some potential risk of decreasing response rates if 

teachers believed that principals were associated with the study, particularly if they feared 

that their identities may be revealed. The principal endorsements, however, had the 

potential to greatly increase participation, because the endorsement may have drawn 

attention of many teachers that might ordinarily throw the survey packet into the trash as 

―junk mail.‖ The principal endorsement may also have increased response rates as 

participants may have believed that the study may have relevance and benefit to them.   

Although some participants may have initially been concerned regarding the use 

of the survey information, the cover letter clearly explained the purpose of the surveys. 

The benefits of having the principals hand out the surveys outweighed the lack of 

attention and response the surveys might otherwise have received if they were handed out 

to participants without the school endorsement. Response rates may have increased 

because the survey submission process was simple and quick for the respondents. They 

were able to easily seal their completed surveys into their pre-addressed, postage-paid 

envelope and place them into the mail. The assurance of anonymity also increased 
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response rates, in that participants did not have to fear being judged or experiencing 

negative consequences for expressing themselves honestly.    

Data Handling 

Procedures for Logging In and Storing Responses 

As completed questionnaires were received, they were assigned a number that 

demonstrated their order of receipt starting with the number one. The assigned number of 

each questionnaire was recorded onto an Excel spreadsheet, along with the responses. 

Each school was assigned a different number, which was coded on the envelopes. The 

assigned school number was also listed on the Excel spreadsheet so that the response 

rates for each school could be identified and tracked on the spreadsheet.  The data entered 

were saved on the hard drive after each page of the questionnaire was entered. All 

questionnaire data entered was saved daily on a thumb drive, in addition to the hard 

drive, to ensure that data were not lost. The thumb drive was maintained in a file cabinet 

in a separate location. No identifying information was obtained so no special storage was 

required. Each school was given an identifying number (1-13), which was written on the 

back of the upper right hand corner of each survey sent to each school. A written log was 

kept to track the number of surveys each school received, the total number of surveys 

received from respondents, and the number of surveys that remained in the field that still 

must be returned. The numbers of the schools assigned to each returned survey was 

maintained in the log, along with the number of the schools from which they came. Is this 

what you meant? This sentence is a bit jumbled…I suggest a rewrite. Like: A log 

recorded the assigned numbers of each school as well as the number of returned surveys 

from each school.  
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Data Processing 

Based on the order of receipt, each survey was coded with an identification 

number, which was used to recheck responses that were entered into the database for 

accuracy. The respondents’ responses spread from zero (never) to six (every day) on the 

MBI-ES and one (strongly agree) to five (strongly disagree) on Teacher Surveys A and 

B. The numerical responses were recorded on an Excel spreadsheet, which was imported 

into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). None of the items required 

reverse scoring, although personal accomplishment scores are interpreted inversely so 

that lower scores indicate a higher sense of personal accomplishment, and higher scores 

indicate a lower sense of personal accomplishment. To avoid fatigue, which may increase 

the likelihood of error, no more than 15 surveys were entered at any given time. A 

minimum of a five-minute break was taken before data entry resumed. The initial data 

entry was conducted solely by the researcher. After the initial data entry, a research 

assistant read aloud the responses identified on each survey as the researcher followed 

along by comparing the read-aloud responses to those entered on the Excel spreadsheet to 

ensure accuracy. The identification numbers and survey responses were compared with 

the data grid to decrease opportunities for duplication, errors, or omissions of any data. 

Descriptive analysis was calculated and included central tendencies and measures 

of variability. The variables were treated as interval scales. Ryerson (2007) pointed out 

that behavioral scientists often assume ordinal data are interval to allow for calculating 

averages, ranges, and standard deviations. Data transformation occurred after all survey 

responses were entered into the database and were checked for accuracy. Surveys missing 

over 25% of the responses for any given scale would not have been included in the study. 
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No surveys were missing over 25% of the data within any given scale, so all surveys 

were included in the study. Missing values within a given scale were substituted with a 

period and those items were not computed in the analysis.   

To back up the files, the data were also saved on the thumb drive. After data entry 

was complete, the surveys were placed in an envelope and stored in a file cabinet until 

the completion of the study, where they could be reviewed, if needed. After the study was 

complete, these surveys were destroyed.  The values obtained from survey items were 

summed within each scale. Using SPSS, participant responses on the MBI-ES were added 

together for questions 1, 2, 3, 6, 8, 13, 14, 16, and 20 to form the Emotional Exhaustion 

scale. The MBI-ES responses for questions 5, 10, 11, 15, and 22 were added together to 

form the scale for Depersonalization. The MBI– ES responses for questions 4, 7, 9, 12, 

17, 18, 19, and 21 were added together to form the Personal Accomplishment scale. 

Scores on the Personal Accomplishment scale were scored in the same way as the other 

scales, but interpreted in the opposite direction from those on the Emotional Exhaustion 

and Depersonalization scales. Low scales on the Personal Accomplishment scale indicate 

high burnout, which high burnout levels on the Emotional Exhaustion and 

Depersonalization scales are indicated by high scores. Responses for items 1 through 7 on 

the Teacher Survey A (principal relationship) were summed and responses for items 1 

through 10 on the Teacher Survey B (principal feedback) were be summed. The Maslach 

Burnout Inventory Manual offers a scoring key for interpreting the findings, although 

there are no scoring keys for the LMX-7 or the 10 items measuring principal feedback 

(Kramer, 1995). 
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Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were computed through the use of the SPSS program for 

Windows, which was used to analyze the data. This statistical package is among the most 

broadly used data-analysis software programs in the fields of the social sciences. 

Descriptive analysis, which includes central tendencies, measures of variability, percents, 

and frequencies, was used. Data described the sample (age, years of special education 

teaching experience, level of education, EBD teacher preparation, and plans to return to 

teaching for the upcoming school year) and the job perceptions (principal support and 

feedback) of teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 

within nonpublic special education day schools that are members of a special education 

association in the mid-Atlantic region. Findings from this study were inferred to the 

greater population. 

The sample was described to identify the demographic variables and background 

data of the participants. The reliability of the data was reported, and Cronbach alphas 

were calculated to confirm that the reliabilities were consistent with those previously 

used. Descriptive statistical analysis was conducted to answer research question one: 

What are the levels of emotional exhaustion, sense of personal accomplishment, and 

depersonalization experienced by teachers serving students with EBD and other 

disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic special education day schools that are 

members of a special education association, as indicated on the MBI-ES? The measure of 

central tendencies (mean, median, and mode) and measure of variability (standard 

deviation, and range) were identified. The MBI-ES publishers provide a scoring key and 

directions for scoring each scale. The scores for each scale were coded as low, average, 
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or high based on the provided numerical cutoffs listed on the score key and the 

frequencies for each were reported.   

Multiple regression analysis was implemented to answer research question two: 

What is the relationship of the predictor variables to each of Maslach’s three aspects of 

burnout for teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 

within nonpublic special education day schools that are members of a special education 

associations? The purpose of conducting multiple regression was to examine the 

relationship between the five predictor variables and each of the three aspects of burnout 

or criterion variables. Multiple linear regression described the variability of each of the 

criterion variables by the linear combination of the predictor variables. The relationships 

of the criterion variables and the predictor variables of age (as indicated by age ²) and 

years of special education teaching experience (as indicated by years of experience²) 

were also examined using curvilinear regression. The R
2
 describes the amount of 

variability explained by the model. 

Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses are based on previous research findings.  

1. Age was hypothesized to have a U-shaped relationship with burnout, with 

younger and older teachers experiencing greater levels of burnout and middle 

aged teachers experiencing lower levels of burnout.  

2. Years of experience was hypothesized to be a significant burnout predictor 

that works like a U-shape with newer and older teachers experiencing high 

levels of burnout for each of the three burnout aspects and teachers in the 
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middle of their teaching careers experiencing lower levels for each of the three 

burnout aspects. 

3. Principal support was hypothesized to be a significant burnout predictor for all 

aspects of burnout. Linear regression was used to test this assumption using 

71 participants.  

4. Principal feedback was hypothesized to be a significant predictor for all 

aspects of burnout. 

5. Emotional behavioral disorders preparation was hypothesized to be a predictor 

for each aspect of burnout.  

Methodological Assumptions 

Underlying Assumptions 

The foundation for this study originated from two underlying assumptions: 

1. Students identified as having EBD may also be identified as having a variety 

of other disabilities, such as learning, autism, mental retardation, speech and 

language, physical, hearing, visual, etc., disabilities. Non-categorical 

placements emphasizing common instructional student needs rather than their 

disability may also bring a diverse population with a variety of disabilities to a 

single classroom (Meyen, 1990). Therefore, it is assumed that many 

participants work with students who may have other disabilities in addition to 

having EBD. 

2. All participants indicated honest and truthful responses to all survey items.   

Testing Assumptions of Regression                   

This study originated with five testing assumptions of regression: 
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1. There is linearity between the relationships of the predictor variables of 

principal support, principal feedback, and EBD preparation and the three 

aspects of burnout, so that a change in the predictor variables also means a 

change in the burnout aspects.  

2. There is a curvilinear relationship between the predictor variables of age and 

years of experience, so that the predictor variables will demonstrate a curved 

relationship with the criterion variables. 

3. The errors in prediction of the values of burnout aspects are independent of 

each other.  

4. There is homoscedasticy so that regardless of the values of the predictor 

variables, the distribution of errors in prediction of the value of the aspects of 

burnout is constant. The variance of errors is identical at different values so 

the variance is constant.  

5. The error terms are normally distributed.  

6. It is assumed that the participants identify their honest responses on the 

surveys. 

Research Delimitations 

This study was delimited as follows: 

1. Surveys were used to collect data from participants in this study. 

2. The participants in this study were special education teachers serving students 

with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within special day schools 

that are members of a special education association within urban and large 

suburban areas within the mid-Atlantic region 



145 

 

3. The surveys were completed during the month of May and June prior to the 

end of the 2008-2009 school year.   

Research Limitations 

This study was limited as follows: 

1. The generalizability of findings from this study to other populations was 

limited, even if the other populations consist of teachers serving students with 

a similar student population in a similar setting. 

2. As with all self-reporting studies, this study was limited in that the survey 

measured one’s feelings and perceptions at a single point in time.  

3. This study was limited by the financial and time restraints allotted for the 

study so that all interactions with the school principals and designees were the 

telephone, e-mail, and mail rather than in person. 

Ethical Assurances 

Ethical Concerns 

Potential respondents were informed that they would remain anonymous. 

Respondents’ names were not necessary for this study. This study required no directly 

identifying information. If respondents’ names were revealed, respondents might have 

experienced a stressed relationship with their supervisor. Their responses also could have 

offended or hurt the feelings of others, which could have potentially tarnished a personal 

or professional relationship.  

 Ensuring Anonymity 

Some participants may have felt hesitant to respond honestly to survey items out 

of concern for how their responses might be perceived by others, and the consequences 
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resulting from those perceptions. To alleviate such concerns and to protect the 

participants, this study ensured anonymity. The researcher had no direct contact with the 

participants, only with their supervisors. At no time were the names, position, or contact 

information of any participant collected or recorded. Participants sealed their responses in 

individual envelopes and mailed them directly back to the researcher. Individual surveys 

and responses were not shared with anyone other than the researchers. Frequencies of 

responses were reported for the group but not for individual surveys. 
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Chapter IV 

 

RESULTS 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to extend previous research on teacher burnout by 

(a) examining the relationships between the predictor variables  identified by the 

literature (age, years of special education teaching experience, EBD preparation, 

principal relationship, and principal feedback) and the three aspects of burnout 

(emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment) for 

teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8
th
 within 

special education day schools that are members of a special education association located 

in the mid-Atlantic region; and (b) providing information that assists in identifying 

possible causes of burnout in nonpublic special education day school teachers. This 

chapter presents the findings of this study in the following four sections: preliminary 

results, description of the model findings, main results, ancillary results, and summary. 

Preliminary results are based in descriptive analysis of criterion and predictor 

variables identified in this study. Demographic data and background variables are 

described. Regression analysis was conducted using survey data and mean scores and 

standard deviations were identified. The main results are presented in response to the two 

research questions that guide this study. Findings from descriptive data that are not 

included in the regression analysis are discussed in the interpretive analysis in Chapter V. 
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Research Questions  

This study collected data to answer two research questions. Data regarding the 

main results of this study are organized in response to the following two research 

questions:  

1. What are the levels of emotional exhaustion, sense of personal 

accomplishment, and depersonalization experienced by teachers serving 

students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic 

special education day schools that are members of a special education 

association located in the mid-Atlantic region, as indicated on the Maslach 

Burnout Inventory (MBI)? 

2. What is the relationship of the predictor variables and each of Maslach’s three 

aspects of burnout for teachers serving students with EBD and other 

disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic special education day schools 

that are members of a special education association located in a mid-Atlantic 

region?  

Response Rates 

The population for this study included 13 schools serving students with EBD in 

grades pre-K-8 within a special education association within the mid-Atlantic region. 

Permission to survey the teachers was requested from all 13 schools (n = 192 teachers). 

Three of the schools did not respond in time for their teachers to participate in the study, 

therefore a census could not be used for this study. Permission to survey teachers was 

received from 10 schools (n = 139 teachers), therefore a sample of the population was 

used for this study. Chi Square analysis was conducted to ensure that the distribution of 
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the returned surveys was representative of the participating schools. The null hypothesis 

for the Chi Square is that the sample does not differ from the total number of teachers at 

the participating schools. Based upon the Chi Square, no evidence was found to reject the 

null hypothesis. The sample used for this study was found to be representative of the 

participating schools. Table 3 describes the number of responses per school for the 

sample (n = 71). 

Table 3 

Participating Schools Participant Response Rate 

Participating 

Schools  

Number of  Eligible 

Teachers 

Number of Eligible 

Returned Surveys 

1 8 5 

2 14 9 

3 7 4 

4 1 1 

5 3 2 

6 35 19 

7 24 16 

8 19 6 

9 13 6 

10 8 3 

 

A total of 74 surveys (53.2% response rate) were returned for this study. From the 

74 total respondents, three respondents were ineligible to participate because they each 

indicated that they taught the target population less than 50% of the time. The final 

analysis used data from a sample of 71 eligible surveys.  
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Preliminary Results 

Reliability 

Emotional exhaustion (α = .909), personal accomplishment (α = .826) and 

depersonalization (α = .83) were all found to be reliable for this study. These findings are 

similar to previous findings. Iwanicki and Schwab (1981) conducted a study with 

teachers (n = 469) in Massachusetts and  reported Cronbach alpha estimates for 

emotional exhaustion of .90, depersonalization of .76, and personal accomplishment of 

.76. Gold (1984) conducted a study with students (n= 462) in California, and reported 

Cronbach alpha estimates for emotional exhaustion of .88, depersonalization of .74, and 

personal accomplishment of .72. Grahm and Witteloostuijn (2008) conducted a study 

with 128 participants to examine Leader-Member Exchange, Communication Frequency, 

and Burnout using both the MBI and the LMX-7. This study found Cronbach alpha 

estimates of .88 for emotional exhaustion, .74 for depersonalization, and .88 for personal 

accomplishment.  

 Using the LMX-7, perceived principal support was found to have a Cronbach 

alpha estimate of .91. Previous studies found similar reliability. Paul, Schyns, Mohr, and 

Rigotti (2001) conducted a study with 252 participants to examine individual areas that 

the LMX-7 measures and found a Cronbach alpha estimate of .88. In the study conducted 

by Graham and Wittelostuijn (2008) to examine the relationship of leader-member 

exchange, communication frequency, and burnout (n = 128), the Cronbach alpha estimate 

for the LMX-7 was .93. 
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 Principal feedback was measured using Kramer’s (1995) 10 items and a Cronbach 

alpha estimate of .91 was found for this study. In the study conducted by Kramer (1995), 

unsolicited and solicited feedback items had a Cronbach alpha of .83. 

Descriptive Analysis 

 Frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations for predictor variables 

(age, EBD preparation, years of special education teaching experience, principal support, 

and principal feedback) and the criterion variables (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment) were computed using the 

statistical package for social scientists (SPSS) software. Age, EBD preparation, years of 

special education experience, perceived principal support, and principal feedback were 

each calculated for the total sample to identify distribution characteristics among the 

sample. These data provide a clear description of the elementary and middle school EBD 

teachers that participated in this study. 

Age. The mean years of age of respondents was 34.69 (SD = 8.80; n = 68). The 

participant’s age spread was 24 to 60 years. Twenty five percent of the respondents were 

28 years of age or younger, 50% of the respondents indicated that they were 32.5 years of 

age or younger, and 75% were 38 years of age or under. There were three respondents 

that did not identify their age out of 71 total participants.  

EBD preparation. Forty-three respondents (60.6%) indicated that they received 

no preparation to work with the EBD student population, and 27 respondents (38.0%) 

indicated that they had received preparation to work with this student population. One 

participant did not respond to this question.  
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Years of Special Education teaching experience. The mean years of special 

education experience indicated by the participants was 6.05 (SD = 4.861; n = 69). Years 

of experience spread from .5 year to 30 years. Approximately 25% of respondents 

indicated that they had three years or less experience, 50% indicated they had five years 

of experience or less and 75% indicated that they had 8 years of experience or less. Two 

respondents did not indicate their years of experience. 

Perceived principal support. An index of perceived principal support was 

measured using the LMX-7 survey instrument. Participants were asked to indicate their 

level of agreement on seven different statements regarding the perceived level of support 

from their principal. The survey responses varied from a one for strongly agree (highest 

level of principal support) to a five for strongly disagree (lowest level of principal 

support). The mean response for principal support was 2.2394 (SD = .928; n = 71). 

Twenty-five percent of the participants indicated a 1.571 or below, 50% of participants 

indicated a 2.1429 or below, and 75% of respondents indicated a 3.0 or below. No values 

were required for this variable because all participant responses for this predictor variable 

were complete.   

Principal feedback. An index of principal feedback was measured using 

Kramer’s (1995) 10 items testing supervisor feedback. Participants were asked to indicate 

their level of agreement on 10 different statements regarding the feedback from their 

principal. The survey responses spread from one for strongly agree (highest level of 

principal feedback) to a five for strongly disagree (lowest level of principal feedback). 

The mean response for principal feedback was 2.38 (SD = .94; n = 70). Twenty-five 
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percent of the participants indicated a 1.7 or below, 50% of participants indicated a 2.2 or 

below, and 75% of respondents indicated a 3.125 or below.  

 In summary, the mean age of the respondents in this study is 34.69 years of age 

(SD = 8.8). The mean years of special education teaching experience is 6.05 (SD = 

4.861). The mean for perceived principal support was 2.239 (SD = .928). The mean for 

principal feedback was 2.38 (SD = .94). The means and standard deviations for the 

predictor variables were computed with the use of SPSS. The main results section 

discusses these findings further. Table 4 demonstrates the mean scores, standard 

deviations, and ranges for the five predictor variables (age, years of experience, principal 

support, principal feedback, and EBD preparation) for the sample. 

Table 4 

Predictor Variables for the Sample 

 Predictor Variables N Mean SD Range 

Age 68 34.690 8.800 36.00 

Years of special 

education teaching 
experience 

69 6.050 4.861 5.00 

Principal support 71 2.239 0.928 3.43 

Principal feedback 70 2.380 0.940 3.40 

EBD preparation 70 0.390 0.490  

Note. EBD = emotional/behavioral disorders. 

Regression analysis was conducted with the three criterion variables and the five 

predictor variables. The relationships between each of the three criterion variables with 

each of the predictor variables are discussed in the Main Results section of this chapter. 

These results, in addition to the frequencies and distribution characteristics, are used in 

the interpretive analysis section in Chapter V. 
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Main Results 

The main results for this study are organized by the two research questions.   

Research Question 1 

Research question 1 asked, ―What are the levels of emotional exhaustion, sense of 

personal accomplishment, and depersonalization experienced by teachers serving 

students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic special 

education day schools that are members of a special education association in the mid-

Atlantic region, as indicated on the Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey 

(MBI-ES)?‖ Each of the criterion variables (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 

sense of personal accomplishment) was measured using a separate scale of the MBI-ES. 

Respondents indicated the frequency of their feelings for each item on all three burnout 

scales. Responses on the survey spread from zero (never) to six (everday). Maslach and 

Jackson (1993) indicated that each of the scales should be analyzed individually and 

cannot be analyzed as a combined score. A scoring key is listed within the Maslach 

Burnout Inventory. A single mean score was computed for each scale.  

Emotional exhaustion. The manual indicates that a score of 0-16 is a low level of 

burnout, 17-26 is a moderate burnout level, and 27 or greater is a high level of burnout on 

the emotional exhaustion scale. The study’s sample generated a mean composite score of 

23.15 (n = 71; SD = 11.757) for the emotional exhaustion scale. This score indicated a 

moderate level of emotional exhaustion. The composite scores for this burnout aspect 

spread from 2 to 47. Participants indicated a response mean of 2.573 (SD = 1.306) on the 

individual emotional exhaustion items. Mean responses on the individual emotional 

exhaustion items spread from .22 to 5.22.  
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Personal accomplishment. Personal accomplishment is interpreted in the 

opposite direction of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, with low scores 

indicating higher levels of burnout and higher scores indicating lower levels of burnout 

on the personal accomplishment scale (Maslach, Jackson, and Leiter, 1996). The MBI 

manual indicates that a composite score score of 0 to 30 is a high level of burnout, 31-36 

is a moderate level of burnout and 37 or greater is a low level of burnout on the personal 

accomplishment scale. The study’s sample generated a mean composite score of 35.04 (n 

= 71; SD = 7.126) on the personal accomplishment scale. This score indicated a moderate 

level of personal accomplishment. The composite scores spread from 19 to 47. 

Participants indicated a mean response of 4.36 (SD = .875) on the individual personal 

accomplishment items. Individual responses on the personal accomplishment items 

spread from 2.38 to 6.00. 

Depersonalization. The manual indicates that a score of 0-16 is a low level of 

burnout, 17-26 is a moderate burnout level, and 27 or greater is a high level of burnout on 

the depersonalization scale. The study’s sample generated a mean composite score of 

7.84 (n = 70; SD = 6.582). This score indicates a low level of depersonalization. 

Composite scores for this burnout aspect spread from 0 to 22. The mean response on the 

depersonalization items was 1.569 (SD = 1.33). Individual responses on 

depersonalization items spread from .00 to 4.40.  Table 5 presents the mean score, spread, 

and standard deviation for each of the three criterion variables (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishment) for the sample.  

 

 



156 

 

Table 5 

Criterion Variables for the Sample 

MBI scale n 

Composite 

mean score 

Composit

e spread SD 

Emotional 

exhaustion 

71 23.15 2–47 11.75

7 

Depersonalizatio 70 7.84 0–22 6.582 

Personal 

accomplishment 

71 35.04 19–47 7.126 

Note. MBI = Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1993). 

Research Question 2 

Research question two asks, ―What is the relationship of the predictor variables 

and each of Maslach’s three aspects of burnout for teachers serving students with EBD 

and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic special education day schools 

located in urban and large suburban areas that are members of a special education 

association?‖ Multiple linear regression analysis was conducted to analyze the 

relationships between the five predictor variables and three criterion variables. In addition 

to linear regression, curvilinear regression was conducted for the two predictor variables 

(age and years of experience) hypothesized to work in a U shape, and are identified as 

age² and years of experience².  

Description of the models. The models for this study were developed based upon 

findings from previous literature, which found the following: 

1. Age is a significant burnout predictor that works like a U shape with younger 

and older teachers experiencing high levels of burnout for each burnout aspect 

(emotional exhaustion, personal accomplishment, and depersonalization) and 
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middle-aged teacher experiencing lower levels of burnout for each burnout 

aspect. 

2. Years of experience is a significant burnout predictor that works like a U 

shape with newer teachers and those near the end of their teaching career 

experiencing high levels of burnout for each of the three burnout aspects, and 

teachers in the middle of their teaching career experiencing lower levels for 

each of the three burnout aspects. 

3. Principal support is a significant burnout predictor with higher levels of 

principal support associated with lower levels of burnout on each of the 

burnout aspects and lower levels of principal support associated with higher 

levels of burnout on each of the burnout aspects.  

4. Principal feedback is a significant burnout predictor with higher levels of 

principal feedback associated with lower levels of burnout for each of the 

three burnout aspects and lower levels of principal feedback associated with 

higher levels of burnout on each of the three aspects. 

Findings of models. The five predictor variables explained 26.2% of the variance 

for the emotional exhaustion model (R² = .262; Adjusted R²=.171; F = 2.885; p = .012) 

for this study. These variables explained 29.1% of the variance for the depersonalization 

model (R² = .291; Adjusted R²= .202; F = 3.276; p = .005) and they explained 21.8% of 

the variance for the personal accomplishment model (R² = .218; Adjusted R²= .122; F = 

2.265; p = .042) for this study’s model.  

Table 6 describes the amount of variance explained by the five predictor variables 

for each of the three burnout models. Multiple linear regression was conducted to 
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examine the relationships between the predictor variables of EBD preparation, years of 

special education teaching experience, principal feedback, age, and principal support with 

each of the criterion variables for each of the three models. Curvilinear regression was 

conducted with the two predictor variables of age² and years of experience² with each of 

the criterion variables for all of the models. All of the predictor variables were included 

within each of the models.   

Table 6 

Variance of Predictor Variables on Criterion Variables  

Aspects of burnout R² Adjusted R² Adjusted F  p
a
        n 

Emotional exhaustion 0.262  0.171     2.885 0.012       65 

Depersonalization 0.291  0.202     3.276 0.005       64 

Personal 

accomplishment 

0.218  0.122     2.265 0.042       65 

Note. Predictor variables include EBD preparation, principal support, principal feedback, 

age, and years of teaching experience; EBD = emotional/behavioral disorders. 
a
p values are significant at alpha level < .05. 

Emotional exhaustion model. For the criterion variable of emotional exhaustion 

in the model, the five predictor variables explained 26.2% of the variance (R² = .262; 

Adjusted R² = .171; F = 2.885; p = .015; n = 65). In the model for emotional exhaustion, 

only principal feedback (p = .033; β = .583) was found to be significant when examined 

in isolation. Principal support (p = .704; β = -.096), age (p = .153; β = -1.477), age² 

(curvilinear relationship; p = .213; β = 1.261), years of experience (p = .371; β = .312), 

years of experience² (curvilinear relationship; p = .897; β = -.039), and EBD preparation 

(p = .379; β = .112) were not found to be significant predictors of emotional exhaustion 

when examined in isolation.  
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The results of this study indicated that principal feedback is independently a 

significant predictor of emotional exhaustion. Age, years of experience, EBD feedback, 

and principal support were not found to individually be significant predictors of 

emotional exhaustion. When the individual variables were combined, however, the group 

of predictor variables was found to be significant for the emotional exhaustion model. 

Table 7 presents the beta coefficients and significance levels for the five predictor 

variables within the model of emotional exhaustion. 

Table 7 

Predictor Variables for Model of Emotional Exhaustion 

Predictor variable           β        p
a 

Age      -1.477    0.153 

Age
2 
 (curvilinear relationship) 1.261    0.213 

Years of experience  0.312    0.371 

Years of experience
2 
 (curvilinear relationship)      -0.039    0.897 

EBD preparation 0.112    0.379 

Principal support      -0.096    0.704 

Principal feedback  0.583    0.033 

Note. Significant variable for model is indicated in bold type. EBD = 

emotional/behavioral disorders. 
a
p values are significant at alpha level < .05. 

The assumptions for the model of emotional exhaustion were met and verified 

(see Appendices 9 and 10). 

Depersonalization model. In the depersonalization model, the five predictor 

variables explained 29.1% of the variance (R² = .291; Adjusted R² = .202; F = 3.276; p = 

.005; n = 64). Principal support (p = .161; β = .368), principal feedback (p = .679; β = 

.114), age (p = .918; β = .104), age²  (curvilinear relationship; p = .917; β = -.104), years 
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of experience (p = .252; β = -.394), years of experience²  (curvilinear relationship; p = 

.268; β = .330), and EBD preparation (p = .317; β = -.126) were not found to be 

significant predictors of the criterion variable of depersonalization for this study when 

examined individually. The results of this study indicated that none of the predictor 

variables were found to be individually significant predictors of depersonalization.  When 

the individual variables were combined, the model for depersonalization was found to be 

a significant predictor of burnout. Table 8 presents the beta coefficients and significance 

level for the five predictor variables with the model of depersonalization. 

 Table 8 

Predictor Variables for Model of Depersonalization 

Predictor variable Β          p
a 

Age 0.104 0.918 

Age
2 
(curvilinear relationship)     104.000 0.917 

Years of experience         -0.394 0.252 

Years of experience
2
 (curvilinear relationship) 0.330 0.268 

EBD preparation        -0.126 0.317 

Principal support 0.368 0.161 

Principal feedback 0.114 0.679 

Note. EBD = emotional/behavioral disorders. 
a
p values are significant at alpha level < .05. 

The assumptions for the model of depersonalization were met and verified (see 

Appendices 13 and 14). 

Personal accomplishment model. The five predictor variables explained 21.8% 

of the variance (R² = .218; Adjusted R² = .122; F = 2.265; p = .042; n = 71) for personal 

accomplishment. For this criterion variable, principal support (p = .316; β = -.260) and 

principal feedback (p = .479; β = -.195), age (p = .435; β = .825), age²  (curvilinear 
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relationship; p = .530; β = -.650), years of experience (p = .469; β = -.259), years of 

experience²  (curvilinear relationship; p = .753; β = .097), and EBD preparation (p = .973; 

β = -.004) were found to have no significance for the criterion variable of personal 

accomplishment in the model when examined individually. The five variables are 

predictive of personal accomplishment when combined within the model.  

The results of this study indicated that none of the five variables (age, years of 

experience, EBD teacher preparation, principal support, principal feedback) were 

individually significant predictors of personal accomplishment. When the individual 

variables were combined and examined as a whole, however, they were found to be a 

significant predictor of burnout for the model of personal accomplishment. Table 9 

presents the beta coefficients and significance level for the five predictor variables with 

the model of personal accomplishment.  

Table 9 

Predictor Variables for Model of Personal Accomplishment 

Predictor variable         β                  p
a 

Age 0.825   0.436 

Age
2 
 (curvilinear relationship) -0.650   0.530 

Years of experience  -0.259   0.469 

Years of experience
2 
(curvilinear relationship) 0.097   0.530 

EBD preparation 0.004   0.973 

Principal support -0.260   0.316 

Principal feedback        -0.195                  0.479  

Note. EBD = emotional/behavioral disorders. 
a
p values are significant at alpha level < .05. 

The assumptions for the model of personal accomplishment were met and verified 

(see Appendices 11 and 12). 
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Regression analysis results, presented in Table 10 demonstrate the Pearson 

correlation and 1 tailed significance for each of the predictor variables with each of the 

criterion variables. 

 Table 10 

Relationship Between Criterion Variables and Predictor Variables  

          

Predictor variable 

Emotional         

exhaustion Depersonalization 

Personal 

accomplishment 

r p r p R p 

Age  -0.1210 0.169 -0.172 0.087 0.132 0.146 

Age
2
 (curvilinear 

relationship) 

-0.0988 0.218 -0.159 0.105 0.115 0.18 

Years of experience  -0.0500 0.347 -0.177 0.081 0.036 0.388 

Years of experience
2
 

(curvilinear relationship) 

-0.0150 0.454 -0.099 0.219 0.022 0.43 

EBD preparation -0.0120 0.462 -0.157 0.107 0.087 0.246 

Principal support 0.4120  0.489  -0.436  

Principal feedback 0.4510  0.48  -0.396 0.001 

Note. EBD = emotional/behavioral disorders.  
a
p values are significant at alpha level < 0.05.  

The results of this study indicated that principal feedback is a significant predictor 

of emotional exhaustion. Principal feedback was not found to be a significant predictor of 

burnout for depersonalization or personal accomplishment. The other four predictor 

variables were not individually found to be significant predictors of burnout for any of 

the burnout aspects (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, or sense of personal 

accomplishment). Most of the predictor variables were not found to be significant 

predictors of burnout individually on any of the burnout aspects, although when the 

individual variables were combined, the model was a significant predictor of burnout.    
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Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were based on previous research findings. Regression was 

conducted to examine the relationships between the predictor variables and criterion 

variables. 

1. Age was hypothesized to have to have a U shaped relationship with burnout, 

with younger and older teachers experiencing greater levels of burnout 

andmiddle aged teachers experiencing lower levels of burnout. Curvilinear 

regression was conducted to assess this relationship using 68 participants. 

This study did not support this hypothesis. Age was not found to be a 

significant predictor of burnout for any of the three burnout aspects.  

2. Based on previous research findings, it was hypothesized that years of 

experience is a significant burnout predictor that works like a U shape with 

newer teachers and those near the end of their teaching careers experiencing 

high levels of burnout for each of the three burnout aspects, and teachers in 

the middle of their teaching careers experiencing lower levels for each of the 

three burnout aspects. Curvilinear regression was conducted to assess this 

relationship using 69 participants. This study did not support this hypothesis. 

Years of experience was not found to be a significant predictor of burnout. 

3. Based on previous research findings, it was hypothesized that principal 

support would be a significant burnout predictor for all aspects of burnout. 

Multiple Linear regression was used to test this hypothesis using 71 

participants. This study did not support this hypothesis. Principal support was 

not found to be a significant predictor of burnout.  
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4. This study hypothesized that principal feedback would be a significant 

burnout predictor for all aspects of burnout, based on previous research 

findings. Linear regression was used to test this hypothesis using 71 

participants and found linearity between this predictor variable and the 

criterion variable of emotional exhaustion to support this hypothesis. This 

hypothesis was not supported for the burnout models of depersonalization or 

sense of personal accomplishment. Principal feedback was not found to be a 

significant burnout predictor for these models.  

5. Emotional behavioral disorders preparation was hypothesized to be a burnout 

predictor for each aspect of burnout. Linear regression was used to test this 

assumption using 70 participants. No relationship of linearity was found 

between EBD preparation and any of the three burnout aspects.  

Ancillary Results 

 In addition to already discussed background variables, participants were asked to 

identify their gender, special education certification status, educational degree achieved, 

desire to remain in the special education teaching profession, and their student-to-staff 

ratio. It was found that 71.8% (n = 51) of the respondents were female and 28.2% (n = 

20) of the respondents were male.  

Level of Education 

All of the teachers possessed a bachelor’s degree, although the degrees may or 

may not be in a field related to education. To identify the level of special education 

preparation, respondents were asked to identify all of the categories that applied to them: 

no special education preparation, masters’ degree in special education, doctorate in 
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special education, teacher preparation to work with student with emotional behavioral 

disorders. Twenty-two respondents (31%) indicated that they possess no special 

education preparation, and 48 (67.6%) reported a masters’ degree in special education. 

None of the respondents possessed a doctorate in special education and one participant 

did not identify his/her level.  

Teaching Certification  

The respondents were asked to identify their current certification status. They 

were asked to select one of the following categories: no certification, provisional or 

emergency certification, or standard certification. Nine participants (12.7%) responded 

that they had no certification, 27 respondents (38%) indicated that they had a provisional 

or an emergency certificate, and 35 (49.3%) of the respondents possess a standard 

teaching certificate. Less than half of the participants held standard certification.   

Plans to Return to Special Education Teaching  

There were 56 participants (78.9%) that indicated they planned to return to special 

education teaching for the upcoming school year, one participant (1.4%) indicated that 

he/she did not plan to return to teaching special education next year, and 14 participants 

(19.7%) indicated that they were unsure of whether they would return to special 

education teaching for the upcoming school year. 

Class Ratios  

Class ratios for all participants had a mean of 1.97 staff members (SD = .937) to 

8.14 students (SD = 2.545) or an approximate ratio of 1:4 within the classroom. One 

survey indicated that there were 15 staff members to 39 students within one classroom. 

This survey was believed to be an anomaly and the ratio responses for this survey have, 
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therefore, been removed from the analysis. The analysis for the number of staff members 

per classroom (staff ratios) used the responses of 67 participants (3 responses were 

missing; 1 response was omitted from analysis). The analysis for the number of students 

per classroom (student ratios) used the responses of 68 participants (two responses were 

missing; one response was omitted from analysis). The responses for staff ratios spread 

from one to six staff members per class. The spread of students per classroom spread 

from three to fifteen students. Table 11 identifies the percentages and frequencies for the 

background variables of gender, teacher certification, level of education obtained, class 

ratios, and plans to return to special education teaching.  

Table 11 

Background Demographics for the Sample (n = 71) 

Demographic variable Frequency Percentage 

Gender   

        Female 50 70.4 

        Male 20 29.6 

Certification   

        No certification 9 12.7 

        Provisional/emergency certification 27 38 

        Standard certification 35 49.3 

Degree level   

        Bachelor’s 22 31.0 

        Master’s 48 67.6 

        Doctorate 0  

Plan to return?   

        Yes  56 78.9 

        No  1 1.4 

        Unsure  14 19.7 
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Summary 

This study sought to extend previous research on teacher burnout by examining 

the burnout levels and the relationships between five predictor variables (age, years of 

special education teaching experience, EBD preparation, principal relationship, and 

principal feedback) and the three aspects of burnout (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment) for teachers serving students 

with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic special education day 

schools that are members of a special education association located in the mid-Atlantic 

region.  

 The mean age of participants was 34.69 (SD = 8.8). Participants indicated a mean 

of 6.11 (SD = 4.861) years of teaching experience in special education.  Participants’ 

years of experience spread from .5 year to 30 years of teaching. Forty three respondents 

(60.6%) indicated that they received no preparation to work with students with EBD, and 

27 respondents (38%) indicated that they received preparation to work with students with 

EBD.   

The Maslach Burnout Inventory – Educators Survey (MBI-ES) was used to 

measure burnout along the three aspects of burnout (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment). Respondents indicated the 

frequency of their feelings ranging from zero (never) to six (everyday). The mean 

composite score on the emotional exhaustion scale was 23.15 (SD = 11.757) and an 

individual response mean of 2.573 (SD = 1.306) on emotional exhaustion items. Mean 

responses on emotional exhaustion items spread from .22 to 5.22. The mean composite 

score for depersonalization was 7.84 (SD = 6.582). Individual responses on 
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depersonalization ranged from 0 to 4.6.  The composite mean score for personal 

accomplishment was 35.04 (SD = 7.126). The individual mean response for personal 

accomplishment was 1.569 (SD = 1.316). The mean response for personal 

accomplishment items was 4.380 (SD = .891). The scores for personal accomplishment 

spread from 2.38 to 5.88.    

The surveys for both principal support and principal feedback asked participants 

to rate their perceptions on a scale from one (strongly agree) to five (strongly disagree). 

The mean response for the variable of principal support was 2.2394 (SD = .928). The 

mean response for principal feedback was 2.38 (SD = .94). 

Multiple linear regression was used to analyze the relationship of the predictor variable 

(age, years of experience, EBD preparation, principal support and principal feedback) 

with each of the three burnout aspects. Curvilinear regression analysis was conducted to 

analyze the relationships the predictor variables of age 
2 
(curvilinear relationship) and 

years of experience
2
 (curvilinear relationship) with each of the three burnout aspects. The 

results indicated that principal feedback was a significant predictor of emotional 

exhaustion. Principal feedback was not found to be a significant predictor of burnout for 

the aspects of depersonalization or personal accomplishment. Age, years of experience, 

EBD preparation and principal support were not found to individually be significant 

predictors of burnout. When combined, the five predictor variables were found to be 

significant predictors of burnout for each aspect of burnout (emotional exhaustion, 

personal accomplishment, depersonalization) for each model.  

Approximately 79% of the participants indicated that they planned to return to 

special education teaching for the upcoming school year, 1.4% of the participants 
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indicated that they did not plan to return, and 19.7% indicated that they were unsure of 

whether they would return. This study was conducted during the last month of the school 

year. The time of year in which this study was conducted may have impacted participant 

responses to the question of whether they planned to return to special education teaching, 

as well as to other items in this study.  

 The sample size used in this study was not sufficient. It is generally accepted that 

multiple regressions requires 30 participants per variable. This study used five variables. 

This study obtained a total of 71 completed eligible surveys, which allows for a greater 

variance of error. The low sample size to the number of variables examined limits 

generalizability of the study. 

Chapter V reports conclusions of this study with interpretive analysis of the 

preliminary, main, and ancillary results. It also offers organizational and programmatic 

recommendations, as well as recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter V  

 

INTERPRETATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, and RECOMMENDATIONS:  

 

Introduction 

This study examined the perceptions of the relationship of the three aspects of 

burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal 

accomplishment) with five background and work related variables (age, years of special 

education teaching experience, EBD preparation, principal support, and principal 

feedback) for teachers servings students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K-

8 within nonpublic special days schools that are members of a special education 

association within the mid-Atlantic region. Multiple linear regression analysis was 

conducted with the three criterion variables and the five predictor variables. These 

results, in addition to the frequencies and percentages, are used in the interpretive 

analysis of this chapter. This study addressed the following two research questions:  

1. What are the levels of emotional exhaustion, sense of personal 

accomplishment, and depersonalization experienced by teachers serving 

students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic 

special day schools that are members of a special education association 

located in the mid-Atlantic region, as indicated on the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory – Educators Survey (MBI-ES)? 

2. What is the relationship of the predictor variables (age, years of experience, 

EBD preparation, Principal Support, Principal Feedback) and each of 

Maslach’s three aspects of burnout (emotional exhaustion, personal 

accomplishment, depersonalization) for teachers serving students with EBD 
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and other disabilities in grades pre-K–8 within nonpublic special education 

day schools that are members of a special education association in the mid-

Atlantic region?  

As discussed in Chapter II, this study built upon the following three primary areas 

of research: professional burnout in the human services occupations (specifically 

educators); the supply, demand, and attrition of educators (specifically special educators); 

and students with disruptive behaviors (specifically those with EBD). Seventy-one 

eligible teachers from the population reported background information and their 

perceptions about their levels of burnout, principal feedback, and principal support. The 

overall findings of this study, implications for those findings, and recommendations for 

practice and research based on this study’s findings are discussed in this chapter. 

Summary of Problem 

 

The United States is experiencing a national teacher shortage making it difficult to 

provide students with highly qualified teachers. High teacher attrition rates make it 

difficult to fill the increasing demand for highly qualified teachers. The demand for 

special educators is especially high. The required number of employed special education 

teachers is expected to increase by 15% from 459,000 to a total of 530,000 by 2016 (20% 

for pre-K-elementary: 219,000 - 262,000; 16% for middle school: 102,000 – 118,000; 

and 9% for high school: 138,000 - 150,000), which is the fastest growing average for all 

occupations (U.S. Department of Labor, 2009). 

The accessibility of qualified teachers will impact students’ ability to receive an 

appropriate education (Boe, Bobbit, & Cook, 1996; Darling-Hammond & Scalan, 1996; 

Turnbull & Turnbull, 1998). The National Study of Personnel Needs in Special Education 
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(SPeNSE) pointed out in the 23
rd

 Annual Report to Congress that many students with 

EBD may not receive an appropriate education because their teachers are not adequately 

trained. They report that during the 1999-2000 school year, 69,249 special education 

teacher positions remained vacant, of which 12,013 (17%) were EBD teacher positions 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2001). During the 1999-2000 school year, 71% of the 

teachers serving students with EBD did not possess the appropriate teaching certification 

or credentials to teach this student population (Westat, 2002).  

Because the demand for highly qualified teachers is too great, many school 

districts are forced to grant emergency and/or conditional endorsements to teachers that 

are inadequately prepared to teach in the area for which they are hired (Billingsley, Fall, 

& Williams, 2006; Billingsley & McLeskey, 2004; Clark-Chiarelli & Singer, 1995; 

Educator Supply and Demand in the United States, 2002; Presentation at the 19
th
 Annual 

ICSEI Congress, 2006; Scheuerman & Johns, 2002; U.S. Department of Education, 2001; 

Westat, 2002), and other schools hire long-term substitute teachers to fill open positions 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 1997; U.S. Department of Education, 2001).  

There are several causes for the teacher shortages, which include: (a) increased 

growth of the number of students qualifying for special education over the last 25 years 

(American Association for Employment in Education, 2002), (b) state and federal 

mandates set forth for students identified with a disability (Boe, Cook, Bobbit, & 

Terhanian, 1997), and (c) teacher attrition (American Association for Employment in 

Education, 2002; Darling-Hammond, 1984; Henke, Choy, Geis, & Broughman, 1996). 

The greatest need for the continual need to hire teachers is the high rates of teacher 

attrition (Billingsley & Cross, 1992; Boe et al., 1998; Boe, Bobbit, & Cook, 1996). The 
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continual recruitment and replacement of teachers is expensive, timely, and harms 

student learning (Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2003; 

Darling-Hammond, 2001; Norton, 1999).  

In a study conducted by Billingsley and Cross (1991), 39% of former special 

education teachers serving students with LD, EBD, and MR in Virginia (n = 286) 

indicated that burnout was a chief cause for leaving special education teaching and 

transferring to general education. Boe (1997), Brownell, Smith, McNellis, and Miller 

(1997), Lauritzen (1986), McKnab (1995), and Singh and Billingsley (1996) found 

similar special education teacher attrition results regarding the impact of burnout. Many 

teachers leave the field due to burnout and others continue to teach, although they may 

exhibit less energy, enthusiasm, and a decreased ability to deal with issues (Holt, Fine, & 

Tollefson, 1987). Teachers experiencing higher levels of burnout are less likely to 

implement accommodations and modification to support students in meeting the 

curriculum (Dworkin, 1987; Sigmon, 1990). Burnout often leads teacher to attempt to 

transfer to other positions, move to other school districts, or change occupations 

altogether (Boe et al., 1995; Ross & Altmaier, 1994). Teachers experiencing burnout may 

also deal with their emotional exhaustion by referring students to special education 

unnecessarily as a way of coping with their burnout (Callaway & Blackburn, 1995).  

Special education day schools often work with some of the most severe and 

challenging disabilities. Because these students experience some of the greatest needs, it 

is important that teachers serving this population are highly qualified to work with these 

students. Teachers working in these schools may experience additional stress and 

pressure from working with students with severe disabilities and intense needs. No 
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burnout studies could be located that examined the burnout experience of teachers 

working with EBD students within special day schools. Because of the high attrition rates 

of teachers working with students with EBD, as well as the severe needs of students that 

attend special day schools, it is important to examine the burnout experience of teachers 

working with students with EBD in special day schools. 

Applicable Literature 

Background Data on Burnout 

 Cherniss (1980) stated that burnout was caused by incongruent feelings between 

what an employee feels he or she is giving and what the employees perceives he or she is 

receiving. He further explained that burnout was caused as a worker loses moral purpose 

and commitment in his or her job. Cheriniss further stated that being highly committed 

may decrease burnout. According to Embich (1996), special education teachers are 

generally highly committed to their students and instructional responsibilities. This factor 

may contribute to decreased burnout in special educators, however, the high level of 

organizational stress, such as teacher workload, responsibilities, education preparation, 

years of experience, principal support, and principal feedback can contribute to higher 

levels of stress and burnout, as well as the needs and challenges of the students, as 

discussed in Chapter II.  

 Freudenberger (1980) described burnout as the result of an individual feeling as 

though he or she is fighting a losing battle over a prolonged time period within his or her 

work position. As teachers become overwhelmed with the high expectations of their jobs, 

they may experience emotional exhaustion. As teachers grow more exhausted, they may 

start to use depersonalization as a way to cope emotionally by distancing themselves from 
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their students and their coworkers. As teachers experience prolonged feelings of 

exhaustion and their personal work relationships become strained, their work may lose its 

meaning and their sense of personal accomplishment decreases (Lee & Ashforth, 1993; 

Leiter & Maslach, 1988; Maslach & Jackson, 1986, 1993). Individuals experiencing 

higher levels of burnout are at greater risk for leaving their jobs, calling in sick, 

increasing alcohol and drug abuse, and experiencing conflicts in their family and 

marriage (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Schwab, 1983). 

 The relationships between the five predictor variables (age, years of experience, 

EBD preparation, principal support, and principal feedback) and the three criterion 

variables (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal 

accomplishment) were examined. The findings of the relationships shared between the 

predictor variables and each of the three criterion variables will be presented in response 

to the two research questions that lead the study, as well as the implications of the 

findings. The predictor variables and background variables used for this study were 

selected based on variables that have been found to be significant burnout factors in 

previous studies (Boyd & Pasley, 1989; Byrne, 1994; Crane & Iwanicki, 1986; Embich, 

1996; Frank & McKenzie, 1993; Iwanicki, 1983; Schwab & Iwanicki, 1981; Schwab, 

Jackson, Schuler, 1986).  

Summary and Implications of Results 

 Descriptive analysis was conducted using SPSS for the background (years of 

special education teaching experience, plans to return to special education teaching, and 

gender) and predictor variables (age, years of experience, EBD preparation, principal 

support, and principal feedback). Multiple regression was used to examine the 
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relationships of each of the criterion variables with each of the predictor variables (see 

Table 8 check table number). Recommendations related to the findings and their 

implications are discussed in the section of Programmatic and Organizational 

recommendations of this chapter. 

Background Variables 

The Background Data Survey collected background information (gender, teaching 

certification, classroom student-to-staff ratios, education preparation, and plans to return 

to teaching special education) about participants that may offer a context for better 

understanding the participants for this study. The population for this study included 13 

nonpublic special education day schools (192 teachers). Permission to survey teachers 

was received from 10 schools (n = 139 teachers). Three schools did not respond (accept 

or decline) in time to participate in the study. These three schools appear typical for the 

population. All 139 teachers from the 10 schools in the sample were invited to participate 

in this study during the week of May 18, 2009. Respondents were asked to return their 

surveys by June 12, 2009, but surveys were accepted from all participants until June 19, 

2009. The response rate of return for this study was 53.2% (n = 74). From the 74 total 

respondents, three respondents were ineligible to participate because they each indicated 

that they taught the target population less than 50% of the time. The final analysis used 

data from a sample of 71 eligible surveys.  

  In this study, 70.4% of the participants (n = 50) indicated that they were female 

and 29.6% (n = 21) indicated that they were male. Nine participants (12.7%) indicated 

that they held no certification, 27 participants (38.0%) indicated that they held a 

provisional or an emergency certificate, and 35 participants (49.3%) indicated that they 
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held a standard teaching certificate. The participants indicated that their mean classroom 

ratio was 1.97 staff members to 8.14 students. The responses for staff ratios per classroom 

spread from one to six staff members, and the ratio of students per classroom spread from 

3 to 15 students. Participants completed their surveys during the last month of the school 

year. There were 56 participants (78.9%) that indicated plans to return to special 

education teaching for the upcoming school year, one participant (1.4%) indicated that he 

or she did not plan to return to teaching special education next year, and 14 participants 

(19.7%) indicated that they were unsure of whether they would return to special 

education teaching for the upcoming school year. 

The participants in this study can be described as highly educated. All of the 

teachers possessed a bachelor’s degree, although the degrees may or may not be in a field 

related to education. Forty-eight participants (67.6%) also possessed a masters’ degree in 

special education. None of the participants possessed a doctorate in special education. 

Previous studies have found that training and teacher preparation were found to have a 

significant effect on job burnout, but research findings have been mixed (Rosenberg & 

Sindelar, 2001). Burnout findings for teachers that received alternative preparation have 

also provided mixed results (e.g., Banks & Necco, 1987; Rosenberg & Sindelar, 2001; 

Sindelar & Marks, 1993; Zeichner & Schulte, 2001).  

Criterion Variables 

Emotional exhaustion. The MBI manual offers a scoring key with prescribed cut 

off scores. The manual indicates that a score of 0-16 is a low level of burnout, 17-26 is a 

moderate level of burnout, and 27 or greater is a high level of burnout. The study’s 

sample generated a mean composite score of 23.15 (n = 71; SD = 11.757) for the 
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emotional exhaustion scale. This score indicated a moderate level of emotional 

exhaustion. The composite scores on this scale spread from 2 to 47. Participants indicated 

a mean response of 2.573 (SD = 1.306) on emotional exhaustion items. Responses of 

items on this scale spread from .22 to 5.22. The results indicated that principal feedback 

(p = .033) was a significant predictor of emotional exhaustion. Principal support (β = -

.096; p = .704), age (β = -1.477; p = .153), age
2
 (curvilinear relationship) (β = 1.261; p = 

.213), years of special education teaching experience (β = .312; p = .371), years of 

experience
2
 (curvilinear relationship) (β = -.039; p = .897) and EBD preparation (β = 

.112; p = .379) were not found to be significant predictor variables of emotional 

exhaustion for this study. Principal feedback may have been found to be significant on 

this scale because the feedback may offer opportunities for personal and professional 

growth that contribute to increased competency and self-efficacy of teachers. Principal 

feedback may also be useful in helping teachers to recognize their successes, as well as 

the importance of their work, which may assist teachers in finding their work important 

and meaningful, which may decrease burnout, particularly in the area of emotional 

exhaustion.  

Personal accomplishment. Personal accomplishment is interpreted in the 

opposite direction of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, with low scores 

indicating higher levels of burnout and higher scores indicating lower levels of burnout 

(Maslach, Jackson, and Leiter, 1996). The MBI manual indicates that a score on this scale 

of 0 to 30 is a high level of burnout, 31-36 is a moderate level of burnout and 37 or 

greater is a low level of burnout. The study’s sample generated a mean composite score 

of 35.04 (n = 71; SD = 7.126) on the personal accomplishment scale. This score indicated 
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a moderate level of personal accomplishment. Composite scores spread from 19 to 47. 

Participants indicated a mean response of 4.380 (SD = .891) on the personal 

accomplishment items. Responses on this personal accomplishment items spread from 

2.38 to 5.88. The predictor variables of principal support (β = -.260; p = .316), principal 

feedback (β = -.195; p = .479), age (β = .825; p = .435), age
2
 (curvilinear relationship) (β 

= -.650; p = .530),  EBD preparation (β = -.004; p = .973), years of experience (β = -.259; 

p = .469) and years of experience
2
 (curvilinear relationship) (β = .097; p = .753) were not 

found to be significant burnout predictors of depersonalization.   

Depersonalization. The MBI manual offers a scoring key with prescribed cut-off 

scores. The manual indicated that a score of 0-16 is a low level of burnout, 17-26 is a 

moderate level of burnout, and 27 or greater is a high level of burnout. The study’s 

sample generated a mean composite score of 7.84 (n = 70; SD = 6.582). This score 

indicated a low level of depersonalization. Composite scores spread from 0 to 22 for this 

burnout aspect. Participants indicated a mean response of 1.569 (SD = 1.316) on 

depersonalization items. Responses on depersonalization items scale spread from 0 to 4.4. 

The results indicated that principal feedback (β = .114; p = .679), principal support (β = 

.368; p = .161), age (β = .104; p = .918), age
2
 (curvilinear relationship) (β = -.104; p = 

.917), years of special education teaching experience (β = -.394; p = .252), years of 

experience
2
 (curvilinear relationship) (β = .330; p = .268) and EBD preparation (β = -

.126; p = .317) were not found to be significant predictor variables of depersonalization 

in this study. Embich (1996) studied teachers serving students with LD within public 

schools and reviewed literature examining special education burnout. Embich (1996) 

stated that generally special education teachers are highly committed to their students and 
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instructional responsibilities, which may contribute to lower levels of burnout overall. 

Their commitment and dedication may be especially beneficial to decreasing levels of 

depersonalization because they may continue to feel attached to their students and find 

meaning in their work, despite challenges. Embich’s findings may explain the levels of 

depersonalization experienced by teachers in this study.  

Predictor Variables 

 Age. Respondents indicated a mean age of 34.69 (SD = 8.8), which is considered 

middle aged. They spread in age from 24 years to 60 years of age. Using linear regression 

and curvilinear regression, age was not found to be a significant variable for any of the 

three aspects of burnout when examined in isolation, although it was significant for all 

three burnout models when it was combined with the other four predictor variables and 

examined as a group of variables. The results of this study did not support previous 

findings that indicated that age (B anks & Necco, 1990; Boe, Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener, & 

Weber, 1997; Embich, 1996; Otto & Arnold, 2005; Singer, 1993) is a strong predictor of 

teacher burnout and attrition. Previous findings indicated a U-shaped pattern whereby the 

rate of attrition due to burnout is high for teachers who are young and at the beginning of 

their careers, and middle-age teachers have a low rate of attrition, which once again 

increases significantly when teachers are older and closer to retirement (Embich, 1996; 

Grissmer & Kirby, 1987; Koneci, 2002; Murnane, Singer, & Willett, 1989; Shen, 1997; 

Singer, 1993; Watlington, Shockley, Earley, & Huie, 2004). This study may not support 

previous research regarding age because (a) the schools in study may have varied greatly 

in their level of supports and challenges so that these unaccounted for factors may have 

cancelled out the variable of age, and/or (b) unaccounted for teacher background 
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variables, such as training (traditional versus alternative programs), marital status, and 

supports inside and outside of work may have counteracted or cancelled out the variable 

of age. Findings from this study may also vary from previous studies because the 

previous studies were conducted with general education and special education teachers 

serving students within the public general education school setting.    

Years of special education teaching experience. The mean years of special 

education teaching experience found in this study was 6.05 years (SD = 4.861). 

Participants ranged from no experience to 30 years of experience. The participants in this 

study can be described as experienced teachers in the middle of their careers. This study 

found that 25% of the teachers had 3 years or less of experience, 50% had 5 years or less 

of experience, and 75% of the teachers had 8 years or less of experience. Using linear and 

curvilinear regression, years of experience was not found to be a significant predictor of 

and of the burnout aspects. Findings regarding years of special education teaching 

experience did not support previous research that found that years of teaching 

experiencing is a significant predictor of burnout (Boe, Bobbitt, Cook, Whitener, & 

Weber, 1997; Embich, 1996; Otto & Arnold, 2005; Singer, 1993).  Previous research also 

indicated that experienced teachers in the middle of their careers experience lower levels 

of burnout, and new teachers and teachers near retirement experience higher levels of 

burnout (Grissmer & Kirby, 1987; Murnane, Singer, & Willett, 1989; Shen, 1997; Singer, 

1993; Watlington, Shockley, Earley, & Huie, 2004). This study may not support previous 

research regarding years of experience because (a) the schools in study may have varied 

greatly in their level of supports and challenges so that these unaccounted for factors may 

have cancelled out the variable of years of experience, and/or (b) unaccounted for teacher 
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background variables, such as training (traditional versus alternative programs), marital 

status, levels of self-efficacy and supports inside and outside of work  may have 

counteracted or cancelled out the variable of years of experience. This study also varied 

in that previous studies were conducted with teachers working in public schools.     

Principal support. The predictor variable of perceived principal support was 

measured using the LMX-7 survey instrument. Participants were asked to indicate their 

level of agreement on 7 different statements regarding the support from their principal. 

The survey responses ranged from one for strongly agree (highest level of principal 

support) to a five for strongly disagree (lowest level of principal support). The mean 

response for principal support was 2.2394 (SD = .928). Participant responses ranged from 

1.0 to 4.43 on this scale.  

Principal support was not found to be a significant predictor for emotional 

exhaustion (β = -.096; p = .704; n = 65), personal accomplishment (β = -.260; p = .316; n 

= 65), or depersonalization (β = .368; p = .161; n = 64). These findings do not support 

previous research that found principal support contributed significantly to all three 

aspects of burnout (Cherniss, 1988; Farber, 1991; Fimian, 1986; Iwanicki, 1983; Matier, 

2007; Mazur & Lynch, 1989; Zabel & Zabel, 1982). Previous studies found that principal 

support has been found to affect teacher burnout levels in most areas of education 

(Billingsley & Cross, 1991; Brownell & Smith, 1993; Chenowith & Everhart, 2002; 

Gersten, 2001; Matier, 2007; Smith-Davis & Billingsley, 1993). Principal support has 

been found to decrease burnout levels (Cedoline, 1982; Gersten, 2001; Matier, 2007; 

Rosenholtz,1989; Ursprung, 1986). Findings of this study may vary from previous studies 

in that all of the previous studies were conducted with teachers serving students with 
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disabilities within public general education schools. This study may also have varied 

from previous studies in the level of support teachers received from various sources 

within schools other than the principal, such as staff development trainings, mentoring, 

levels and quality of collegial collaboration, and school-wide behavior management 

programs, which may have decreased the significance of the burnout predictor of 

principal support. School variables, such as teacher caseloads, class ratios, required 

paperwork, and/or amount planning time within the nonpublic special day schools may 

vary from those in previous studies. These differences may have led to the decreased 

significance of principal support, unlike previous studies.  

Principal feedback. Principal feedback was measured using Kramer’s 10-item 

Supervisor Feedback Survey. Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement 

from one for strongly agree (highest level of principal feedback) to five for strongly 

disagree (lowest level of principal feedback) on 10 different statements regarding the 

feedback from their principal. The mean response for principal support was 2.38 (SD = 

.94). Principal feedback was found to be a significant predictor variable for emotional 

exhaustion (β = .583; p = .033; n = 65). This suggests that administrator preparatory 

programs and trainings should include information regarding best practices, techniques, 

strategies and skills for principals to positively communicate with their teachers and 

offering them positive useful feedback. Principals should actively seek out and 

implement best practices and strategies to better offer feedback to their teachers as a way 

to decrease levels of emotional exhaustion in their teachers. Principal feedback was not 

found to be a significant predictor variable for personal accomplishment (β = -.195; p = 

.479; n = 65) or depersonalization (β = .368; p = .161; n = 64).  
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EBD preparation. There were 43 participants (60.6%) that indicated that they 

had received no preparation to work with students with EBD and there were 27 

participants (38%) that indicated they had received this preparation. The predictor 

variable of EBD preparation was not found to be a significant predictor for emotional 

exhaustion (β = ; p = .319; n =), personal accomplishment (β = ; p = .178; n =), or 

depersonalization (β = ; p = .070; n =). Emotional behavioral disorders preparation was 

not found to be a significant predictor of burnout in this study. Previous burnout studies 

with EBD preparation found that lack of training and preparation to work with students 

with EBD can contribute to feelings of burnout (Banks & Necco, 1990; Crane & 

Iwanicki, 1986; Gold, 1985; McIntyre, 1982; Rosenberg & Sindelar, 2001; Shea, 1990).  

Interpretation of Results 

The study was conducted during the last few weeks of school with 78.9% of 

participants indicating they would return to their jobs, 1.4% indicating that they would 

not return to their positions, and 19.7% indicating that they were unsure of whether they 

would return or not. The response rate for this study was 53%. The level of burnout 

indicated by participants was low to moderate. The teachers that did not return their 

completed surveys may have been those that were experiencing somewhat higher levels 

of burnout. These teachers may not have returned their surveys because they may have 

been too exhausted or overwhelmed to complete the extra task of completing or returning 

their surveys, or they may have been too detached or desensitized to care about the 

benefits or changes that might result from completing the surveys. Additionally, the 

percentage of teachers indicating that they would not return to their positions may have 

been higher had these teachers returned their completed surveys.       
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Criterion Variables 

Emotional Exhaustion. The mean composite score indicated by the participants 

for emotional exhaustion was 23.15 (SD = 11.757). Principal feedback was found to be a 

significant predictor (b = .583; p = .033) of emotional exhaustion. This means that 

teachers with higher levels of principal feedback may experience lower levels of 

emotional burnout.  

The levels of emotional exhaustion in this study were found to fall within the 

moderate level according to the MBI Manual, although participants were surveyed within 

the final month of school before summer break when job workload and organizational 

support might vary from other times of the school year. The levels of emotional 

exhaustion indicated by the participants in this study may be due to the levels of support 

received within and outside of the school, as well as various school and personal 

variables that were not accounted for or known.  

The other predictor variables (age, years of experience, principal support and 

EBD support) were not individually found to be significant predictors of burnout, 

although when they were combined and examined as a whole, they were found to be 

significant for all three burnout aspects. The individual variables, however, were found to 

be significant predictors of burnout in previous studies when examined individually, 

which may be due to the difference between public general education schools and 

nonpublic special education schools, as well as general and special education teachers, 

specifically those serving students with EBD. Differences between public general 

education schools and nonpublic special education day schools may include differences 

with teacher mandates, requirements, expectations, class ratios, materials and supplies, 
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benefits and incentives, support, guidance, feedback, planning time, and training, and 

severity of student populations, which can impact emotional exhaustion levels. For 

example, the nonpublic special day schools are smaller and may not require teachers to 

complete a full invoice of classroom materials at the end of each school year, unlike 

public general education classroom, which may lead to increased emotional exhaustion 

levels. Nonpublic special day schools generally offer smaller class sizes with lower class 

ratios, which may lead to lower levels of emotional exhaustion. Nonpublic special day 

schools serving students with EBD serve students with more severe and challenging 

behaviors than those served in public general education schools, which may increase 

levels of stress and emotional exhaustion. The increased levels of support within these 

schools may decrease stress levels caused by the severe student behaviors. Having a 

smaller caseload and additional support (such as IEP coordinators) and working within a 

smaller system may mean that teachers working in nonpublic special education have less 

paperwork. The lower classroom ratios with the additional staff that may be offered by 

the nonpublic special education day schools may offer additional teacher support and 

may allow classroom teachers additional documentation or preparation time, which can 

decrease emotional exhaustion. Teachers in public schools, however, receive a set 

amount of teacher planning time, which is often regulated by teacher unions. Teachers 

working in nonpublic special education day schools may or may not receive a set daily 

planning time and this time may vary greatly from school to school because they are not 

regulated by a teachers’ union, which may contribute to increased stress levels.  

Another difference may be that students in public schools may have heightened 

anxiety or behavior in anticipation of the summer break, where many of the students 
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attending nonpublic special education day schools receive only a small break before 

beginning school again for Extended School Year (ESY) services or year around 

programs. All teachers, regardless of the type of school in which they work, must 

complete some end of the year paperwork, such as report cards. Special educators 

working in public schools may have additional requirements to meet prior to the summer 

break that teachers working within nonpublic special days schools do not have, such as 

preparing student packets and assignments for students attending ESY. Nonpublic special 

day schools may also have flexibility to offer additional support to teachers, such as 

employing IEP Coordinators that can take some of the compliance responsibilities away 

from teachers. Although teacher requirements, responsibilities, and stress levels can be 

heightened at the end of the school year for all teachers, participants in this study did not 

indicate experiencing high levels of emotional exhaustion, which may be due to the 

quality of principal feedback, various school support and variables that this study has not 

accounted for within the nonpublic special days schools serving students with EBD.   

Personal Accomplishment. None of the five predictor variables were found to be 

significant predictors of burnout for this scale when examined individually. When the 

five variables were combined and examined as a whole, however, the combined five 

variables were found to be collectively a significant predictor of personal 

accomplishment. The mean composite score on the personal accomplishment scale was 

35.04 (SD = 7.126), which indicated a moderate level of burnout. The moderate level of 

personal accomplishment experienced by participants of this study may be partially 

attributed to the participants’ ability to clearly identify meaning from their work within 

the nonpublic special education day school setting. Students attending these schools often 
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have severe disabilities and may receive more intense interventions and supports within 

classrooms with lower class ratios and more intimate school communities.  

Depersonalization. None of the five predictor variables were found to be 

significant predictors of depersonalization when examined in isolation. They were, 

however, found to be a significant burnout predictor when combined and examined as a 

whole. Participants indicated a mean composite score for depersonalization of 7.84 (SD = 

6.582), which is a low level of burnout for this scale. Participants in this study indicate a 

low level of depersonalization. This means that participants in this study may continue to 

feel invested and connected to their students. Because participants in this study were not 

found to be experiencing high levels of emotional exhaustion or low levels of personal 

accomplishment, the participants may not require the coping mechanism of 

depersonalization needed to deal with high levels of stress and burnout (Haberman, 

2004). 

As a consequence of low levels of depersonalization, participants may be more 

likely to go above and beyond their minimal job duties to ensure they meet student needs 

(Dworkin, 1987; Sigmon, 1990; Wood & McCarthy, 2002). These teachers may continue 

to implement a higher quality of education for their students than teachers experiencing 

higher levels of depersonalization (Dworkin, 1987; Sigmon, 1990). Teachers with lower 

levels of depersonalization are more likely to offer students needed support, implement 

more interventions, exhibit more tolerance for student behavior, and may be less likely to 

refer students to others, such as behavior specialists, principals, or more intensive 

programs, because they are more emotionally available to deal with student behaviors 

(Holt, Fine, & Tollefson, 1987). 
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Predictor Variables 

The individual variables (age, years of experience, EBD preparation, principal 

support, principal feedback) were not found to be significant predictor of any of the three 

aspects of burnout (with the exception of principal feedback for the aspect of emotional 

exhaustion) when examined in isolation. This may be due to the fact that each of the 

nonpublic special education day schools operates independently from the others. The 

organizational variables may vary greatly from school to school. This study, however, 

examined predictor variables across the nonpublic special education day school system 

and not within the individual schools. Because the schools are independently owned and 

operated, their policies, procedures, and philosophies may vary greatly. This study, 

however, examined the nonpublic special day schools serving students with EBD that are 

members of a special education association as a whole and not individually. The 

participant responses from the participating schools were examined as a single group. 

The models for each of the three burnout aspects, however, were found to be significant, 

which demonstrate that when the individual variables were combined, they were 

significant predictors of each of the three burnout aspects (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishment). 

Principal feedback. Only principal feedback was found to be a significant 

predictor of burnout, but only on the single burnout aspect of emotional exhaustion (p = 

.033). This means that teachers receiving principal feedback experience lower levels of 

emotional exhaustion and those receiving low levels of principal feedback experience 

higher levels of emotional exhaustion. This may be due to the fact the principal feedback 

may clarify job ambiguity and role clarity, which have been shown to impact teacher 
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burnout levels (Embich 1996). Principal feedback may also offer useful strategies that 

strengthen teachers’ abilities to successfully perform their jobs, which may contribute to 

lower levels of emotional exhaustion. Principal feedback may also offer praise and 

positive reinforcement that contributes to higher morale and teacher self-esteem (Blasé & 

Kirby, 1992; Terry, 1997). It may assist teachers in finding meaning in their work and 

may contribute to lowered levels of emotional exhaustion (Gaitan, 2009; Schlicht, Yessel 

& Marbler, 2005). Principal feedback may offer teachers insight, growth opportunities, 

training, or mentoring that allow teacher to gain additional skills, ideas, instruments, or 

techniques that assist teachers in successfully completing job responsibilities and meeting 

job expectations, which may increase teacher competency and self-efficacy. Principal 

feedback may alleviate some of the stress, frustration, or anxiety teachers experience as 

they work to meet job expectations. Principal feedback may be viewed as reassuring as a 

principal verbalizes his or her appreciation for the teacher or identifies specific skills that 

he or she may have witnessed the teacher performing, and may assist teachers to find 

meaning in their work.   

The consequence of this research finding is that teachers working for principals 

that do not engage in regular feedback or that do not offer positive feedback may be 

distant in their interactions with students and colleagues. They may not be invested in 

their positions and may give only minimal effort. Teachers receiving little useful and 

positive feedback may have higher attrition rates and may offer a lower quality of 

education.   

Principal support. Principal support was not individually found to be a 

significant predictor of burnout for this study, which supports previous research for 
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teachers serving students with EBD. The nonpublic special education day schools are 

often smaller and more intimate than general education public schools. Teachers in these 

schools may receive ample support from other staff (teachers, coordinators, and 

therapists), as well as other organizations and agencies so that principal support may not 

impact burnout in the same way as it might within the public general education setting, 

even for those teachers serving similar student populations.  

Age. Age was not individually found to be a significant predictor of burnout for 

any of the aspects. Nonpublic special education day schools may offer a variety of 

supports, services and training within a smaller more intimate setting that may negate the 

impact that age might have within public general education schools. 

Years of experience.   Years of experience may not independently be a 

significant predictor of burnout because teachers working in nonpublic special education 

day schools often do not remain within these schools from the beginning of their careers 

until retirement. Most of the schools are less than 20 years old, and most of the schools 

are less than 10 years old, which means that most teachers working within the schools 

have not had the opportunity to spend their whole career within the school. The 

nonpublic schools may also not be able to compete with the public school salaries and 

benefits of public schools commanded by more experienced teachers, so nonpublic 

schools may hire less experienced teachers, career changers, and teachers that are looking 

for a new experience (thosemoving from public school to nonpublic or moving from 

another nonpublic). This means that the significance of the predictor variable of years of 

experience may have decreased due to other unknown unaccounted for variables. Another 

reason for the lack of significance of this predictor variable may be that the nonpublic 
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schools may implement supports and training that are unaccounted for yet decrease the 

significance of years of experience.   

EBD preparation. The predictor variable of EBD preparation was not found to 

be a significant predictor for any of the burnout aspects. Because nonpublic special 

education day schools serving students with EBD offer teachers a variety of supports and 

strategies, such as small staff-to-student ratios, school-wide point and levels systems, 

additional staff training and development), EBD preparation may not have an opportunity 

to impact these teachers.  

Emotional behavioral disorders preparation may not be a significant predictor for 

the burnout aspects of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization because this 

preparation may not offer the teachers coping mechanisms to deal with the emotional 

exhaustion and challenges that they will face in teaching students with EBD within 

nonpublic special day schools. Teachers serving students with EBD must deal with many 

of the challenges of traditional teaching, such as lesson planning and implementing 

lessons, completing paperwork and other teacher duties and requirements. In additional to 

traditional teacher requirements, they must also deal with the unique behavioral 

challenges of their students that may contribute to teacher emotional. As a result of this 

emotional exhaustion, they may use depersonalization as a coping mechanism to deal 

with this exhaustion. If EBD preparation programs did not prepare the participant with 

strategies to cope with the stress and challenges the participants face in their jobs, this 

may be one reason EBD preparation was not found to be a significant predictor of 

emotional exhaustion or depersonalization.  
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Another reason for the lack of significance of EBD preparation could be that other 

teacher training programs not focused on EBD may have offered teachers training on 

how to successfully deal with the stress and realities of their jobs, so that there may have 

been little difference between the EBD training programs and other teacher training 

programs. Additionally, the nonpublic special day schools may offer teachers staff 

development, support, and positive feedback that decrease the importance and 

significance of EBD training programs for personal accomplishment, emotional 

exhaustion, and depersonalization.   

Theoretical Foundation or Conceptual Framework 

 

 Maslach theorized that burnout was composed of three aspects, including 

emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment (Maslach 

& Jackson, 1981).  The MBI was developed to measure burnout for each of the three 

burnout aspects. For the purpose of this study, theories supporting the MBI (three aspects 

of burnout) and research on teachers serving students with EBD are existential 

perspective theory and self-efficacy theory. Existential perspective theory is based on the 

assumption that burnout is caused by the need to believe that one’s life and actions are 

meaningful and that he or she is important and needed (Pines, 1993). Schaufeli (1998) 

pointed out that the lack of reciprocal relationships with students, colleagues, and 

administrators demonstrates that a person's efforts are unimportant or useless, which may 

contribute to feelings of burnout. According to Blasé (1982), when educators are 

unsuccessful in reaching their goals, they find it difficult to see their work and life as 

meaningful, which can result in increased levels of burnout. As an example, teachers 

working with students with behavior issues usually rate disciplinary issues among items 
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that are most stressful on teacher surveys because disciplinary issues weaken their 

feelings of effectiveness (Abel & Sewell, 1999; Brownell, Smith, & Miller, 1995; Byrne, 

1994; Cherniss, 1980; Farber, 1991; Gonzales, 1995; Hastings & Brown, 2002; Pines & 

Aronson, 1988; Sires & Tonnsen, 1993; Yoon, 2002; Zabel & Zabel, 1981). Students who 

do not pay attention and do not demonstrate an interest in learning can contribute to 

teacher burnout, because they lead the teacher to feel irrelevant and limit feelings of 

existential importance. Teachers who spend more time disciplining and retraining 

students, spend less time in activities that allow them to feel important, such as educating 

students (Brenner & Bentall, 1984; Cedoline, 1982).  

The participants in this study work with students with severe emotional and 

behavioral challenges. Working with this student population has the potential to cause 

teachers high levels of burnout as teachers struggle to manage student behaviors, 

maintain their own safety in some cases, and work to educate their students. Nonpublic 

special day schools, however, usually offer school-wide behavior management programs 

and behavior management training that offer teachers support and preparation to manage 

and change student behaviors. This may give teachers greater opportunities to spend time 

with instruction and positively interactions with students. Additionally, these schools 

offer more intimate school communities with smaller class sizes that allow teachers to 

individualize instruction and spend more time with each student. Although many their 

students previously were unsuccessful within the public school setting, many students 

with EBD experience greater success within the nonpublic special day school with the 

more restrictive intimate setting, which allows teachers to feel good about their work and 

find meaning in their jobs and their lives. 
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 The existential perspective can explain many organizational variables that result 

in educator burnout. When teachers feel overloaded with work, they may experience 

burnout because they may feel they are unable to properly complete their work (Blasé, 

Cooper & Marshall, 1978, 1986; Cedoline, 1982; Farber, 1991; Iwanicki, 1983; Lortie, 

1975; Maslach, 2003, 2006; Platt & Olson, 1990; Weiskopf, 1980). Insufficient feedback 

from administration may result in burnout because educators do not feel they (or their 

work) are seen as important by others (Milner, 2002; Shaw, Bensky, & Dixon, 1981), 

which may contribute to burnout. The existential perspective allows for the incorporation 

of other dynamic theories that are fundamental to teacher burnout, such as self-efficacy 

theory. 

 Perceived self-efficacy theory holds the belief that personal efficacy beliefs 

influence individual decisions, efforts, and perseverance (Bandura, 1986). Based on the 

Native American philosophy "Circle of Courage" which uses four central values 

(belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity) to foster self-esteem (Brendro & 

Brokenleg, 2000; Coetzee, 2005), Bandura (1997) proposed four sources of efficacy 

expectations: mastery experiences, physiological and emotional states, vicarious 

experiences, and social persuasion. Mastery experiences have been found to be the 

greatest power source of efficacy information. The perception of a failed performance 

lowers efficacy beliefs and contributes to the belief that performances in the future will 

also be inept (Hoy, 2000), which leads to increased burnout levels. 

 The training, feedback, and supports that the nonpublic special day schools offer 

may increase teacher competency and opportunities to experience success. Participants 

that perceive that their actions had a positive impact on their students were more likely to 
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believe that they were capable of successfully working with their students in the future. 

This belief may have increased their self-efficacy and allowed them to continue to work 

with full effort and dedication. Successful experiences and higher self-efficacy may have 

contributed to low to moderate burnout levels, despite the end of the year responsibilities 

of the participants.    

Limitations 

This study had several limitations. There was not ample time available to conduct 

additional follow up between the start of the study and the end of the school year, which 

may have increased participant response rates. Financial resources were limited, so that 

more costly incentives were not used, which may have increased participant response 

rates. Human resources were limited so that the researcher was unable to visit participants 

in person to discuss the study, ask for their participation, and collect the surveys in 

person. This may have increased the interest and trust of the participants, which may have 

increased participation and may have ensured participants felt comfortable to offer honest 

responses. This study was also limited by the small number of teachers eligible to 

participate in the study from this particular population. This study collected data solely 

using self-reporting surveys during the last month of the school year. This study, 

therefore, is also limited in that self-reporting surveys measure how individuals feel at a 

given point in time. These feelings may vary during other periods throughout the school 

or may be affected by recent personal experience. Because this study was conducted at 

the end of the school year, generalizability of this study to other times of the school year 

when teacher demands, requirements, and stress may be different may be limited.    
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Conclusions 

 As a result of the findings of this study, it was concluded that teachers serving 

student with EBD in grades pre-K - 8 within nonpublic special day schools were 

experiencing low to moderate levels of burnout, although it is believed that the burnout 

levels may have been somewhat higher had the return rate been higher. It is believed that 

teachers selecting not to participate may have indicated higher levels of burnout and some 

may have indicated that they had no plans to return to their positions. It was found that 

the variable of principal feedback was a significant predictor of emotional exhaustion. 

Principal feedback was not found to be a significant predictor of depersonalization or 

personal accomplishment. Age, years of experience, and EBD preparation were not found 

to be significant predictor variables for any of the burnout aspects when examined in 

isolation. The five predictor variables, however, were found to be significant for all of the 

burnout aspects (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal 

accomplishment) when they were combined and examined as a whole. The following 

conclusions are discussed for each research question. 

Research Question 1 

 The survey instrument measuring burnout levels (MBI-ES) asked participants to 

rate their feelings and perceptions from one (Never) to six (Everyday). Participants 

indicated they were experiencing a moderate level of emotional exhaustion and personal 

accomplishment. Participants indicated experiencing a low level of depersonalization.  

 Research Question 2 

 Only principal feedback (p = .033) was found to individually be significant for the 

burnout aspect of emotional exhaustion, but it was not found to be significant for the 
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burnout aspects of depersonalization or personal accomplishment. Age, years of 

experience, EBD preparation and principal support were not individually found to be 

significant predictors of burnout for any of the three burnout aspects. When the five 

predictor variables were combined, they were found to be significant predictors for each 

of the three burnout models (emotional exhaustion, personal accomplishment and 

depersonalization). 

 As a result of this study, the following findings were considered especially 

salient:  

1. Teachers in this sample serving students with EBD in grades pre-K - 8 within 

special education day schools were experiencing moderate levels of emotional 

exhaustion and personal accomplishment, but were experiencing low levels of 

depersonalization.  

2. Principal feedback was found to be a significant predictor of emotional 

exhaustion, but not a significant predictor of personal accomplishment or 

depersonalization when examined in isolation.  

3. Principal support, age, years of special education teaching experience, and 

EBD preparation were not found to be significant burnout predictors for any 

of the three burnout aspects when examined in isolation. And, 

4. When the five predictor variables (age, years of special education experience, 

EBD preparation, principal support, and principal feedback) were combined 

and examined as a whole, they were found to be significant predictors of 

burnout for each of the three burnout models (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal accomplishment).  
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Specific recommendations can be found in the following section, Programmatic 

and Organization Recommendations. This study has offered some insight as to the levels 

of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment 

experienced by the teachers working within nonpublic special education day schools, as 

well as to the relationship of the predictor variables and background variables to each of 

the three aspects of burnout.  

Generalizations 

This study serves as an exploratory study and was designed to begin to examine 

the burnout experience of teachers serving students with EBD within nonpublic special 

education day schools. This study was conducted with an insufficient sample size, so 

caution should be used when generalizing findings from this study. Findings from this 

study may be generalized, with caution, to teachers serving students with EBD within 

nonpublic special education day schools serving students in pre-K-8 that are located in 

the mid-Atlantic region. These findings are not generalizable to teachers serving students 

in public school, nor are they generalizable to secondary teachers, as this study was 

conducted with only teachers serving students in grades pre-K - 8. Because this study was 

conducted at the end of the school year, generalizability of this study to other times of the 

school year when teacher demands, requirements, and stress may be different may be 

limited. 

Programmatic and Organizational Recommendations 

Training and Professional Development 

The vast majority of nonpublic special education day schools that participated in 

this study offer their teachers training and professional development opportunities, which 
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may have increased the competency and self-efficacy of the participants. Although the 

study was conducted near the end of the school year with participants’ work with students 

with severe emotional behavioral challenges, participants indicated experiences of low to 

moderate burnout levels. These levels may be partially due to the training and 

professional development provided by the schools. Professional development and training 

should include information, skills, and strategies found to decrease burnout levels. 

Professional development can assist teachers to successfully perform their jobs, which is 

a way to increase self-efficacy and competency as a way to decrease burnout. Training 

and professional development may offer strategies to assist teachers find meaning from 

their work, which may contribute to decreased burnout levels.  

EBD Teacher Preparation Programs 

 This study did not find EBD teacher preparatory programs to be a significant 

predictor of burnout in this study when examined independently. The professional staff 

development and training provided by the nonpublic special education schools may have 

offered teachers training that decreased the significance of EBD teacher preparation when 

examined individually. Emotional behavioral disorders teacher preparation, however, was 

found to be a significant predictor of burnout for all three burnout models when combined 

with the other four predictor variables. Emotional behavioral disorders teacher 

preparatory programs should ensure that teachers are taught skills that they will need to 

effectively perform their jobs, deal with challenges, and draw meaning from their work. 

Teacher preparatory programs should adequately prepare teachers with specific 

techniques and coping skills to successfully work through the challenges they will face as 

a teacher. In addition, teacher preparatory programs should also introduce students to 
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coping strategies for dealing with stress and challenges. Teachers that are well prepared 

to deal with the challenges may experience higher levels of self-efficacy, which may 

contribute to lower levels of burnout.   

Principal Support 

Principal support was not individually found to be a significant predictor of 

burnout, but when combined with the other four predictor variables, it was found to be a 

significant predictor variable for all three burnout models. It is, therefore, recommended 

that principals exhibit support to ensure that teachers feel appreciated and heard as a way 

of increasing self-efficacy and assisting them to find meaning in their work.  Otto and 

Arnold (2005) stated that principals should interact with teachers in meaningful ways, 

including substantive conversations, which can decrease feelings of isolation in teachers 

and can increase feels of being appreciated (Otto & Arnold, 2005).     

Principal Feedback 

Principal feedback was found to be a significant predictor of emotional 

exhaustion when examined in isolation in this study.  The relationship was such, that as 

principal feedback went up, emotional exhaustion also increased. Teachers may have felt 

that the feedback was punitive or consisted of directives that caused more work for the 

teachers. As a result, it is recommended that principals offer useful feedback and restrain 

from overloading teachers with multiple and conflicting feedback.  

Individually, principal feedback was not found to be a significant predictor of 

depersonalization or personal accomplishment. When principal support was combined 

with the four other variables, the combined variables were found to be significant 

predictors of depersonalization and personal accomplishment. Principals should take the 
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time to offer constructive feedback to teachers that strengthens their capabilities and 

raises self-efficacy. Principals should be cautious about offering to much feedback that 

becomes burdensome and overbearing to teachers.  

Class Size  

The mean staff to student class ratios was approximately 2:8. The small class 

sizes of participants may be partially responsible for the low to moderate burnout levels. 

It is, therefore, recommended that principals and schools work to maintain lower class 

ratios as a means of decreasing burnout levels.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

There are currently no other published burnout studies with nonpublic special 

education day schools. Additional burnout studies, therefore, should be conducted with 

nonpublic special education day schools to extend this study’s findings. 

Recommendations for future studies include: 

1. Because there are no other burnout studies conducted with special educators 

within nonpublic special education day schools, additional burnout studies 

with teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities should be 

conducted within nonpublic special education day schools.   

2. Because this study was conducted in a large metropolitan area within the mid-

Atlantic region, it is recommended that similar studies be conducted within 

other regions, including suburban and urban areas to identify the impact a 

region may have on the burnout experience.  

3. This study used only teachers working within schools that were members of a 

single special education association. Similar studies should be conducted that 
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examine teachers working for schools that are not members of this association 

to ensure that the membership itself does not impact the teacher burnout 

experience. It is possible that burnout levels of this particular special 

education association may offer principals additional information, support and 

guidance that may than impact the burnout experience of their teachers. 

4. Comparative studies should be conducted in the future to examine how the 

burnout experience changes between (a) grade levels (early education, 

elementary, middle, and secondary schools), (b) teachers serving different 

disabilities (EBD, SLD, Autism, MR), (c) special education teachers working 

in a variety of settings (general education inclusion classrooms, resource 

special education classrooms, self-contained classrooms within general 

education schools, self-contained special education day schools, and 

residential settings), and (d) nonpublic and public settings.   

5. Burnout studies within special education nonpublic day schools should 

examine and compare each of the participating schools individually, as well as 

combining them and examining them as a whole to better understand the 

relationship between the burnout variables and the three aspects of burnout.    

6. Similar studies should be both qualitative and quantitative to allow teachers to 

offer an explanation and context for understanding their responses, which will 

allow for a greater understanding of responses. 

7. Similar burnout studies with teachers serving students with EBD and other 

disabilities within nonpublic special education day schools conducted in the 

future should extend the research by examining the burnout variables of (a) 
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role ambiguity, (b) work conditions, (c) workload, (d) self-efficacy, (e) 

commitment, (f) collaboration, and (g) personal variables, which were not 

used as part of this study, but that have been found to impact burnout in 

previous studies.  

8. Similar studies should attempt to identify and examine specific types of 

workload variables, as well as specific personal variables that may contribute 

to or predict burnout as a way of better understanding the relationship these 

variables with burnout.  

9. Future studies may want to extend current teacher burnout research by 

examining student-to-staff ratios, types of certification 

(provisional/emergency, standard/professional, national board certification), 

as well as completion of types of teacher preparatory programs (traditional 

and alternative) with the three aspects of burnout.  

10. Data for this study were collected during the months of May and June, which 

was the final month of the school year. Future research should be conducted at 

different periods throughout the year to identify how the teacher burnout 

experience changes at different points throughout the school year. 

Summary 

 This study examined burnout variables associated with teachers serving students 

with EBD in grades pre-K-8 within nonpublic special education day schools that are 

members of a special education association within the mid-Atlantic region. This study 

found that principal feedback was a significant burnout predictor for the model of 

emotional exhaustion. No other predictor variable was individually found to be a 



205 

 

significant predictor of burnout when examined in isolation. When the five variables were 

combined and examined as a whole, however, they were found to be significant 

predictors of burnout for all three of the burnout models (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and sense of personal accomplishment).  

Conclusions found to be noteworthy in this study are (a) when examined in 

isolation, principal feedback was found to be a significant predictor of emotional 

exhaustion with a positive correlation, but was not found to be a significant predictor of 

depersonalization or personal accomplishment when examined in isolation, (b) age, years 

of experience, EBD preparation and principal feedback were not found to be significant 

predictors of any of the three burnout aspects when examined in isolation, (c) when the 

five predictor variables were combined, the group of variables was found to be a 

significant predictor for each of the three burnout models, and (d) participants indicated 

experiencing moderate burnout levels on the emotional exhaustion and personal 

accomplishment scales and low burnout for the scale of depersonalization.  

 Several recommendations for organizational and programmatic changes were 

identified to improve current practices that may contribute to the burnout experience of 

teachers serving students with EBD in grades pre-K-8 within nonpublic special education 

day schools that are members of a special education association located in the mid-

Atlantic region.  Due to the high rates of teacher attrition and the national teacher 

shortage, partially due to teacher burnout, it is important that the issue of teacher burnout 

and its contributing factors are addressed. Nonpublic special education day schools often 

serve students with the most challenging and severe disabilities. Teachers working with 

these students must be highly qualified and prepared to ensure that these students receive 
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an appropriate education. It is, therefore, the hope of this researcher that additional 

research be conducted with teachers serving students with disabilities in nonpublic special 

education day schools. Recognition of the issue of teacher burnout and attrition of this 

population will allow for increased interventions, strategies, and changes that may reduce 

the burnout experience. 

Review of Results 

This study found that principal feedback was a significant predictor of emotional 

exhaustion, although it was not a significant predictor of depersonalization or personal 

accomplishment. Previous research findings also indicate that principal feedback is a 

significant burnout predictor for at least one burnout aspect (Blasé & Kirby, 1992; 

Gaitan, 2009; Schlichte, Yessel, & Marbler, 2005; Terry, 1997). This study did not find 

that principal support to be a significant predictor for any of the burnout aspects, which 

did not support previous research findings that indicated principal support (Cherniss, 

1988; Farber, 1991; Mazur & Lynch, 1989; Zabel & Zabel, 1982) contributed 

significantly to all three aspects of burnout. Findings from this study did not support 

previous studies that found that age and years of experience were significant burnout 

predictors (Banks & Necco, 1990; Crane & Iwanicki, 1986; Gold, 1985; McIntyre, 1982; 

Shea, 1990). Age and years of experience were not found to be significant predictors of 

any burnout aspects. Preparation of EBD was not found to be a significant burnout 

predictor in this study, however, previous studies have found this variable inconclusive 

(Banks & Necco, 1987; Rosenberg & Sindelar, 2001; Sindelar & Marks, 1993; Zeichner 

& Schulte, 2001). When all of the five predictor variables were combined, they were 
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found to be significant predictors of all three burnout models (emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization and personal accomplishment). 

This study differed from previous studies in that those were almost exclusively 

conducted within public school settings. The vast majority of these studies were 

conducted with general education teachers, although many studies focused on teachers 

serving students with disabilities. Very few teacher burnout studies examined teachers 

serving students with EBD. No studies could be found that examine EBD teachers within 

nonpublic special day schools, although these schools often serve students with the most 

severe and challenging students. 
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Appendix 1 

 
SAMPLE ITEMS FOR THE 

 
MASLACH BURNOUT INVENTORY 

 
"Educators Survey" 

 
by Christina Maslach, Susan E. Jackson, and Richard L. Schwab 

 

 
Directions:  The purpose of this survey is to discover how educators view their jobs and the 
people with whom they work closely.   
 
Please read each statement carefully and decide if you ever feel this way about your job.  If you 
have never had this feeling, write a "0" (zero) before the statement.  If you have had this feeling, 
indicate how often you feel it by writing the number (from 1 to 6) that best describes how 
frequently you feel that way. 
 

How Often:            0                    1                   2                  3                    4                   5                    

6 

 

                           Never            A few           Once a           A few           Once a          A few         

Everyday 

                                               Times a         month or        times a            week          times a          

                                               Year or             less             month                                 week 

   
 
I. Depersonalization 
 
5. I feel I treat some students as if they were impersonal objects. 
 
 
II. Personal Accomplishment 
 
9. I feel I'm positively influencing other people's lives through my work. 
 
 
III. Emotional Exhaustion 
 
20. I feel like I'm at the end of my rope. 
 

 
From the Maslach Burnout Inventory - Educators Survey by Christina Maslach, Susan E. 
Jackson, and Richard L. Schwab.  Copyright 1986 by CPP, Inc.  All rights reserved.  Further 
reproduction is prohibited without the Publisher's consent. 
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Appendix 2 

 

Background Data 

 

 

Please Check or Enter the Most Appropriate Response: 

 

 

Do you teach students in grades Pre-k - 8
th

 at least 50% of the time?    □ Yes   □ No    

If no, please to not continue with the survey. You may submit it now. 

 

 

Do you work as a special education teacher 30 hours or more per week?   □ Yes    □ No 

If no, please to not continue with the survey. You may submit it now. 
 

 

Gender:  □ Male   □ Female    Your  Age:     

  

  

      

Teacher Licensure/Certification Status:   Classroom Student to Staff Ratios: 

□ None       Number of Staff (Including Yourself): 

  

□ Provisional/Emergency     Number of Students:   

□ Standard   

     

     

Indicate All That Apply: Years of Special Education Teaching:   

□ No Special Education Preparation     

□ Masters in Special Education     

□ Doctorate in Special Education   

□ Teacher Preparation to work with Students with Emotional Behavioral Disorders  

 

 

Do you plan to return to special education teaching for the upcoming 2009/2010 school year?  

□ Yes 

□ No 

□ Unsure at the time 
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Appendix 3 

 

Kendra A. Hill 

17521 Eleanor Lane 

Upper Marlboro, MD 20774 

Kendrah12@hotmail.com 

240-472-9205 

 

  

May 21, 2009 

 

 

Dear Participant: 

 

My name is Kendra Hill. I am a doctoral student at The George Washington University. 

To complete my dissertation I am conducting research on teacher attitudes regarding their 

jobs serving students with emotional disturbance and other disabilities in grades preK–

8th. This study will gather information from approximately 196 teachers. Because you 

have been identified as a teacher working with this student population, I ask for your help 

in completing a brief and anonymous survey.  

 

It is true that teaching can be a wonderful and rewarding experience, but it is also 

incredibly challenging. This study is intended to examine your attitudes regarding your 

job. The findings of this study may assist in creating new policies and practices that can 

improve work conditions and increase teacher support.  

 

This questionnaire is anonymous. Under no circumstance will your name be shared with 

anyone. You can feel completely confident to answer all survey questions openly and 

honestly. Included with this letter, you will find a survey and a preaddressed postage-paid 

envelope so that you may easily and anonymously return your completed survey.  

 

This brief survey should take you approximately 10 - 15 minutes to complete. Please 

assist me in conducting this study by completing the questionnaire and returning it in the 

enclosed envelope by Friday, June Friday, May 12, 2009. Thank you in advance for your 

assistance. Your support is truly appreciated.  

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Kendra A. Hill 

The George Washington University 

 

 

mailto:Kendrah12@hotmail.com
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Appendix 4 

Script for Telephone Conversation with Principals 

 

Hello. My name is Kendra Hill. I am a doctoral student at The George 

Washington University. I am currently working to complete my dissertation on teacher 

burnout for those teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-

K-8 within non-public programs.    

The current teacher burnout research is limited, in that there are few studies with 

teachers serving this population and none of them are in non-public or special day 

schools. My research will focus on the perceptions and feelings of these teachers. The 

information obtained from the study can be used by school administrators and 

policymakers to assist with school policies and practices to decrease teacher burnout and 

increase teacher retention rates.  

Only those non-public special day schools that are members of DCASE will be 

part of this study. I would like to survey your teachers working students with EBD in 

grades pre-k - 8
th
. The identities of your teachers and the name of your school will be 

anonymous. No identifying information will be shared with anyone. All of the 

questionnaires will come with a cover letter that explains the purpose of the study to your 

teachers, a letter of consent, and a preaddressed postage-paid envelope so that your 

teachers can easily return the survey.  

I would like to mail the surveys to your school in one large envelope so that your 

office can place one survey packet into the work mailbox of each teacher who works with 

students with EBD. Would you be open to your teachers participating in the study? (If 

yes): I’ll need to send you the correct number of surveys. How many teachers do you 

have on staff who work with students with EBD within the grades of pre-k–8th? (Wait 

for response) I’ll send out that number of surveys this week. 

Next week, after your teachers receive their survey packets, I’d like to send you a 

follow-up packet of flyers to be placed in the teachers’ mailboxes as a reminder to return 

their questionnaires, if they haven’t already done so. Would that be okay?  

Great! I’ll forward you a packet with the teacher survey packets to be placed in the 

teacher mailboxes. If you have any questions before then you can contact me at 240-472-

9205. Thank you so much for your help. Goodbye. 
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Appendix 5 

 

(Principal Acknowledgement Letter Sent with Survey Packets) 

 
Kendra A. Hill 

301 Panora Way 

Upper Marlboro, MD 20774 

kendrah12@hotmail.com 

240-472-9205 

 

 May 21, 2009 
 

 

Dear (principal’s name): 

 
Thank you for agreeing to participate and support my study on improving teacher retention. This 

study will survey only teachers serving students with EBD and other disabilities in grades pre-k - 

8
th
. This study will anonymously survey approximately 196 participants from 13 different 

schools. The surveys do not contain any identifying information that can reveal the identities of 

the participants or the school for which they work. Therefore, you can feel confident that the 

responses will, in no way reflect upon your staff or school.  However, the findings from this study 
should be helpful in the development of new policies and practices that can improve work 

conditions, teacher support, and teacher retention.  

 

Included with this letter are the teacher survey packets and is a sample school endorsement letter 
that you can use to inform your staff about the study and request their participation in the study. 

Each teacher survey packet includes a cover letter, the surveys, and a self-addressed/postage paid 

envelope that your staff can use to easily and anonymously return the surveys. These surveys are 
brief and should take your staff approximately 10 - 15 minutes to complete. In approximately one 

week I will forward to you the ―Survey Reminder Flyers‖ should be placed in each participating 

staff member’s mailbox to act as a reminder to return their completed surveys. Additionally, these 
surveys should be placed on the staff bulletin boards, if you have available space. These flyers 

will assist in improving participation in the study by reminding staff to complete and submit their 

surveys. 

 
The results from this study will contribute to a better understanding of how we can retain special 

education teachers, particularly those working in non-public day schools. Again, the study is 

completely anonymous so that neither the names of your staff or your school will be revealed. 
Thank you again for your assistance and support. If you should have any questions or concerns, 

please do not hesitate to contact me by phone or e-mail. 

 

Sincerely, 
 

 

Kendra A. Hill 
The George Washington University   
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Appendix 6 

 

 

 

~ Reminder ~ 
 

Please Don’t Forget to 
Return Your Teacher Survey 

 
The surveys are completely anonymous!! 

 
A pre-addressed postage-paid envelope is included with  

your survey packet for a quick and easy return. 

 
Please return your teacher surveys  

by Friday, June 12, 2009.  
 

Your support is truly appreciated. 
 

Replacements for lost or missing surveys  
may be obtained from your supervisor. 
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Appendix 7 

 

Burnout Aspect of Emotional Exhaustion 
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Appendix 8 

 

Burnout Aspect of Emotional Exhaustion 
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Appendix 9 

 

Burnout Aspect of Personal Accomplishment 
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Appendix 10 

 

Burnout Aspect of Personal Accomplishment 
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Appendix 11 

 

Burnout Aspect of Depersonalization 
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Appendix 12 

 

Burnout Aspect of Depersonalization 

 


